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Dedication
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Introduction

BEFORE AMERICA WAS AT WAR, the world was already burning. This true story begins long before the bombs fell on Pearl Harbor—before most Americans knew what was coming. It was a time when the brewing storm was shaped by distant decisions and many unfamiliar names. But walk with me. These early threads matter. They lay the groundwork for everything that follows: the fear, the unknown, the sacrifices—and the unexpected heroes and villains at the heart of it. The men and women whose names rarely appear in textbooks, but who helped steer history’s course.

Then once the bombs fall on Pearl Harbor, the story shifts. From that moment forward, you’ll live alongside them—in the present tense—as they make choices under pressure, step into fear or rise to courage, and navigate the thin line between what’s right and what’s ruin, just as they lived it—in real time, blind to what lay ahead. When the call came, these everyday men and women answered. Their lives unfolded in modest living rooms, under leaky roofs, in neglected offices, and behind top-secret doors. No medals. No parades. Just grit, risk, and a quiet defiance.

Take my hand as I lead you through forgotten docks and mosquito-ridden airstrips, through the shadowed corners of laboratories and backroom meetings where nothing was certain and everything was at stake. It begins wide—global in scale—and narrows, again and again, until it all converges to the most unlikely hands holding the line in the spring of 1945.

So stay with me. Trust the path. The players you’re about to meet—flawed, brilliant, stubborn, and sometimes walking a fine line with the law—each carved a place in this effort, often unaware of the firestorm they were holding back.

These are the people history almost forgot.

Until now.
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Preface

THE HARBOR FULL OF ships1 lay hull to hull, their masts spreading forestlike across the fifteen-mile stretch of Delaware Bay between Cape May, New Jersey, and Cape Henlopen, Delaware. It was a sight to break the heart of any sea-faring man.

Heavy-laden oil tankers out of Las Piers, Venezuela, and Port Arthur, Texas, lay drowsing at anchor, their decks almost awash under the weight of their precious cargoes; grimy little colliers, bound for Norfolk with soft coal for the war plants of the East; weary, weather-stained coastal luggers, their rusty hulls splotched with red lead; and smartly painted deep-water freighters carrying rubber from the Amazon jungles, quinine from Ecuador, tin from Bolivia. It was a motley assortment of bottoms, but all had one thing in common: beneath their bulging hatch covers and in tarpaulin-covered packing cases lashed to salt-encrusted decks, they carried the raw materials to keep in operation the factories which were supplying not only our Army and Navy but also the war machines of most of the united nations.

There they wallowed, sturdy hulls which once had proudly carried the American flag into the seven seas, now humbled, crowded together in a sheltering basin, fearful to venture beyond the mine fields which reached a protective arm across the bay’s mouth.

William B. Mellor Jr., 1944

CAPE MAY, NEW JERSEY—FEBRUARY 1942

The morning begins cold and clear as the destroyer USS Jacob Jones2 slips past the Statue of Liberty, her gray hull a sleek arrow gliding south along the New Jersey coast. Her crew stands alert, scanning the horizon from open decks and wheelhouse windows, their breaths visible in the crisp air. She answers new orders without hesitation—shift course toward Cape May, closer to the Delaware Capes. Her engines hum low and steady; her bow knifes through glassy seas, unaware of the predator waiting below.

By afternoon, a black smear stains the sky ahead. Smoke from the wreck of R. P. Resor looms—a tanker gutted by a U-boat’s strike. The air burns with the scent of oil and fire. Twisted steel juts from the surface like bones, and flames dance in the breeze. Debris drifts like ash after a funeral pyre, lifeboats sit half-sunk, a solitary boot bobs between planks. Jacob Jones circles slowly, her lookouts straining for survivors. For two hours, they search. No voices answer. No hands wave from the wreckage. The ocean keeps her secrets.

As dusk slips into night, the ship pushes forward. A full moon climbs into the sky, casting pale light across the Atlantic. The destroyer darkens herself entirely—no signal lamps, no radio calls, no light from within. She becomes a shadow moving through moonlit glass, silent as breath. Her sailors speak in low tones or not at all.

The next morning, she continues her patrol. Without warning, the first torpedo strikes.

It slams into Jacob Jones just aft of the bridge. The explosion is instant and violent. Her forward magazine ignites—an eruption of fire and steel that tears her open. The bridge vanishes, flung into the sea in a shower of debris. The chart room is gone. Bulkheads flatten, steel plates curl back like paper. Men sleeping in their bunks never wake. The bow is simply no longer there.

A second torpedo follows, hitting near the stern. It shears away the aft section—crew quarters, decks, the fantail, all blown into pieces that scatter across the sea like so much kindling. Only the midsection remains, suspended in smoke and fire, already sagging into the waves.

Sailors stumble from the wreckage. Some leap. Others crawl across twisted metal to reach the edge. Thirty men make it into the water. They cling to rafts, life rings, and shattered beams. The February waters are frigid. Oil coats their skin, fills their noses. Blood colors the surface.

***

NOT FAR FROM THE harbor, Seaman First Class Joseph Lydon Jr. braces against the icy wind knifing through his Navy-issued peacoat, the wool doing little to hold the February cold at bay. His breath drifts in ghostly wisps, vanishing into the black night. Salt spray stings his face, the Atlantic restless beneath him. Beyond the hum of the ship, only the slow, rhythmic slosh of waves breaks the silence. But every man aboard patrol boat USS Eagle PE-56 knows this calm is an illusion. The German U-boats have prowled these waters since mid-January, sinking ships with deadly precision—one a day now. The East Coast is ablaze with war, oil slicks lighting the sea on fire, desperate men swimming through the flames or diving under to escape.3

Lydon is no stranger to life at sea during these uncertain times. Eager to leave his mark on the world, Lydon enlisted directly from high school. Now, with three years in the Navy and after a year spent aboard Eagle 56, the twenty-three-year-old knows every creak, every moan, of the old subchaser they affectionately call “The Tub.” Her true name, born from a wartime editorial in The Washington Post, captured her purpose: she and her sisters were meant to scour the seas for submarines,4 “like eagles hunting prey.” Built in 1919 by the Ford Motor Company5, she’s no state-of-the-art destroyer, just a two-hundred-foot remnant of the First World War, outfitted with a single four-inch gun forward, two .30-caliber Lewis machine guns above the bridge, a .50-caliber Browning AA on the after deckhouse, and a manually operated depth charge rack at her stern. She’s a relic, a workhorse, a vessel long past her prime, yet is still standing against a new war. For Joseph, this ship—born the same year as him, with her square stern and boxlike lines—is6 more than aging armor and sluggish engines; she is home, and her crew are family.

Promoted to seaman first class7 just before the attack on Pearl Harbor, Joseph is on a path to make the Navy a lifelong career. Hailing from the City of Brotherly Love, he is not just a sailor—he’s the eldest of seven, a brother, a son, with too many lives depending on him to falter.

His numb fingers tighten around the rail, the cold biting deep into raw skin as he counts the minutes to relief. He turns, drawn by the promise of the radio room’s dry warmth and the familiar bitterness of Navy coffee, when a burst of static, followed by an urgent voice, splits the night: “MEN SPOTTED IN RAFTS, JUST OFF THE COAST OF CAPE MAY.”







Part 1

The Smoldering Fire

What Brought Us to the Day of Infamy






WHAT BROUGHT US TO THE DAY OF INFAMY

Emotionally scarred and economically crippled, great nations found themselves in the grip of a global economic depression, grappling with financial ruin. The devastating conflict known as “the Great War” or “the War to End All Wars” had left the world reeling from the horrors of slaughter on an unprecedented scale. The stage was set for a new chapter in history, and a charismatic but menacing figure named Adolf Hitler stepped onto the scene in 1933, the same year Franklin D. Roosevelt began his first term as president of the United States.

For eleven years, the Great Depression had plagued the global economy, and as the 1930s ended, around 17 percent of Americans were unemployed.1 Roosevelt worked tirelessly to address the basic needs of the masses. He inherited a nation wary of war and protected by the oceans, leading Congress to pass Neutrality Acts to keep America out of foreign conflicts. Meanwhile, the US Army languished with fewer than 200,000 men,2 vastly outnumbered by Germany’s 7 million soldiers. The lack of resources3 left the Army Air Corps with just 1,500 combat planes, 700 of which had become obsolete by December 1941. By comparison, the German Luftwaffe (air force) had 3,750 first-line aircraft at its disposal.

Across the Atlantic, Hitler, a fiery orator, captivated the German masses and steadily erased the “disgrace” of the Treaty of Versailles, the very peace agreement that ended World War I. Despite France’s formidable army and England’s military might, the so-called Great Democracies were passive, heads buried in the sand. As Germany pursued racial purity, millions of Jews, Slavs, Blacks, and other non-Aryans faced persecution, stripped of their citizenship and rights. In Italy, Benito Mussolini followed a similar path, building his empire while brutally suppressing dissent and invading Abyssinia without consequence.

And so, the kettle heated with no one, so to speak, minding the stove, except perhaps for Winston Churchill. An elder statesman in his midsixties, Churchill sounded a lone voice of warning in the House of Commons, “Those Germans are not looking for equal status. They are looking for weapons.” The “humpty-dumpty-looking man” soon gathered a small band of supporters, but found little resonance with a public sick of war. Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister, painted Churchill as a villain,4 stating, “The real danger to this country is Winston. He is the warmonger, not Hitler.” Churchill found little response to his calls for preparedness from a largely indifferent public. Britain and France, choosing appeasement, ignored the rising tide of militaristic fervor in Germany.

Then, barely two weeks after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War on July 17, 1936, and with the specter of fascism looming over Europe, global attention turned toward the XI Olympic Games. The events that unfolded in the host city of Berlin heated the nearly boiling kettle.

BERLIN, GERMANY—AUGUST 1, 1936

Berlin, awash with swastikas and Olympic flags, shimmered beneath passing rain showers as the XI Olympiad unfolded,5 blending athletic competition with political theater. In a grand display, the airship Hindenburg sailed over the Olympic Stadium, its shadow a reminder of the Luftwaffe’s technological prowess. In a daring stunt,6 glider pilot Ernst Steinhoff looped his DFS Habicht glider around the massive airship, drawing gasps from the crowd below. Inside the stadium, nearly five thousand athletes from forty-nine nations marched as listeners all over the world tuned in with their radios. In Germany, special locations had been set up for public viewing, as the event was televised live for the first time in history.

In the Führer’s box, Adolf Hitler watched the spectacle alongside propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels and Luftwaffe head Hermann Göring. Next to them sat Charles Lindbergh,7 the famed “Lone Eagle,” who was not there to support the Nazis,8 as many American newspapers would later claim, but to covertly observe. His mission was to gather information about Germany’s rising airpower.

Also attending the games was a large contingent of German-American Bund members, led by Fritz Julius Kuhn9 and a peculiar man named Edward Kerling. Kerling, with a permanent smile and fast speech, stood beaming as Kuhn presented Hitler with a lavish, leather-bound volume—The Golden Book of American Germandom.10 Its gilded pages, signed by six thousand Bundists, laid bare more than a decade of pro-Nazi fervor in the United States, captured in ink and photographs.

As the Olympic torch, lit in Olympia, Greece, arrived at the stadium—a tradition starting that day—the ceremonies reached their climax. Hitler’s hopes of showcasing Aryan superiority crumbled when Jesse Owens, an African American sprinter, won four gold medals, shattering Nazi propaganda. Adding to the upset, the University of Washington’s eight-man rowing crew—working-class “boys in the boat” from farms and factories—stormed from behind to win gold in the premier rowing event.

In that moment, the world glimpsed a truth the Nazis could not erase: grit and determination, often found in the most unassuming places, should never be underestimated.

HINDENBURG, TRANSATLANTIC PASSAGE—AUGUST 19, 1936

As Gill Robb Wilson stepped aboard Hindenburg,11 he felt the hum of her engines vibrate through the airship’s colossal frame as it took to the sky. The vessel was an engineering marvel, her luxurious cabins admired worldwide, but Wilson’s mind was elsewhere. His mission wasn’t about marveling at German achievements.12

Born into poverty as the son of a country preacher, Gill and his brother, Volney, didn’t have the means to learn to fly in America. Hoping to break into aviation, they volunteered for the French ambulance service before the US entered the Great War. Their gamble paid off: both were trained by the French to fly, and soon took to the skies under the French flag. Volney joined the 163rd Aero Squadron, but his time as a pilot was tragically cut short by a fatal training accident. The loss devastated Wilson, who felt a deep guilt that he hadn’t been there to protect his brother. He left his own squadron to join Volney’s, flying under the legendary yet controversial Billy Mitchell,13 a visionary aviator widely regarded as one of the forefathers of the US Air Force. Though Gill narrowly survived a crash himself, the war left his spirit bound to the skies where his brother had fallen.

As Hindenburg drifted above the clouds, duty pulled Wilson forward. His traumatic past had led him to a new life14 as a Presbyterian pastor, but tragedy struck again. Cancer stole his voice, influenza took his sister, and his wife, Margaret, died on Christmas Day. In the face of such loss, he sought solace in flight, became New Jersey’s director of aeronautics, and worked alongside pioneers like Lindbergh and Hap Arnold. Though his career thrived, the memories of war—and Volney—never left him.

Gill’s reputation as an aviation advocate opened doors few could pass through. Under the guise of promoting civilian flight,15 Wilson was sent on a covert mission: to gauge Germany’s rapidly advancing airpower. Hitler’s regime was rearming, and Wilson, having seen enough of war, sensed the danger ahead. Yet Germany welcomed him with open arms.

Eager to impress a fellow airman, they led him through aircraft factories, where engines roared and engineers spoke of progress. He watched test flights that hinted at what was to come. In Bavaria, at the National Soaring Championships,16 he saw something more unsettling—Germany wasn’t just building planes; it was raising pilots, practically from the cradle.

There, Wilson met Ernst Steinhoff, a twenty-eight-year-old glider pilot and engineer who held the distance record for single-seat gliders, traveling more than three hundred miles without an engine.17 Steinhoff wasn’t just a pilot; he embodied the new Germany—academic, disciplined, and militarized.18 Not long before, he had performed an aerobatic stunt at the Berlin Olympics, looping his glider around the Hindenburg in a show of national pride. Now, as head of aeronautical engineering19 at Bad Frankenhausen Polytechnical College, he mentored children aiming to be future Luftwaffe pilots20. Wilson watched as these young German glider enthusiasts built wind tunnels, charted weather patterns, and apprenticed in aircraft factories. These boys weren’t just learning to fly—they were being groomed to command Hitler’s future air force.

One evening, Wilson shared dinner with his German escort, a major who had shadowed him throughout the tour. Over wine, the major reminisced about his time as a U-boat officer during the Great War, describing with unsettling ease how he had once slipped ashore in Atlantic City to buy bread for his crew. “Your East Coast is the best submarine hunting ground in the world,” the major said, smiling.

As the conversation turned back to aviation, Wilson understood that Germany’s ambitions extended far beyond Europe. The Luftwaffe’s rapid growth and advanced technology posed a direct threat to the United States. Wilson had witnessed cutting-edge engines, radio guidance systems, and preparations for long-range warfare. Germany’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War had provided a testing ground for their new weapons and tactics. He considered whether Western nations, with their own immense aircraft industries, were prepared to react to this looming threat.21

One thing was certain—“He needed time to think.”

Wilson reported his findings to Lieutenant Colonel Henry “Hap” Arnold and other Army Air Corps leaders, who had been compiling intelligence from Wilson and another key source—Charles Lindbergh. The aviator had leveraged his celebrity status to gain access to Germany’s air programs after warnings hinted there was more than meets the eye. Also welcomed with open arms, Lindbergh was shown around Tempelhof Airport, where he piloted a Junkers JU-52, a model conveniently labeled as civilian. From there, his tour continued through the gleaming factories of Heinkel and Junkers, unveiling aircraft that were anything but peaceful.

A real connection came when the conversation turned to rockets, a longtime passion of Lindbergh’s. Initially guarded, the Germans became animated upon learning of his collaboration with Robert Goddard,22 the American pioneer of liquid-fueled rockets. This shared enthusiasm opened doors, yet Lindbergh quickly read between the lines. Germany’s rocket program, led by Captain Walter Dornberger and a promising young scientist named Wernher von Braun, was advancing at a staggering pace.

For days, Lindbergh toured spotless hangars,23 his eyes scanning each new marvel of engineering that far exceeded the supposed civilian models they touted. During one lunch, Hermann Göring— second-in-command only to Hitler himself, and commander in chief of the Luftwaffe—proudly displayed an album of seventy military airfields, ominously under construction across Germany. “They’ll be filled soon,” Göring remarked with a grin.

For Lindbergh, war was no longer an abstract threat.24

AMERICA—THE 1930s

The “Dirty Thirties” in America were dramatic and complex. Every generation leading up to this tumultuous period had been shaped by war, from the War of Independence, and the War of 1812, to the Creek Indian Wars, the Civil War, the Spanish-American War, and most recently, the First World War. The profound hardships endured during the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl had also etched indelible scars on the nation’s collective memory.

Yet, amid the struggles, the 1930s also carried a sense of hope. They marked the Golden Age of cinema, where larger-than-life dreams unfolded on the silver screen. The nation looked toward a beacon of optimism in the newly elected Franklin D. Roosevelt and his ambitious New Deal pledge. It was a time when the resilience of the human spirit found expression in art and entertainment.

Notably, the thirties boasted the heyday of colossal ocean liners, with the French vessel Normandie reigning as the epitome of grandeur. The most beautiful ocean liner on the seven seas, Normandie held a unique place in history.25 It surpassed even the famed Titanic in size by an impressive 120 feet, standing as the largest ship ever constructed. Her speed, luxury, and extravagant design made her the last great expression of the Art Deco era in a world overshadowed by economic depression and impending war. Normandie’s allure went beyond mere dimensions; she embodied an era’s artistic achievements, radiating beauty and grace.

Many Americans, swayed by the belief that better days were on the horizon, found solace in this decade of respite. However, the broader context often eluded them, as the world grappled with the looming specter of war. In the whirlwind of those years, America bid farewell to its Prohibition era, a period that had triggered a seismic and enduring shift in the nation’s social fabric. Perceived vices like drinking alcohol were not going away; they were going underground. There was money to be made in the trafficking of the forbidden vice, driving a counterculture as unique and seductive as smoky midnight jazz. Alongside this transformative change, the underworld of organized crime sprang to life, weaving itself into society like a vine around a tree trunk.

The repeal of Prohibition in 1933, courtesy of the Twenty-First Amendment, marked the end of the speakeasy era. However, organized crime, still ascending to its zenith, persisted. The days of convergence in the shadowy realms of illicit bars, whimsically dubbed “blind pigs” and “gin joints,” were replaced by roadhouses and neon nightclub-casinos catering to illegal gambling, much as they had catered to illegal booze. Local politicians and sheriffs,26 once complicit in overlooking speakeasies, were happy to continue accepting bribes to “overlook” the new illegal casinos.

As bootlegging lined the pockets of criminals nationwide, New York and Chicago emerged as epicenters. Enter the era’s maestros—Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Meyer Lansky, and Al Capone—orchestrating this symphony of illicit enterprises. Amid the calamitous waves of the 1929 stock market crash, which ushered in economic havoc, mass unemployment, and a global recession lasting throughout the next decade, the maestros transformed into millionaires. In the eyes of both the law and the public, they weren’t just survivors; they were the undisputed kings of the concrete jungles, seemingly untouchable. Money talked louder than ever.27

Salvatore Lucania arrived in America as a boy, but by the Roaring Twenties, he was Charles “Lucky” Luciano—a name spoken in hushed tones from backroom card games to the halls of power. He moved through New York’s underworld with the ease of a man born to rule, his charm as sharp as his instincts. He understood that power wasn’t just muscle—it was knowing the right people, wearing the right suit, and never looking like the thug he once was. Under the tutelage of Joe Masseria and Arnold Rothstein, Luciano mastered the art of blending business with crime, bootlegging his way to millions.

Collaborating with his longtime friend and cofounder of the 107th Street Gang, Lucky aligned with Joe “the Boss” Masseria as Prohibition neared its end in the early ’30s, and Luciano cultivated strong ties with Jewish crime czars, notably his friend Meyer Lansky. Lansky, born Maier Suchowlansky,28 immigrated from Imperial Russia in 1911, though consistently claimed Poland as his native country. He stood at five foot four and barely 150 pounds, but he was as hard as they came. With his sharp brown eyes, and a long scar down the right side of his face, he stood as a giant amongst the men of the underworld. Partnering with childhood friend Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, Lansky managed the Bugs and Meyer Gang, renowned as one of Prohibition’s most violent gangs. Acknowledged as a behind-the-scenes financier, and a man who could always see around corners, Lansky avoided the limelight while partnering closely with Luciano and Frank Costello. The enduring friendship began in their teenage years when Luciano attempted to extort protection money from Lansky. Impressed by Lansky’s defiant responses,29 Luciano respected the younger boy, and this led to a partnership that flourished during Prohibition.

Very few Americans liked or respected the rules. In fact, most Americans preferred those who broke the Prohibition laws over those who tried, in vain, to enforce them. But that didn’t stop the law from trying. The extensive network of heavily guarded roads and border crossings left the unfenced coastline as one of the few vulnerable access points for smuggling illegal alcohol into the United States.30 The Coast Guard found themselves at the forefront of this battle, tasked with patrolling the nation’s expansive nineteen thousand miles of coastline. Confronted with the formidable mission of curtailing smuggling activities, they grappled with the limitations of their staff and resources. It was no secret that the rumrunners, the pirates of their day, knew the coastlines like the backs of their gnarled hands.

In need of a solution, a Coast Guard intelligence officer enlisted the expertise of Elizebeth S. Friedman, a brilliant and often-overlooked codebreaker, to combat rumrunners using shortwave radio for smuggling operations. Tasked with decrypting their messages, Friedman decoded more than twelve thousand transmissions,31 resulting in several high-profile criminal convictions. Her work revealed the effectiveness32 of communication intelligence against organized crime, prompting the creation of a dedicated cryptologic unit. Friedman, recognized for her exceptional skill, was chosen to lead this team, which operated from the Coast Guard’s Washington offices. Elizebeth’s unit intercepted wireless transmissions while working alongside Vincent Astor,33 the influential Astor family heir and close confidant of President Roosevelt, in counterintelligence efforts. Their cryptology and radio intelligence proved vital in dismantling sophisticated smuggling networks while it also strengthened the Coast Guard’s ability to protect America’s borders.

However, the crime gangs still handled their own form of law. After a major power struggle in 1931,34 followed by a series of coordinated assassinations and double crosses, Lucky Luciano became head of New York’s top crime family and “chairman of the board” of the Five Families’ “Commission.” Lansky, known as the “Mob’s Accountant,” balanced Lucky’s fiery nature. When America gave up its crazy dry experiment in 1933, Lucky and Lansky leapt into that void, turning the speakeasies into legitimate nightclubs. Despite America being in the middle of its worst depression at the time, gambling was where the big money was. Americans liked to gamble just about as much as they liked to drink. Lucky’s men were sitting on suitcases of cash, and it was thirty-one-year-old Lansky who began investing their money35 in the illegal “carpet joints” or casinos, sportsbooks, and telegraph wires that kept the bookmakers around the country busy when banks could barely remain afloat.

Naturally, the government couldn’t tolerate gangsters thriving while legal institutions floundered. With Prohibition ending, attention shifted from bootlegging to gambling. New York’s ambitious district attorney, Tom Dewey, labeled Luciano “the greatest living gangster” and saw his arrest as a stepping stone to the White House. Dewey’s assistant, Eunice Hunton Carter,36 the first African American woman in the New York County DA’s office, uncovered critical details linking Luciano to prostitution rings. Working with Frank Hogan, nicknamed “Father Hogan”37 for his ability to coax confessions from even the most hardened criminals, Carter built the case that led to Luciano’s downfall.

On June 6, Luciano’s luck ran out38 as he faced conviction on sixty-two counts of compulsory prostitution, landing him a thirty- to fifty-year sentence in state prison. Yet, with the support of his childhood friend, Lansky, the “family” empire continued to grow. Through thick and thin—even prison—these men saw themselves as part of the entertainment business, providing people with what they wanted, but only to a point. Others in gangland might venture into “true crime,” but not under Lucky or Lansky—not unless the “land of opportunity” itself was at risk.

DAYTON, OHIO—MARCH 1938

Residents were shocked when Gerhard Wilhelm Kunze, the German-American Bund’s national public relations officer, spoke at Liederkranz Hall on St. Patrick’s Day. For many, this felt like a betrayal, a reminder that the shadow of fascism wasn’t confined to Europe. It was there, in their own city, in the heart of America.

Two hours away, in Chicago, the origins of this movement took root with the Free Society of Teutonia. What started innocuously as a German social club, complete with jovial beer-drinking and songs of the homeland, gradually morphed into something far more sinister. The society’s anti-Semitic and anti–Treaty of Versailles rhetoric hardened. Members marched, drilled, and fantasized about a rebirth of German glory under the swastika. Among them, Walter Kappe was a pivotal figure.39

Kappe’s journey from a young,40 angry man in postwar Germany to the helm of Teutonia was one fueled by deep resentment and ambition. At just seventeen he abandoned the University of Göttingen and threw himself into the chaos of the Deutsche Freikorps, a paramilitary group with violent nationalist ideals. By 1923, he was swept up in Hitler’s orbit, caught in the fever of the failed Beer Hall Putsch. The imprisonment of Hitler cemented his ideology. For Kappe, Germany’s humiliations at the hands of the Treaty of Versailles were personal, a wound that cut deep.

When the despair of post-WWI life became too suffocating, Kappe boarded a ship to America41 in 1925, a man driven to reinvent himself. He worked in a Kankakee farm implement factory, just another nameless immigrant. But the life of a laborer wasn’t for him, and soon enough, he found his way into the newsroom of the Chicago Abendpost, writing propaganda disguised as journalism. His skill with words made him indispensable to Teutonia and later the German-American Bund, where he was named press and propaganda chief.42

But Kappe was no mere mouthpiece. He envisioned a Nazified America, one that mirrored the triumphs of Hitler’s Germany. He crafted Bund publications, rallied sympathizers, and built alliances with men like Dr. Fred Thomas in Detroit,43 who openly supported Nazism and harassed Jewish leaders. Through it all, Kappe knew exactly what he was doing—laying the groundwork for something much bigger.

By 1936, the Bund was a powerful force, under their elected leader Gerhard Wilhelm Kunze, organizing rallies with swastikas flying proudly beside American flags. They spoke of German American pride, but it was a thin veil for the hatred lurking beneath. Bund camps,44 places like Camp Siegfried in New York and Camp Nordland in New Jersey, were hives of Nazi indoctrination. Word had it that upward of twenty camps had sprung up across the country. From New York to Pennsylvania, from Wisconsin to New Jersey, whispers circulated that Dayton was next. Thousands of children had already passed through these camps, some as young as six, wearing uniforms with Hitler Youth insignia. They saluted the swastika, trained in military drills, and chanted songs of the Fatherland. Perhaps worst of all, they spread lies and hatred of Jews. These camps were not just summer retreats—they were factories producing a new generation of Americans loyal to Nazi ideals.

The city’s residents were rattled. This wasn’t distant Berlin or even the streets of New York. This was Dayton, where neighbors knew one another’s names, where families went to church on Sundays and gathered for community picnics. But now, those same streets felt less safe. The swastika was no longer just a symbol from faraway lands—it was a bold reminder that hatred, once thought distant, had seeped into their own backyards.

***

JOE DESCH PUT DOWN the morning paper,45 shaking his head at the headlines about the Bund meeting Fritz Kuhn held just down the road from his house. He had no patience for the German-American Bund’s theatrics. A few of his German relatives in Dayton might have felt differently, but Joe was focused on something else—a groundbreaking mission.

Anyone walking past his lab in Dayton might have seen only another engineer fiddling with wires and tubes. But Joe—a strong, no-nonsense man of contrasts—was on the verge of making history. With his boxing background,46 quiet intensity, and devout Catholic faith, Joe was a working-class Dayton kid who had already left a mark in electronics. Born in 1907 to wagon makers who had emigrated from Germany, Joe’s family always understood the need for precision and problem-solving on a practical level. They were hands-on men, as comfortable forging tools as they were shaping wood. Joe shared their instinct for craft but fell for the allure of something newer: radio technology.47

His curiosity began at age eleven after he heard a wireless set in a department store. Fascinated, he decided to build his own. He pored over books from the downtown library and got to work in his family’s basement. He ordered filaments, glass tubing, and radio parts from catalogs, assembling a makeshift lab with homemade tools. His parents, while supportive, were bewildered by all the equipment. One evening, a man in a suit arrived,48 clipboard in hand, looking for “Joe Desch.” The salesman, representing a chemical company, asked to see the lab. Expecting to find a professional operation, he was astonished to discover that the orders were from a teenage boy. As he took in the homemade vacuum pumps, glass-blowing tools, and self-built radio tubes, he realized Joe was no ordinary hobbyist. Stunned, the man returned to Chicago with an unlikely story about an ingenious boy.

That drive followed Joe into adulthood. A hard-won scholarship carried him through the University of Dayton’s prep school. While studying at university, he pursued electrical engineering and also worked at Day-Fan Electric. He supervised the production of radio receivers, advancing through the ranks as he moved from Day-Fan to Frigidaire, where he mastered making machines more efficient. By 1938, Joe was leading the Electrical Research Lab at the National Cash Register Company (NCR), known to locals as “Cash.” His task? Make the world’s first electronic adding machines.

Outside work, he was a marksman,49 a boxer, and a skilled ballroom dancer with his wife, Dorothy. At home, he was a gentle gardener. In the lab, though, he smoked Chesterfields, and enjoyed an occasional scotch and water at day’s end. Beneath his calm exterior lay an intense curiosity guided by a meticulous sense of order. The hum, sputter, and whirring of machines became the music of his world. Joe loved the smell of solder and cooked insulation, like a gardener loved the smell of freshly cut grass, and he enjoyed the feeling of creation at his fingertips.

Colonel Edward Deeds, NCR’s cofounder, a titan of industry with an eye for transformative technology, had recognized Joe’s potential. He expected something great from Joe, and he got it. Joe’s latest device looked simple—like a few radio parts screwed to a board—but what it did was unheard of. With pulses counting from one to ten,50 then resetting, Joe demonstrated an electronic counting circuit with no moving parts. It relied purely on electrical impulses careening through his tubes at the speed of light. Deeds leaned in, captivated as the tubes glowed, counting effortlessly. Joe’s creation wasn’t just a technical feat—it was an entirely new class of device that would render mechanical systems obsolete.

“The Colonel got real excited about that,”51 Joe said, beaming. “He understood what it would mean to all the mechanical machines we were making. It would wipe ’em out. From the beginning, he saw what it was going to do.”

Joe’s work with thyratron tubes pushed the boundaries of electronics. He wasn’t just interested in making machines smaller; he wanted speed, efficiency, and precision. His circuits could count pulses at unimaginable speeds, setting a foundation for electronic computing. When Deeds left the lab that day, he knew Joe had done something extraordinary.

OP-20-G, WASHINGTON, DC—PREWAR

Behind the unassuming door of Room 2646 on the top floor, a small team of cryptanalysts waged a secret war. This was OP-20-G, the US Navy’s cryptanalysis headquarters, where intercepted communications from hostile navies were scrutinized with growing urgency. Here, just a few walls and doors away from ordinary American life, men and women reshaped the rules of warfare—not with guns or ships, but through whispered codes and stolen secrets.

At the heart of this effort was Lieutenant Commander Laurance Safford,52 a brilliant cryptanalyst who, in 1936, took command of the Communications Security Group, a newly established division created to ensure the confidentiality of US communications. His division’s true genius lay in its cryptanalysts: Agnes Driscoll, Joseph Wenger, and Joseph Rochefort. Their mission? Break foreign naval codes and protect American secrets in a world where messages crisscrossed the globe on invisible radio waves. Without computers or modern encryption, they relied on intellect and grit, working by hand with pencils, typewriters, and erasers.

Safford understood that the coming war53 would be fought in new ways with previously unheard-of technologies—the mastery of radio communications meant the difference between victory and defeat. Technology was racing ahead. In 1935, the first telephone call54 circled the globe, making the world feel smaller and more dangerous. Yet, as Safford knew, keeping ahead of enemies required not only innovation but also daring. But this aspect of his work was not new to him.

Since the 1920s, Safford and the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) had orchestrated covert operations to seize Japanese naval codebooks55 and cryptographic materials. These missions, often targeting the Japanese Consulate in New York City, were led by the Third Naval District’s intelligence officers, with support from the FBI and New York police. One mission stood above the rest. Over five nerve-wracking nights, an ONI team led by Willis George photographed the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Red Book Code, knowing a single misstep could spark an international crisis. George, overseeing many of these operations, received one clear order: “Get us the codebooks, but don’t tell us how.”

Safford reflected that the break-ins of the 1920s “were the determining factor.”56 Without the stolen codebooks, cracking Japanese ciphers might have been impossible. These early recoveries gave US cryptanalysts crucial “cribs”—plaintext fragments like routine weather reports—that helped them reverse engineer even the most complex ciphers.

Agnes “Aggie” Driscoll, a brilliant cryptanalyst, with the startling ability to “curse like a sailor,”57 was instrumental in cracking those ciphers with the cribs. A pioneer in her field, Driscoll had codeveloped one of the Navy’s first cipher machines in the early 1920s. Her ability to decode messages others couldn’t earned her a reputation as one of the best. In 1926, alongside Lieutenant Joseph Rochefort, Driscoll cracked the Red Book Code, revealing how the Japanese Navy communicated and operated. When the Japanese introduced the Blue Book Code in 1930, Driscoll’s unmatched pattern recognition allowed her to break it as well.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Commander Joseph N. Wenger quietly revolutionized58 the Navy’s intelligence operations. Despite resistance, he pushed for the integration of new technologies like optical-electronic calculators, covering his own expenses for critical discussions with the country’s top scientists and innovators. But when Wenger rotated to sea duty in 1936, momentum for modernization stalled, leaving cryptanalysts like Aggie and Safford to continue their work with little more than typewriters, pencils, and sheer determination.

NEW YORK, NY—LATE 1930s

A mission had been given to Jewish crime lord Meyer Lansky. One that was just too interesting for him to ignore.

The Mob’s Accountant, renowned as the mastermind behind Murder Incorporated—an59 organization responsible for between four hundred and one thousand contract killings throughout the ’20s and ’30s—had become one of the most feared men in a fearsome city. Despite his illicit activities, Lansky had carved out a reputation for upholding his word, navigating the treacherous realm of organized crime with a peculiar sense of integrity. So, he was intrigued when he answered the phone and found himself on the line with Special Sessions Judge Nathan David Perlman.60

Perlman, a former congressman recently appointed to the New York bench of magistrates by Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, possessed connections spanning both high and low society. Recognizing a burgeoning Nazi problem in America, Perlman took it upon himself to address the issue. In the meeting, Perlman outlined the escalating confidence of Nazis openly expressing anti-Semitic sentiments. The Nazi Bund, with more than twenty thousand members61 and growing, had become the nation’s largest anti-Semitic group. Perlman was not the type who would normally have had dealings with gangsters, but he was active in many Jewish causes, and dangerous times called for dangerous measures.

Perlman assured Lansky that money and legal assistance would be put at his disposal. The only stipulation was that no Nazis be killed. They could be beaten up, but not terminated. Lansky reluctantly agreed. No killing. Always very sensitive about anti-Semitism, Lansky was acutely aware of what the Nazis were doing to Jews. “I was a Jew and I felt for those Jews in Europe who were suffering,” he said. “They were my brothers.” Lansky refused the judge’s offer of money and assistance but asked Perlman to ensure that after he went into action he would not be criticized by the Jewish press. The judge promised to do what he could. After the call concluded, Lansky ventured into a new mission where organized crime met a higher cause, and precedent would be set.

Crime boss Lucky Luciano, who was three years into his fifty-year prison term—but still firmly at the helm of the Five Families—gave Lansky his blessing. Lansky rounded up some of his tough associates62 and went around New York disrupting Nazi meetings. Young Jews with no ties to Lansky or the rackets also volunteered to help, and he and his crew taught them how to use their fists and handle themselves in a fight.63

It began with the disruption of a Bund rally in Manhattan’s Yorkville area,64 where members had gathered to celebrate Der Führer’s forty-ninth birthday and Austria’s annexation. Arriving that evening, Lansky was infuriated to see65 hundreds dressed in brown shirts and the stage adorned with a swastika and “decorated with pictures of Hitler, the birthday boy.” The speaker launched into a rant, and despite their limited number (only about fifteen), Lansky’s group, disguised as American Legion members, swiftly took action.

Entering the hall, they attacked attendees, even tossing some individuals out of windows. Fistfights erupted, inducing panic among most of the Nazis, who eventually fled. Lansky and his associates pursued and delivered beatings that left some incapacitated for months. In the aftermath, Mickey Cohen didn’t mind bragging about the evening to anyone in their tight circle who listened. “So we raided the joint.66 We went over there, grabbed everything in sight, all their bullshit signs, and smacked the shit out of them, broke them up the best we could. Nobody could pay me for this work. It was my patriotic duty.”

Lansky’s minions operated with “military precision,” adhering to a strict code of conduct. Positioned strategically at entrances and exits, they prevented violent Bundists or Nazi sympathizers from escaping unharmed. Soon, authorities turned to him with confidence, relying on his commitment to follow instructions, albeit with a touch of creative freedom. Emphasizing the lack of fatalities or permanent injuries at these events, Lansky acknowledged the aftermath typically involved dislocated limbs, bloodied heads and noses, and frequently, dental work. He “enjoyed beating up Nazis,”67 and admitted, “There were times when we treated some big anti-Semite in a very special way, but the main point was to teach them that Jews cannot be kicked around.”

Lansky believed that the city’s Jewish leaders approved of his actions, but they couldn’t prevent the Jewish press from condemning him. Perlman’s assurances to temper negative coverage of Lansky in Jewish newspapers didn’t quite meet with Lansky’s expectations. Rabbi Stephen Wise, quoted in Jewish papers, labeled the “Yorkville Bund Busters” as “Jewish gangsters.” Lansky felt betrayed: “They wanted the Nazis dealt with but were afraid to do it themselves. I did it for them, and when it was over, they called me a gangster.68 No one ever called me a gangster until Rabbi Wise did.”

Lansky had seen it before, and this time was no different. When the authorities couldn’t—or wouldn’t—get their hands dirty, they turned to folks like him to clean up the mess. And he did it, swiftly and without hesitation, because it needed to be done. But once the fight was over and the threat stamped out, the same people who needed him were the first to take the credit and cast him away to where they wouldn’t have to look at him any longer. But this fight was just getting started.

***

VINCENT ASTOR MOVED THROUGH the world like a man with no secrets, yet he was always listening. As managing director of Western Union, Astor’s reach extended across continents. He skimmed through intercepted cables,69 German spies in New York whispering to Latin America. Radio waves hummed with messages from Switzerland, Cuba, Mexico—fragments of espionage caught in the hum of static. His position at Chase National Bank granted him another advantage—oversight of financial transactions. He followed money like a bloodhound, tracing Soviet fronts, including those of AMTORG, the Soviet Union’s official US trading company and a well-known cover for espionage. As area controller of intelligence for New York, Astor wove the threads tighter, aligning the efforts of the FBI, Navy, Army, and State Department.

In the smoky hush of a Manhattan apartment, he gathered men who ruled Wall Street—J. P. Morgan among them. They called it The Room,70 but it was no gentlemen’s club. Over cigars and brandy, they dissected war’s shadow on global markets, slipping intelligence to the president under the guise of casual conversation.

But Astor wasn’t content with whispers in drawing rooms. “I don’t want to make you jealous, but aren’t you a bit envious of my trip?”71 he teased his old friend and neighbor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. His words carried a trace of glee, masking the weight of his mission. Heir to the Astor fortune, following the death of his father in the sinking of Titanic, now a lieutenant commander in the Naval Reserve, Astor prepared to set sail into contested waters.

His yacht, Nourmahal, with her eleven staterooms and crew of forty, blended luxury with duty. Officially, it was a scientific expedition. In truth, he was Roosevelt’s eyes in the Pacific, tasked with charting Japan’s hidden reach—docks, fuel depots, airstrips—while remaining unseen. With Theodore Roosevelt’s son, Kermit, at his side and a Navy radio ready, one word—“Automobile”—would signal danger.

Meanwhile, in the Far East, tensions were escalating. Japan, once aligned with the Allies during World War I, sought dominance in Asia. When their demand for naval equality was rejected at the 1930 Naval Armament Limitation Conference, Japan’s dissatisfaction grew. That fueled a turn toward militarism and a brutal campaign against China, which began with the invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and soon escalated. Cities lay in ruins, and atrocities piled up—like the Nanjing Massacre,72 where around two hundred thousand civilians were slaughtered, and more than twenty thousand women were raped. One Japanese soldier’s chilling account73 revealed the depths of the savagery: “I personally decapitated more than forty individuals . . . it may sound extreme, but if more than two weeks passed without me taking a head, I felt uneasy.”

Japan’s brutality reached beyond China. In 1936, Japan signed the Anti-Comintern Pact with Nazi Germany, and Italy joined a year later, creating a formidable Axis. The day after the pact, Japan bombed the US gunboat74 Panay in the Yangtze River, then offered a hollow apology. Japan’s expansion wasn’t just limited to China but stretched into the Pacific. President Roosevelt, aware of the growing threat, began providing substantial loans to China in 1938, while Japan allocated nearly 70 percent of its budget to the military.75

Astor’s intelligence from his yacht became a turning point. At Eniwetok, he uncovered a critical naval base—large docks, fuel depots, and ships. At Bikini Atoll, he observed suspicious movements, and at Wotje, an airstrip was being cleared. Astor also debunked the rumor that Japan had fortified the islands with concrete.

Back in America, isolationism was running deep, and the US military remained underfunded and poorly trained. Japan’s military, meanwhile, was surging, with more than six million troops, and its navy outstripped the combined US and British fleets in the Pacific. As the Roosevelt administration struggled to rally a nation still reeling from the Great Depression, the balance of power in the Pacific continued to shift dangerously in Japan’s favor.

EUROPE PREPARES FOR GLOBAL CONFLICT—1936–1938

The late 1930s saw a growing conflict across Europe. In 1936, German troops reoccupied the Rhineland without opposition, while the Luftwaffe bombed Spanish towns during the Civil War. Italy, facing international sanctions for its invasion of Abyssinia, aligned itself more closely with Germany, forming the Rome-Berlin Axis. The situation grew more ominous in 1937 when Heinrich Himmler’s decree76 allowed for mass arrests without evidence, leading to the expansion of concentration camps like the infamous Buchenwald.

Britain and France’s policy of appeasement reached its zenith in 1938. They stood by as Hitler annexed Austria in March, and at the Munich Conference in September, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain acquiesced to Hitler’s demands for parts of Czechoslovakia. This decision not only deepened fears across Europe but also alarmed the Soviet Union. Nazi Germany, once viewed as merely adventurous, now resembled a dangerous, well-trained Doberman, poised to strike.

Then, Churchill, at the height of his oratorical power,77 delivered a blistering speech in Parliament on October 5, 1938, warning against the Nazi threat and England’s unpreparedness. He declared, “We have passed an awful milestone in our history when the whole equilibrium of Europe has been disarranged.” He denounced the Munich agreement as cowardly, and in a towering prophetic rage he roared, “The government had to choose between shame and war. They have chosen shame, and now they will get war.”

He might well have saved the nation some of the wretched ordeal it was soon to suffer, if anyone had listened.

AMERICA—NOVEMBER 1938

“Hitler Seizes 20,000 Jews,”78 declared The Chicago Daily Tribune. The Los Angeles Times echoed with “Nazis Terrorize Jews in Wild Orgy,” while The New York Times proclaimed, “Nazis Smash, Loot and Burn Jewish Shops and Temples Until Goebbels Calls Halt.”

The world recoiled at Kristallnacht—November 9, 1938—“the Night of Broken Glass,” a harbinger of Hitler’s plans for ethnic cleansing. Sparked by the shooting of a German diplomat by a seventeen-year-old Polish Jew, Hitler unleashed mobs to destroy Jewish homes, businesses, and synagogues. Nearly one hundred Jews were killed, and more than thirty thousand men were sent to concentration camps.

President Roosevelt, shocked, withdrew the US ambassador from Germany, but global action remained weak. Frustrated, many Americans searched for ways to intervene. “Those who value tolerance and humanity can no more stay silent,” The Hartford Courant declared.79

Despite mounting outrage, the American Nazi movement, led by Fritz Kuhn, gained momentum. The Bund planned its largest rally yet80 for February 20, 1939, at Madison Square Garden. The marquee read: “Pro American Rally.” Inside, Nazi armbands, swastikas, and stormtroopers filled the aisles. The rally opened with the Pledge of Allegiance.

Kuhn and his leaders called it a “mass demonstration for true Americanization,” mixing patriotic imagery with Nazi symbols and anti-Semitic rhetoric. As the evening unfolded, the crowd cheered for Kuhn’s slanderous remarks, including a jab at President Roosevelt: “President Frank D. Rosenfeld.” The crowd laughed.

George Dasch didn’t agree with the crowd, however. As a teenager, he had stowed away on a steamship to get to America.81 Overcoming his immigrant status, he chased the American dream. He worked his way through the New York restaurant scene. He traveled the wide-open country and even served in the American Army Air Corps82 in Hawaii, securing an honorable discharge with an “excellent” character rating before marrying Rosemarie83 “Snooks” Guilli in 1930. Invited by a family member, who had been hounding him to attend a Bund meeting for years, George reflected on the landscape of German American societies before Fritz Kuhn’s emergence. “Before the creation of the Bund in this country, we had numerous societies for German Americans . . . but they were, at their core, Americans first. They were largely benevolent organizations with the shared purpose of ‘keeping the house fires burning.’ However, with the advent of the Bund, these organizations were coerced into aligning with the New Friends of Germany or face dissolution.”

George’s disenchantment deepened as Fritz Kuhn unleashed a torrent of vile hatred against American ideals. In contrast to the values George once associated with these groups, he saw no semblance of patriotism that night. While some succumbed to the fervor, aligning with the increasingly vocal and unchecked American Nazis, opposition remained tragically scarce.

Outside Madison Square Garden,84 chaos erupted as a seething crowd grew louder. Meyer Lansky’s men no longer needed to disrupt Nazi rallies—fed-up Americans did it themselves. Mayor La Guardia deployed 1,700 officers to control the surge. Inside, twenty-two thousand Bund members gathered, while an equal number defied them outside. Demonstrators included WWI veterans, housewives, and even a Broadway orchestra playing “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

Isadore Greenbaum, a twenty-six-year-old Jewish plumber, snuck past the barricades, stormed the stage, and shouted “Down with Hitler!” before being brutally beaten by Bund stormtroopers.

Leveraging the violence, the Bund gained headlines. But within a year, it collapsed. Support had eroded as reports of genocide flooded in, Fritz Kuhn was jailed for embezzlement, and the Bund was outlawed. However, the end of the Bund marked the rise of a new era—spies and underground Nazi networks grew across the United States, obsessed with American technology surpassing their own.

PEENEMüNDE, USEDOM ISLAND, GERMANY—1939

Just off Germany’s Pomeranian coast, the world’s first large-scale liquid-fuel rocket was in development. On the island’s western sandspit, where the Peene River met the Baltic Sea, the German Army Research Center thrived in near secrecy. Its scenic beaches and sunny climate lent a deceptive, resort-like atmosphere, with vacationers dancing under open-air pavilions and engineers mingling with beachgoers. But occasionally, tourists heard a thunderous roar, punctuated by streaks of smoke and flashes of light, as rocket tests tore through the calm Baltic skies.

Peenemünde’s location was ideal:85 Its remote coastal site enabled test launches without endangering populated areas, with retrieval ships on hand to recover rocket debris from the waves. The region’s typically clear weather offered ample launch windows, aiding the ambitious program led by the young visionary Wernher von Braun. The facility had evolved significantly since 1933, when the first A-1 test rocket had exploded seconds after launch. “It took us half a year to build and exactly one-half second to blow up,” von Braun recalled.

By 1939, with Germany at war and the Reich’s needs mounting, Peenemünde had grown into a formidable operation. Von Braun’s team expanded from a modest start to include hundreds of engineers, scientists, and technicians, despite challenges posed by military call-ups. Drawing inspiration from Robert Goddard, the American rocketry pioneer, von Braun had closely studied Goddard’s86 innovations and corresponded with him through Charles Lindbergh’s 1936 visit, even as international relations deteriorated. Although Goddard eventually severed communications, his influence shaped the Aggregate series, which included the A-4, or V-2, destined to become the world’s first long-range ballistic missile.

In early spring, Major-General Walter Dornberger, head of the V-2 program, arrived at Test Stand I—a towering structure designed to test the powerful twenty-five-ton engines. The test motor was a Frankensteined assembly of eighteen smaller engines blasting into a single nozzle, cooled by cryogenic liquid fuel to prevent it from melting. As the engine fired, a deafening roar filled the air, the stream of blue-hot gas shot from the nozzle, and shock waves shimmered in the jet’s pale blue glow. Even a mile away, the sound was “deafening,” an awe-inspiring display of power on the eve of a new era.

Dornberger didn’t even know what hit him.87 A young man, a complete stranger, perhaps in his early thirties, filled with exuberance, literally ran to the major general, seized his hands with every appearance of genuine enthusiasm, and exclaimed, “Sir, you must take me! I’m all yours! I want to stay!” Dornberger’s astonishment at the sudden appearance of this complete stranger—despite the test stands being the most restricted area in the whole of Peenemünde—hadn’t worn off before Wernher von Braun came running up behind him. Fortunately, Dornberger was very familiar with von Braun, who was the technical director at the Rocket Research Center. “Let me introduce you to Ernst Steinhoff. We were introduced recently at a soaring plane symposium in Darmstadt Technical High School. You might remember, he was the young man who set the glider distance record a few years ago that still stands.”

Acknowledging the prestigious program, Dornberger encouraged von Braun to continue. Ernst practically glowed as the impressive von Braun raved about his résumé. Former head of the Aeronautical Engineering department at Bad Frankenhausen Polytechnical College, then chief of the Flight Mechanics and Flight Performance Measurements Division of the German Research Institute for Motorless Flight at Darmstadt. He was also active in the Youth Glider programs and a supporting member of the National Socialist Party, as were von Braun and Dornberger. There was an understanding in Germany that only those who supported the party would be allowed to participate in any kind of serious science program.

“He was just about to take on a well-paying position, but after some discussion about his objectives and experiences, I thought perhaps it might be a good idea to have him take a look around the island first,” von Braun explained.

“I see you smuggled him in, just in time to see the static firing of a twenty-five-ton motor.” Dornberger knew the sheer power of this test left a lasting impression, and Steinhoff was equally struck by the state-of-the-art equipment, freedom to innovate, and the rocket’s potential. Steinhoff didn’t realize his access was rare; only a few were allowed such a view of the program’s progress.

Earlier that spring, another visitor had quietly observed the work at Kummersdorf West. Under a cold, overcast sky, Adolf Hitler watched, disinterested, as a 2,200-pound-thrust motor fired. Not a word crossed his lips as he stood just 30 feet away; his reaction was quite the opposite to that of Steinhoff. Looking past Dornberger with an absent smile, he uttered, “Es war doch gewaltig!”88 (“Well, it was grand!”)

POLAND—SEPTEMBER 1, 1939

In a charged Reichstag, Hitler had invoked twenty-one border incidents as his pretext for Germany’s “defensive” invasion of Poland. As tanks thundered across the Polish countryside, the world braced for war. Poland, overwhelmed by the blitzkrieg, urgently called on Britain and France for help. A day later, Britain, France, India, Australia, and New Zealand declared war. The British Navy enforced a blockade along the German coast; French soldiers occupied a mere three square miles of German territory.

Poland’s defenses, many mounted on horseback, stood no chance as Hitler’s panzer divisions roared across the country. Meanwhile, Stalin seized the moment. On September 17, Soviet forces swept into Poland from the east. Two days later, Germany and Russia met and carved up Poland like spoils. Stalin’s ambitions extended further. Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia fell under Soviet control as the Axis alliance formed. Though Hitler, Mussolini, and Japan joined forces, their partnership was fraught with cultural contempt and fundamentally conflicting worldviews. Their uneasy alliance, contradictions and all, set the stage for a conflict the world was not yet prepared to fight.

GERMANY—SEPTEMBER 1939

Just hours after Britain declared war on Germany, Karl Dönitz, then Konteradmiral and commander of the U-boat fleet, gathered his officers at Neuende Naval Radio Station.89 His orders were clear: engage Britain at sea. Despite the British Navy’s overwhelming dominance and his fleet’s limitations, Dönitz was resolute. Even Großadmiral Erich Raeder, head of the Kriegsmarine, dismissed the effort as a futile “how to die gallantly.”90

But Dönitz had a plan: a guerre de course targeting merchant ships, his strategy of “Rudeltaktik” or wolfpack tactics, where U-boats operated in groups, with one submarine tracking a convoy and guiding others to converge for simultaneous attacks. With only fifty-seven U-boats,91 eighteen in the Atlantic, he knew it would be a long game. At 5:15 p.m., Dönitz handed his aide the implementation of the German Armed Forces High Command’s directive, to be encoded and signaled to all U-boats at sea:92 “Open hostilities against England immediately! Do not wait for attack!”

Hours later, U-30, commanded by Oberleutnant zur See Fritz-Julius Lemp,93 was patrolling west of Ireland. Lemp spotted what he believed to be an armed British cruiser and fired, only to realize his mistake—the ship was SS Athenia, a passenger liner carrying more than 1,400 civilians, including nearly three hundred Americans. Panic erupted aboard Athenia, and more than one hundred lives were lost, the first civilian casualties of the Battle of the Atlantic. The attack risked drawing the United States into the war, a prospect Germany could not afford.

Despite this, Dönitz stayed focused on his goal: to sever Britain’s transatlantic lifeline. By the end of 1939, nearly fifty Allied merchant ships had been sunk. The toll on Britain’s economy mounted, and Dönitz recognized this as just the beginning.

AMERICA—1940

News of Dunkirk’s Operation Dynamo reached across the Atlantic, reigniting a flame Gill Robb Wilson had been trying to stoke for years. He envisioned the scene—British soldiers trudging through wet sand, vulnerable, as a motley fleet of fishing boats, yachts, and dinghies dart across the Channel to rescue them. The bravery of these civilian sailors left Gill in awe. In this extraordinary mobilization, he saw his vision: if war reached the United States, civilians needed to be ready to defend their homeland from the sky.

Gill’s vision began long before Dunkirk, during his 1936 visit to Germany. Returning home, he tried to sound the alarm, but his warnings were as “welcome as a rattlesnake at a Sunday-school picnic.”94 In aviation circles, he was labeled a paranoid alarmist, a warmonger. The idea that a “civilized” nation like Germany could be preparing for war seemed absurd to the American public. Yet Gill couldn’t shake the memory of those young German glider pilots, bringing back the pain of his own experiences during the First World War, especially the day he lost his brother.

Galvanized, Gill began advocating for a civilian air force—a network of private pilots ready to leap into action in national emergencies. These civilians wouldn’t fly combat missions overseas; instead, they would transport medical supplies, evacuate the injured, ferry experts, and patrol dangerous areas when the military was stretched thin. He took his idea to the Red Cross, but they dismissed him, as the military had. The concept of civilians supporting national defense was perceived as too unwieldy and ineffective.

Adding to his frustration, many Americans were terrified of flying. Despite the incredible advancements since World War I, planes were still seen as dangerous contraptions, fit only for daredevils and soldiers. The Hindenburg disaster of 193795 deepened this fear. Gill, while director of aeronautics for the state of New Jersey, personally witnessed the horror at Lakehurst, a memory that haunted him. The disappearance of his friend Amelia Earhart that same year further dampened public enthusiasm, but Gill refused to give up. With war sweeping across Europe, he believed it was only a matter of time before it reached the United States, and when it did, America would need every available pilot in the sky.

As he began cataloging the state of American aviation, the contrast with Germany’s progress alarmed him.96 While Germany built long-range bombers and ocean-spanning transports, the US trailed in nearly every metric. It all came down to time, Gill thought. “How can we close the gap before it’s too late?” His answer lay in civilian pilots. He estimated there were about fifteen thousand active pilots in general aviation and more than ten thousand private planes scattered across the country. It was an untapped resource that could form a crucial line of defense if organized effectively. Most of these pilots wouldn’t be eligible for military service—they were too old, female, or from marginalized communities. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t serve.

He started in his home state of New Jersey, where he cataloged the pilots, mechanics, and facilities that would remain after military recruitment. He found 130 pilots, including a few women, whom the military would likely overlook. He figured that, on a national scale, this number could swell into the thousands. These pilots weren’t daredevils—they were seasoned veterans of the air, with years of experience under their belts. They might not be combat-ready, but they were ready to answer the call when the homeland needed them.

Gill wasn’t alone in his efforts. He reached out to prominent pilots who shared his vision. He found an unexpected ally in women’s aviation groups like the one founded by Jackie Cochran and Betty Gillies. These women were already organizing themselves into a network of ferry pilots, eager to prove their worth in the skies. And then there was Willa Brown. A Black woman with a fierce determination to fly, Willa had already broken through barriers that stopped others in their tracks. Together with Cornelius Coffey and John Robinson, she cofounded the Coffey School of Aeronautics, the first Black-owned flight school in the country, where young men and women could learn to fly. Their school later provided foundational training for the Tuskegee Airmen. These incredible pilots saw Gill’s vision and raised him one—they were ready to serve, rank or no rank, pay or no pay.

But still, Gill knew that time was running out, and the chilling remarks from his German tour guide still lingered in the forefront of his mind. “Your East Coast is the best submarine hunting ground in the world.”97

***

WHILE GILL ROBB WILSON pushed to prepare America for the looming war, Charles Lindbergh took a starkly different path. A national hero and close friend of Wilson’s, Lindbergh returned from his covert mission in Germany with a grim certainty—America was not ready for war. He’d seen the Luftwaffe’s might up close and knew the Army Air Force was no match. To Lindbergh, the disparity was alarming, even insurmountable.

But it wasn’t just Germany’s strength that had unsettled him. After time in Europe, Lindbergh had grown skeptical98 of England’s intentions, believing Britain was exaggerating its vulnerability to pull America into a war that wasn’t theirs to fight. His isolationist views, once whispered, grew louder; he warned that America’s unpreparedness would turn any involvement into the needless slaughter of American boys.

Personal betrayals also shaped99 Lindbergh’s views in complex ways. Business dealings with dishonest bankers, who were Jewish, left him bitter and disillusioned. He grew concerned about what he saw as the disproportionate influence of certain groups, including Jewish people, in American media and finance. Yet his views were more nuanced than simple anti-Semitism. These experiences, combined with his observations in Germany, reinforced his isolationist stance and his belief that Americans should not sacrifice their young men for a distant conflict.

As the summer of 1940 approached and France crumbled, Lindbergh’s stance resonated with a growing number of Americans. Many shared his belief that Europe’s war wasn’t their concern. In Chicago, the America First Committee emerged,100 attracting powerful voices: Henry Ford, World War I aviator Eddie Rickenbacker, and even Sears’s president. Their message was clear—fortify America, but avoid entanglements.

Yet the movement wasn’t monolithic. Isolationism drew in a patchwork of people: pacifists, Roosevelt critics, labor unionists, pro-German and pro-Italian immigrants, anti-Semites, and even members of the Communist Party. Each group saw America’s neutrality as a shield, but for different reasons. Some wanted England to fall; others feared the spread of fascism, yet they all refused to send their sons to war.

In households like the Pearsall family,101 isolationism caused deep divides. Louise Pearsall grew up in Elgin, Illinois, dragged by her mother to America First rallies. Her mother, along with her bridge group, believed in disarmament, convinced it was best to “keep it here at home; we don’t need any arms. Nobody’s going to hurt us.”

But Louise’s father, who she was much closer to, felt the opposite. He took on the little ladies, telling them, “If you aren’t prepared, you’re going to get it. You don’t have to be aggressive, but you better be ready.” The Pearsall household became a battleground of debate, and Louise did her best to avoid the tension. But President Roosevelt, now facing a reelection campaign, couldn’t avoid the topic and was hemmed in by this growing force. Also hamstrung by the Neutrality Act, he had to maneuver cautiously. With France fallen and Hitler on the march, he pushed the Selective Service Act, initiating a draft. But his boldest act was scientific, unleashing American innovation to find answers that might tip the balance—without sacrificing countless lives.

WASHINGTON, DC—JUNE 12, 1940

Dr. Vannevar Bush, president of the Carnegie Institution for Science, stepped into President Roosevelt’s Oval Office. In his hand was a single-page memo—four crucial paragraphs outlining the purpose and necessity of a National Defense Research Committee (NDRC).

Bush had emerged from the Great War as a visionary scientist and innovator, widely regarded as one of the most crucial figures in America’s scientific and technological landscape. His importance was so significant that a prominent scientist at MIT remarked, “Of the men whose death in the Summer of 1940 would have been the greatest calamity for America,102 the President is first, and Dr. Bush would be second or third.”

Troubled by the disjointed nature of scientific collaboration and defense mobilization, Bush conceived a transformative idea—the establishment of a centralized entity within the federal government. The genesis of NDRC was accelerated by the German invasion of France in May 1940. Bush, cognizant of the urgency, bypassed bureaucratic channels103 and secured a meeting with President Roosevelt himself. In less than ten minutes, the president endorsed the proposal with a succinct “OK–FDR,” propelling the NDRC into existence.

This organization, which found its home in the administrative precincts of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, was designed to coordinate defense-related research in the United States. Each member of the NDRC was assigned specific responsibilities, while Bush took on overall coordination.

This appointment marked the beginning of Bush’s tenure as the de facto first presidential science advisor, a position that would allow him to systematically apply science to develop advanced weapons and technologies critical for the war effort.

***

WITH FRANCE SECURELY IN his grasp, Hitler shifted his focus to England, understanding that a successful invasion required breaking the British will to fight. On July 10, he initiated the Battle of Britain with massive air strikes targeting England’s cities and ports, particularly the working-class neighborhoods of London’s East End. Hitler believed that the common British people, whom he disparagingly labeled as part of the “weak and decadent democracies,” would crumble in the face of relentless bombing.

Fortunately for the British, their military had established robust air defenses, incorporating a new English invention called radar, along with agile and high-flying fighter planes like the Hurricane and the Spitfire. Despite these attacks, and in order to overcome Hitler’s war machine, a British delegation, led by Henry Tizard, arrived in America to engage with some of the brightest minds of the time, including Vannevar Bush. This collaboration exposed the shortcomings of American radar components compared to British innovations like the cavity magnetron. Recognizing the transformative potential, Bush committed to establishing the Radiation Laboratory,104 or the Rad Lab, with an initial budget of $455,000.

An unsung hero within the newly established NDRC committee, Alfred Loomis, played his part with his unorthodox and unprecedented collaboration between American and British scientists at his Tuxedo Park mansion. Appointed by Bush to lead the Microwave Committee, Loomis established the MIT Radiation Laboratory, poised to advance radar technology pivotal to the war’s outcome. The joint efforts of the Tizard mission scientists and the NDRC focused on the development and early prototypes of radar technology, the proximity fuze, and long-range navigational systems, all of which would prove imperative for securing victory should war come.

Dayton, Ohio—Summer 1940

As the NDRC began to reshape military innovation, companies eyeing colossal technological leaps seized the opportunity. It wasn’t merely bureaucratic change—it was the door opening to push projects that had once seemed more like the stuff of fantasy. And for men like Joe Desch, it was the moment he had been waiting for.

Inside the bustling Electrical Research Laboratory at “Cash” in Dayton, Joe was in his element.105 This was where ideas took shape, where wild theories about electricity and computing morphed into tangible machines.

Thyratron tubes were his obsession, his specialty. Joe knew their potential could revolutionize computation, taking it beyond mechanical parts into the realm of high-speed electronic systems. “Speed, speed, speed,” he muttered, echoing his personal mantra.106 The tubes needed to go faster—faster than anything that had come before.

As demands grew, so did the team. Joe brought in Robert “Bob” Mumma, his trusted counterpart from Frigidaire—Joe,107 the relentless force,108 pushing the gas pedal; Bob, the methodical balance, applying the brakes when needed. Together, they refined, reworked, and pushed the limits. The tubes were shrinking, evolving. Bob marveled at how far they had come, “The tubes were brought down to the size of peanuts.”109 Joe grinned, proud but already thinking about the next challenge.

But even as Joe was immersed in the world of tubes and circuits, a shift in the broader scientific community was taking place. As the war in Europe loomed ever larger, the US government knew it couldn’t rely on outdated bureaucracy to keep pace with technological advancements and sought out additional partnerships under the umbrella of NDRC. By the fall of 1940, Vannevar Bush was pulling together110 some of the brightest minds in America to fast-track military innovation. For Joe, it was an invitation into the inner circle of wartime innovation. A boy from Dayton’s working-class west side, Joe found himself rubbing elbows with the teams at MIT and with the likes of Henry Tizard, Alfred Loomis, and even Enrico Fermi. He had gone from tinkering in his basement lab as a teenager to sharing ideas with the giants of science.

Arlington, Virginia—September 1940

For eighteen months, the cryptanalysts had fought an invisible war. The Army’s Signal Intelligence Service (SIS) had been locked in a desperate race to break the Japanese diplomatic cipher known as Purple.111 The Japanese codes were a double fortress: first, the intricate structure of the ciphers themselves; second, the challenge of the kana-based language they concealed. It was grueling work—long hours, sleepless nights, endless theories tested and discarded. But then, something shifted. William Friedman’s team had cracked it.

Friedman had driven his team to the edge. They had never seen the original Purple device, and had no blueprints—only intercepted messages and the conviction that they could rebuild what they could not see.

Frank Rowlett and Lieutenant Leo Rosen made last-minute adjustments—Rosen, the engineer who had turned theory into circuitry; Rowlett, the codebreaker with a knack for spotting hidden structures. Nearby, Genevieve Grotjan pored over cipher sequences, her sharp eyes catching what others had missed—a rhythm in the chaos, a cycle too precise to be chance. It was the break they had been waiting for.

In September, their machine sputtered to life. A voice rang out, “It works!” Rosen, normally measured, couldn’t contain his disbelief and triumph. Even Friedman, ever composed, allowed himself the smallest of smiles. On September 27, 1940, the first two translations of Purple-enciphered messages emerged.

Their mathematicians, engineers, and linguists achieved what had seemed impossible. Alongside them, the Navy’s cryptanalysis division, OP-20-G, played their part. Frank Raven, a sharp-eyed Yale graduate, had been activated as a reservist and quickly became the bridge between Army and Navy cryptanalysts. His unconventional thinking pushed the work forward.

The breakthrough was extraordinary, but the cost was steep. Friedman, his mind stretched beyond its limits, collapsed under the strain. He was admitted to Walter Reed Hospital, forced to step away. His wife, Elizebeth Friedman, a brilliant cryptanalyst in her own right, helped him recover while continuing her own work dismantling South American spy networks.

Still, the work pressed on. Intelligence from Purple—codenamed “MAGIC”—offered a direct line into Tokyo’s foreign policy. Japan’s dealings with Germany and Italy were laid bare.

North Atlantic Ocean—October 1940

From the start, innovation and strategy dictated the war’s course—and in that race, the Germans had taken a decisive lead. In the dark of night, British Convoy SC 7 carved a slow path,112 while Convoy HX 79 took the faster route, both traveling through the icy Western Approaches to Liverpool. Sailors huddled on watch, knowing U-boats prowled beneath the waves. Out there, death was silent—cold water, black sky, and the hum of engines vibrating underfoot.113

When U-47, commanded by Günther Prien, a German ace celebrated for sinking Royal Oak, spotted SC 7, Prien became the wolfpack’s eyes, shadowing the convoy in silence. He radioed their position to recently promoted Vizeadmiral Karl Dönitz, whose commands from Berlin rippled across the Atlantic. One by one, more U-boats join the hunt, circling like sharks scenting blood.

SC 7, a huddled cluster of thirty-five merchant ships, left Sydney, Nova Scotia, with only HMS Scarborough as her escort—a fragile shield against the growing swarm. At dusk, the U-boats closed in, stalking their prey with a deadly patience. And then, at Dönitz’s command, the pack struck.

Flames ignited across the water as torpedoes smashed into hulls. Ships tilted, listing heavily as their crews struggled to save both steel and lives. Scarborough was helpless, overwhelmed by the flood of U-boats pressing from every side, a single shepherd lost in a sea of wolves.

The brutal assault dragged into October 18–19. Each explosion lit the night, casting a terrible, fleeting glow on the wreckage. By dawn, the ocean was strewn with twisted metal and debris, and the bitter Atlantic had claimed another twenty ships.

While SC 7 limped through this massacre, Convoy HX 79 entered the same bloodstained waters on October 19. Forty-nine ships with stronger escorts, they sailed into an ambush already set. The U-boats, voracious and emboldened, turned their attention to the fresh convoy. As another long night fell, the torpedoes sliced through like invisible daggers. By morning, the waves had consumed twelve more ships.

In Berlin, Dönitz watched with grim satisfaction. Over two nights, thirty-four ships vanished into the Atlantic, with nearly 350 souls. His wolfpack tactic—a vision he had shared with Hitler in the Reich Chancellery a year before—was devastatingly effective.

London, England—Fall 1940

The British knew they desperately needed a new approach. What they had at the Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC) Submarine Tracking Room was reservist Rodger Winn, a thirty-five-year-old civilian they had deemed unfit for active service. Winn, a barrister with degrees from Cambridge and Harvard, volunteered for the Royal Navy in 1939 despite being physically disabled from childhood polio.114 His spine was severely twisted, giving him a hunched back, and his legs were weakened. But these details were not what made him stand out among his colleagues. His stoic determination in overcoming his physical hurdles became part of his legend within the OIC. His intellect was unmatched, outclassing even his stubborn superior, Royal Navy Paymaster Captain Ernest Thring.

The Submarine Tracking Room, tucked beneath Liverpool’s Derby House at the time, was a suffocating warren. Low ceilings seemed to press down on the overworked staff, white-painted pipes snaking above them like the conduits of a sprawling industrial machine. The lighting flickered, casting harsh glares that strained already tired eyes. The air, heavy and humid, hung with the staleness of too many sleepless nights.

Winn had spent the past year revolutionizing submarine tracking. Instead of reacting to U-boat sightings, he pieced together intelligence like a detective trying to solve a murder that hadn’t happened yet. His fingers traced over maps, connecting sightings, convoy paths, and weather patterns. It was a puzzle, every piece vital to predicting where the U-boats would strike next. As Winn perfected his craft, Allied convoys began slipping past waiting wolfpacks, evading ambushes just in time. It was still a game based on instincts and blindfolded strategy, though. Without access to the German naval communications traffic, Winn could forecast only so much. Fear grew with each failed mission to intercept a U-boat. Thring remained a stubborn roadblock, skeptical of Winn’s unconventional methods—basing his decisions on known facts115 and doing little more than recording events as they happened—even as losses mounted.

Washington, DC—December 1940

As 1940 drew to a close, the specter of global conflict loomed ever larger. In a climate of uncertainty, Americans sought guidance and reassurance. Their attention turned to President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who had recently secured an unprecedented third term in office. On December 29, 1940, Roosevelt addressed the nation116 in one of his signature Fireside Chats.

Commencing with a solemn declaration, he stated, “This is not a discussion centered on war but rather on national security. Should Great Britain succumb, the Axis powers would possess the capability to direct formidable military and naval forces toward this hemisphere. We stand as the Arsenal of Democracy, committed to a national policy of safeguarding our shores from the scourge of war.”

America—1941

In neutral America, where loyalty and betrayal blurred, a hidden war brewed in ordinary communities. For some, it wasn’t democracy they defended but Hitler’s vision for Europe. Though the Bund’s influence waned with Fritz Kuhn’s imprisonment,117 the Fifth Column remained active, fed by fierce devotion to the Axis cause. Suspicion lingered; the FBI and intelligence agencies were ever-watchful, seeking out sympathizers cloaked in the trappings of American life.

On January 30, thanks to the Purple machine’s decryption of the Japanese diplomatic cipher, the Office of Naval Intelligence intercepted118 a directive from Tokyo to “Nisei” spies in America—second-generation Japanese Americans, torn between their birthplace and ancestral home. The orders had been clear: move from propaganda to intelligence gathering. Tokyo had called for an overhaul of Japanese diplomatic networks in North America to monitor US military strength, policies toward Japan, and public sentiment. Hours later, a response confirmed a reorganization plan, outlining methods to gather insights on US defense preparations. More intercepted messages had hinted at efforts to recruit Americans from diverse backgrounds to serve the Japanese intelligence network.

In New Orleans, Baron Edgar von Spiegel, a former U-boat captain, had orchestrated his movements from the Grand Elms Mansion, disguising his reconnaissance trips as hunting excursions. FBI agents had watched closely as he moved along the river, noting his every step. During a consulate gathering, he had sneered,119 “America will regret siding with England and France when they have to crawl to Germany for trade.”

Elsewhere, the espionage web extended to Detroit, where Gyula Rozinek, a weary Hungarian with a determined gaze, met with Theresa Behrens.120 “I am 100 percent for Hitler,” she asserted, handing him $500 to keep him from deportation. Gyula, who once enthralled Detroit’s Hungarian community alongside his wife, Sari, in folk music performances,121 was using the stage as a cover for Nazi recruitment.

Sari, elegant and educated, was the perfect accomplice, traveling the United States with Gyula to recruit and gather intelligence. By 1939, however, their cover slipped when a vigilant citizen alerted the FBI.122 Gyula’s statement, “Hitler is not only my Führer,123 but my God,” led to his arrest in San Francisco and deportation. But he remained undeterred. With support from sympathizers like Theresa, Gyula prepared for his next mission, confident that, even in America, shadows harbored secrets waiting to be stirred.

Bletchley Park, England—February 1941

Alastair Denniston, head of operations at the Government Code and Cypher School (GC&CS)—a British intelligence agency responsible for codebreaking and signals intelligence—had nearly worn a path into the rug. His diary entry for the day declared, “The Y’s are coming!”124

The “Yankee” visit was unprecedented—a covert collaboration between a nation already at war and another edging reluctantly toward the same fate. Their convoy crawled across the Atlantic at twelve knots, dodged German U-boats, and battled fierce winter storms. Disguised as “Canadian diplomats,” they finally disembarked in Sheerness with frayed nerves. As they sorted out the next stages of their journey, few around them knew the contents of their many pieces of luggage. Even fewer knew of their mission to exchange cryptanalytic secrets with His Majesty’s GC&CS. Secrecy was paramount—discovery would confirm to Germany what they already feared: American involvement without a formal declaration of war.

At midnight, the Americans arrived, bundled in heavy coats, stiff from their treacherous voyage. Once their cargo was quickly offloaded, they piled into the waiting vehicles, their tires grinding against the gravel as they sped through the blackout-shrouded streets. The main mansion of Bletchley Park loomed ahead, the faintest glimmers of light struggled against the enforced darkness—as if it too was reluctant to reveal its secrets.

Inside, their eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness masked by curtains, where Colonel John Tiltman, head of Bletchley’s military branch, Denniston, and Commander Edward Travis, Denniston’s deputy, stood waiting. Tiltman, a courteous and unassuming figure known for his exceptional cryptanalytic skill and deep experience in military codes, greeted them with a smile, but his unease lingered. He had been ordered to share everything—except the British breaks into the German’s Naval Enigma cipher. The Enigma machine gave Nazi Germany a critical edge, encrypting messages with up to 103 sextillion possible settings—virtually unbreakable. At that time, while the Army and Air Force Enigma machines used three rotors selected from a set of five, the Naval Enigma was more secure, employing three rotors chosen from a set of eight and stricter key procedures, making it notably harder to break. This secrecy unified military coordination. By the time the Americans arrived, the British were on the brink of a breakthrough with the notoriously complex Naval Enigma.

Lieutenant (jg) Prescott Currier, at twenty-seven, was the youngest in the American delegation. He broke the tension by launching into an animated account of their harrowing trip.

***

SNOWFLAKES SWIRLED VIOLENTLY ON the deck of the battleship HMS125 King George, whipped by an icy wind that howled like a banshee. The sharp stench of burning oil mingled with the salt air, remnants of the Luftwaffe’s last bombing run. Throughout Scotland’s Orkney Islands, an area providing easy access to both the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean, scattered dockworkers around them moved with the grim efficiency of men accustomed to war’s chaos.

The attaché’s heart sank as he realized the flying boats meant to carry them south for the next leg of their journey could fit only one of their thirty crates. Two tons of critical equipment—including one of the precious Purple machines—were stranded with them in Scapa Flow. How could this happen?

Relief came hours later from the eccentric skipper of HMS Neptune. Clad in a brilliant red coat and knee-high sea boots, he offered a lifeline. They could load their crates onto his cruiser, bound for Sheerness on the Thames. With a hearty laugh the captain waved them aboard. The men lashed the crates onto the deck, since they still wouldn’t fit below.

As Neptune set sail into the black, icy night, the coastline of Scotland and England revealed the carcasses of war. Half-sunken ships lay strewn across the North Sea, their twisted masts and funnels stabbing skyward like the ribs of some long-dead beast. A haunting sight for these men who had not yet experienced war.

By morning, Neptune had caught up with a convoy heading south through the English Channel. A German reconnaissance bomber circled overhead, an audible marker of the danger to come. The captain’s warning was almost casual—go below if you want to be safe. In twenty minutes, things would get noisy.126

Currier tried to distract himself with a bowl of soup but his mouth was so dry, he couldn’t swallow it. Then they “heard a bomb landing on one side of the boat, and then the other side, and the ship bounced out of the water and back down again, tossing the men about.” The spoon clattered from his hand. He’d “never been so scared in his life.”

Above deck, the whine of German Stukas sliced through the air. Their gunfire raked the ship, bullets ricocheting off the deck with a rapid thunk-thunk-thunk. Currier heard the horrific sound—like someone dragging a heavy chain across the floor. Visions of their crates being shredded by machine-gun fire flooded his mind. The wooden crates—so carefully packed with their precious cargo—felt impossibly fragile now.

The captain told them if they went into the nearly arctic water, they might have four minutes to survive, maybe eight if they were lucky. Currier and the others wrestled themselves into their heavy clothes and life jackets, imagining icy water against their skin.

The strafing continued for what felt like hours, though it was only minutes. When the smoke cleared, they rushed to the deck, expecting to find their equipment in splinters. But to their disbelief, not a single crate had been penetrated. Copper-jacketed shells littered the deck like a macabre confetti, but the gear remained intact. The delegation exchanged looks of grateful disbelief—they had survived, and so had their mission.

***

BACK IN DENNISTON’S OFFICE, the finest sherry tumbled into everyone’s glasses as the Americans, still recovering from their ordeal at sea, settled into their chairs. The Americans hoped the ever-cautious and tight-lipped British would share insights into Enigma. Currier, who had worked alongside Agnes Driscoll127 in the States, sat next to Lieutenant Robert Weeks, a submarine veteran and Japanese linguist. Both men felt out of place. Lacking advanced training in mathematics, they viewed their army counterparts—Captain Abraham Sinkov and Lieutenant Leo Rosen—as true cryptanalysts, though even they had limited experience with German cryptography.

Despite the warm hospitality, Currier and Weeks understood the unspoken. Their mission was more than an information exchange; it was meant to define the future of the US-British alliance. Currier might not have known the entire scope of their objective, but he knew that “we had brought gifts—valuable ones—but we weren’t sure what we would get in return.”

The Americans had indeed come prepared, bringing the Purple analog machine, along with other critical materials. In fact, it was the very machine that William Friedman, Rosen, and Frank Raven had used to break Purple, allowing the Americans to read enciphered Japanese messages. The “MAGIC” intelligence had given the Allies access into Japan’s most sensitive communications since the previous November.

Tiltman was struck by the Americans’ openness, particularly by their gift of the Purple machine. He called it “a magnificent gesture,” and he knew he needed to consult with his superiors before deciding to reciprocate with something of equal value . . . Enigma. So far, he had been permitted only to share data on their Japanese work, in which the Americans were already well-versed.

Tiltman ran into little resistance from British command in sharing details on Japanese codes, but when it came to Enigma, the conversation changed. Denniston and his team were reluctant to divulge too much. The British depended heavily on their ability to read the German naval communications, and they feared the Americans’ security practices weren’t strong enough to keep that information safe. They worried that any slip would allow the Germans to tighten their cryptanalytic defenses, which would have catastrophic consequences for Britain’s war effort.

In Washington, DC, Laurance Safford, head of the Navy’s OP-20-G codebreaking team, was deeply skeptical.128 He doubted the Americans would gain much from the British and feared their mission would fail without a deeper understanding of Enigma. Safford believed OP-20-G “sold out” by sharing Purple, while Pearl Harbor’s intercept station, “Hypo,” was denied one.

As the American cryptology delegation at Bletchley Park was still grappling with the intricacies of the information exchange, a serendipitous event unfolded. A Royal Navy boarding party on the abandoned German trawler Krebs uncovered spare Schlüssel-M rotors, though no Enigma machine was found. The rotors, cipher keys, and settings they retrieved granted Bletchley Park full access to February’s messages, marking a crucial breakthrough in the Enigma puzzle.

***

RODGER WINN AND HIS team in London’s OIC Tracking Room saw this pinch as proof that operations targeting cipher material could succeed. They considered mounting special operations to specifically capture more Enigma components, which would gain them a foothold into the German traffic. New in the Tracking Room since January, Winn had long advocated for proactive intelligence, predicting U-boat movements rather than just reacting to them. Initially dismissed as a speculative waste of resources, his methods gained support as the U-boat threat escalated, and they led to his promotion. Then, with full authority, Winn reshaped British anti-submarine tactics, saving convoys by forecasting enemy movements.

Though unconventional and sometimes risky, Winn’s strategies proved effective. Yet, one thing he refused to risk was security—meaning the Americans would not get Enigma.

***

WHILE ANOTHER TEAM AT Bletchley Park was busy covertly processing the information from Krebs, the American delegation was given a guided tour of Hut 8. Among those present was the genius behind the British Bombe, Alan Turing. His slightly rumpled suit hinted at the long hours he’d spent working on ciphers, while his sharp gaze suggested a mind still racing with the intricacies of codebreaking. He was flanked by Denniston and Tiltman, who’d convinced the higher-ups to allow this meeting. The Brits walked a delicate line, sharing just enough with their American guests without revealing the full scope of their cryptanalytic efforts.

The meeting almost didn’t happen. The Americans,129 staying in a nearby mansion with its comforts of butlers and maids, had also encountered the harsh realities of a country at war—rationing, bombings, and the incessant wail of air-raid sirens. One night, they attended a gathering where a band played, only for the performance to be cut short by a suspected attack. The next night, a German bomb struck the same venue, killing everyone present. This shocking event stoked the Americans’ sense of urgency.

After nearly six weeks, Currier and the others had heard whispers of Bletchley’s true progress but had seen little evidence. Tiltman, recognizing this could strain the alliance, insisted they open the door a bit wider. With reluctance, the higher-ups agreed—but under strict conditions.130 The Americans had to sign security oaths, adding their names to a short list of cleared personnel. They vowed that no one outside that list would hear a whisper of what happened that day. It was a predicament for the four Americans, but some Enigma knowledge was better than none.

Turing stood near the desk where carefully arranged Zygalski sheets had been laid out. The perforated grids—named for Henryk Zygalski, one of the three Polish cryptanalysts alongside Marian Rejewski and Jerzy Różycki—were once the frontline tools in the fight to decode Enigma.

The Americans leaned in, curious. Leo Rosen adjusted his glasses, his focus narrowing as Turing demonstrated. He layered the translucent sheets with practiced precision, aligning the holes. As they overlapped, patterns began to emerge—possibilities filtered from an ocean of Enigma settings.

It was a method developed by the Poles to reduce the staggering number of rotor combinations. Turing’s quiet movements, his familiarity with the material, spoke volumes about the respect he held for their contribution.

Colonel Tiltman broke the silence. “Of course, it was laborious work, but it gave the Poles a fighting chance—until the Germans complicated things.” His tone darkened as he explained how, in December 1938, the addition of new rotors and plugboard (stecker) wiring had nearly undone the Poles’ progress. Still, they had not given up. On the eve of war, they handed their findings to the British—ensuring their legacy endured.

Turing then revealed the towering machine behind him—the British Bombe.131 Named as a nod to the Polish “bomba kryptologiczna,” the pioneering device developed by Polish cryptologists that heavily influenced Alan Turing’s subsequent design. The Americans’ eyes widened at the sight of the mechanical beast. This was what he believed would help them break Naval Enigma. Turing ran a hand across the Bombe’s rows of rotors, carefully avoiding too much detail. They were told that even though the machine was slow, it could test millions of rotor combinations. With time, they hoped it would break the daily key settings.

Abraham Sinkov studied the machine, his expression skeptical. Prescott Currier still had doubts, especially since the British couldn’t actually break messages yet. Turing, sensing their skepticism, exchanged a glance with Denniston and Tiltman, who silently gave him permission to speak.

Turing explained that the Naval Enigma remained a challenge. Turing had developed Banburismus, a statistical method to reduce the number of possible settings, but it was not foolproof. Further, analyzing intercepted message traffic helped manage the volume of rotor combinations. “The Germans make mistakes, and we exploit them. But we need more breakthroughs.”

Sinkov and Rosen, the most experienced in the group, nodded as they took in the details.132 Currier and Weeks, both new to the intricacies of German Enigma, felt a bit lost in the details. Turing’s words felt like an abstract language—probabilities, electrical engineering, mathematics. It was far from the world of linguistics and codebreaking they knew. Still, they trusted their more seasoned colleagues to translate this into something useful back home. Had their boss, William Friedman, been recovered enough to come, perhaps things might have been different. He would have grasped the Bombe’s potential instantly. Instead, the burden of understanding fell on Sinkov and Rosen, and it was unclear if they could fully convey the importance of what they’d seen to their naval counterparts.

Tiltman moved to the table and gestured to the documents. “You’ll take these with you,” he said, handing over specifications for the Naval Enigma and its code-wheels. There was also a paper model of the machine itself, though Currier silently noted that it was just a paper analog, not the real thing. “In time, you’ll receive a genuine Enigma machine,” Denniston reassured them, though no one believed that time would come soon.

As the meeting wound down, the Americans reviewed what they’d learned. The Bombe was impressive but still required cribs—decoded pieces of intercepted messages—to break Enigma’s encryption. It was far from ideal, but was still better than the manual labor they’d relied upon. The Americans left with just enough to feel satisfied, but the full scope of British progress remained hidden.

Atlantic Ocean—Spring 1941

British convoys traversed the vast ocean, while German U-boats prowled beneath the surface, their movements guided by the unbreakable Enigma cipher. For months, the British had struggled at Bletchley Park, desperate to decipher Vizeadmiral Dönitz’s constant stream of U-boat messages—yet they remained unreadable.

By March, a breakthrough began to form. Material gathered from the abandoned German trawler Krebs133 provided crucial information that allowed the British to partially crack the three-rotor Enigma cipher known as HYDRA. However, the lag in decryption remained disastrous—intelligence arrived days or even weeks behind real-time events. This delay haunted Bletchley Park and the Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC)—they knew that the gap between interception and action must be closed. If they could implement Rodger Winn’s plan to capture more cipher materials, they might turn the tide.

On May 7, Winn’s plan was set into motion.134 Three cruisers were dispatched to capture München, a German trawler. Boarding the ship, Royal Navy crew members recovered a handful of Enigma setting documents—but no actual machine. It was a promising lead, but still not enough.

Another operation was quickly organized and on May 9, fortune shifted. The British destroyer HMS Bulldog,135 escorting a convoy, engaged U-110, the same submarine that had sunk Athenia on the war’s first day. After taking heavy damage, U-110 surfaced, and the British swiftly boarded the crippled U-boat. What they found would change the war—an intact Enigma machine, spare rotors, and, most critically, a HYDRA cipher book containing daily settings valid until the end of June.

For Bletchley Park, it was a windfall. The HYDRA cipher had been their most elusive target—a shifting labyrinth of codes and settings that had stymied their efforts for months. With the Enigma machine and cipher book in hand, they finally held the map to the labyrinth.

Dönitz’s U-boats continued their unrelenting assault.136 “A U-boat attacking a convoy on the surface and under cover of darkness had very good prospects of success,” Dönitz wrote. Just days after U-110 ’s capture, Dönitz sent seven U-boats to intercept Convoy HX 126,137 south of Greenland. The attack came swiftly—nine ships were lost, and 137 men killed.

Winn and his team had been close to preventing this. Had Bletchley Park cracked the code just days earlier, they could have intercepted the U-boat signals, rerouted the convoy, and saved those men. But the decryption process took time—time they didn’t have. The loss hung heavily over the OIC.

But with the capture of U-110, Bletchley Park’s codebreakers could finally read U-boat communications in near real-time. The Enigma code was broken. As of May 1941, the British could predict U-boat movements, intercept orders, and strike back with force. However, ULTRA intelligence—an extremely secret Allied classification that involved decrypting the highest-level communications of the German armed forces, most notably those encoded by the Enigma machine—remained tightly restricted; the British feared that suspicion from the Germans would have led to a code change and reset the painstaking work of breaking Enigma.

Following the capture, Winn’s relationship with Bletchley Park deepened. OIC and Bletchley now worked as inseparable partners. Their combined efforts saved lives, and defended Britain’s vital supply lines.

Budapest, Hungary—Spring 1941

Two finely dressed women138 sat at a small sidewalk table, speaking in low voices against the murmuring backdrop of the beautiful blue Danube. Sari de Hajek, in a well-tailored blue dress with only a thin gold wedding band, radiated a quiet practicality. Grace Buchanan-Dineen, by contrast, glimmered—her jewelry caught the light like crystal, her soft black coat gleamed, and her silver fox fur scarf framed ice-blue eyes that missed nothing. They drew long, practiced breaths from their cigarettes held in slender holders, and their words were hidden in the tendrils of smoke curling around them.

The war had changed Budapest, had made English an unwelcome tongue, but there, amid the shuffle of hurried locals and the occasional German officer in field gray, their conversation remained unnoticed.

A hard smile touched the rouged lips of Frau de Hajek. “You will do it, then?”

The long, jeweled earrings flashed as Grace bent her dark, smartly coiffured head and with an air of arrogance quickly replied, “Yes, of course I will do it.”

Sari studied her. There was a particular breed of woman who thrived on influence, who understood power in the language of whispered favors and well-placed alliances. Sari had seen it from the first moment they met, at the funeral of Grace’s father. It should have been a somber affair, a quiet remembrance—but Grace had transformed it into an opulent gathering, a declaration of presence rather than grief. That same night, Grace had hosted a lavish party, gliding back into her social whirl without missing a beat. She moved through the room, untouched by mourning, wrapped in the admiration of men who found her as enigmatic as she was charming. She spun stories of loyalty to Hungary and ties to the past, but Sari’s trained eye detected something else—a woman with a hunger for wealth and the leverage it afforded. A vulnerability. And Sari, ever the observer, wondered if Grace’s ambitions were tethered to a man, or if it was his fortune she sought.139

Grace’s origin story, as she recounted it, was spun like a rich tapestry, though Sari could sense the edges fraying. She claimed a pedigree of French nobility, a line supposedly descending from the last Count de Neen of Brittany, a man who’d amassed a fortune in the fur trade after settling in Toronto. She told of a childhood shaped by her governess,140 a strict convent education, and a break from her Protestant mother in 1929. She’d stayed with her father as he navigated the ruin of his wealth in the Crash, moving with him to London in an attempt to keep up appearances while his health dwindled. Their final destination had been Budapest, a city where her father hoped to recover—a hope that ended in his death three months later.

Yet, even her name was an invention. She was no Buchanan by blood; the hyphenation of Buchanan-Dineen was an affectation, a borrowed elegance her sister resented. In fact, there was no noble line, no historic French village named Neen.141 Sari sensed that Grace’s charm lay not in her noble roots but in her deftness at creating her own nobility, a knack for reinvention that bordered on artifice. To Sari, Grace’s lies weren’t liabilities—they were marks of talent, hints of a spy’s steel. This was a woman who could step into any room with the poise of a duchess and make each person feel they were the center of her world, a rare skill she shared with the most charismatic leaders.

“Wunderbar!” Sari appraised the petite, self-assured woman with her striking eyes and carefully crafted manners. She saw in Grace someone who could slip into any society, someone who seemed prepared for nothing but the elegance of her surroundings—and yet was prepared for everything. “Yes, I think you will be very good in this role.”142

Sari leaned forward slightly. Her voice dipped lower, wrapping Grace in the promise of something more, something beyond the surface-level prestige she had so carefully cultivated. “Come now,” she said, flicking ash from the tip of her cigarette, “there are friends I’d like you to meet. They’ll be vital to your mission.”

Grace knew her value, felt the allure of purpose beyond the ordinary. Money, the ideology of National Socialism, her growing intimacy with a newfound Hungarian lover—all these motives stirred within her, spurring her to prove herself. And more than anything, Grace wanted to elevate herself, to live as fully as she could. Her reverence for France, the place of her education, stoked her resolve. She believed that once the war was won, France would emerge as a liberated nation, and she would have played a pivotal role in that outcome.

Before they parted, Sari reaffirmed the next steps, sharing that their training would commence as soon as Gyula returned from America. “With the connections you’ll make there, you’ll be positioned to strike at their war effort before it even begins.”

Grace smiled as she envisioned the role that awaited her. “I am ready to begin the instruction at any time,” she replied.

Berlin, Germany—June 3, 1941

George Dasch never thought he’d end up here—sitting in the Abwehr headquarters, waiting to meet a man by the name of Lieutenant Walter143 Kappe. Only months earlier, he had been a New York waiter, a far cry from the feverish nationalism that gripped some of his fellow Germans in America. He kept to himself, avoiding the Bund and the whispers of “the cause.” But life had a way of upending the expected, and now he found himself in Berlin, restless, in a country that felt as foreign as it did familiar, desperate for any glimmer of hope.

When Kappe finally arrived, he carried an air of brisk confidence, which cut through Dasch’s anxiety. “I’ve found you a position,” he said. Dasch’s heart skipped—a job at the Sonderdienst Seehaus, a government intelligence office monitoring foreign broadcasts, under Abwehr chief Admiral Wilhelm Canaris. It wasn’t just a job; it was a chance to claw his way back to stability. Kappe mentioned that Dasch’s command of English had caught the eye of superiors, a skill they believed would serve him well. It was his first real break.

But his welcome to Germany had been anything but smooth. Berlin was a city stripped bare, its grand avenues shadowed by a wartime reality that few had anticipated. Food was scarce, rationed in pitiful portions that left families hungry. Essentials like meat and butter were luxuries, jealously guarded and strictly controlled.

Yet, nothing haunted Dasch more than the absence of his wife, Snooks.144 They had spent months planning a trip to Germany together, waiting on word from the consulate for available passage. When the message finally came, it offered only one option: leave that very evening. Snooks was still in the hospital, recovering from surgery. There was no time for goodbyes. George had to choose—go now and hope she could follow once she healed, or lose the opportunity entirely. George had called his sister, leaving her with the impossible task of explaining his departure to Snooks, and boarded a boat teeming with Nazi supporters. Among them was a man named Werner Thiel, who clashed with him over every trivial matter after George refused to salute Hitler. Thiel turned the journey into an unending confrontation.

When George arrived in Germany on May 13, the ordeal continued.145 The country he returned to was unrecognizable, and without party ties, jobs were nearly impossible to find. His mother, disillusioned, admitted she had made a mistake leaving America in 1939. George had nowhere to turn. Then came his first break.

Kappe had promised to look into the whereabouts of Snooks—she hadn’t been heard from since boarding a ship to Germany to join George. He had also extended an offer—an assignment with an “American group” at the Seehaus. Kappe was no ordinary officer. Once a Bund organizer in America, he had shaped nationalist narratives through Deutscher Weckruf und Beobachter, the German American newspaper. His work spread Nazi propaganda across the country, reaching tens of thousands of American homes. But in 1937, things took a turn.146

After being expelled from the Bund due to internal power struggles and rivalry with Fritz Kuhn, Kappe returned to Germany, where he took a role as the propaganda director for a Berlin radio station that broadcast Nazi ideology to the Americans. When war erupted in 1939, Kappe briefly served in the army before being recruited into the Abwehr, the German Armed Forces Secret Service. Now he was recruiting men with knowledge of the United States.

For George, this work was a godsend. They weren’t just transcribing radio chatter; they were monitoring propaganda, tracking global news, pulling intelligence from international broadcasts. Dasch’s role was to listen—hour after hour, dissecting the nuances of English-language reports, parsing every shift in tone, every coded phrase. It wasn’t just a job; it was access to news that might otherwise be censored, an insight into the nerve center of German operations, and most important, his chance to do something for the country he had always loved: America.

Detroit, Michigan—June 27, 1941

Hours of surveillance, hundreds of calls, meetings, and pages of transcriptions . . . the time had come. Special Agent in Charge John “Jack” Bugas—a fearless, inventive investigator, adept at the art of fisticuffs while wearing a suit—and147 his team had prepared to play their part in the Duquesne Spy Ring arrest for months.148 He knew that a fourth of the entire G-man corps in the country,149 some 250 agents, were gathered on the twenty-sixth floor of the federal building in Foley Square, where Assistant Director E. J. Connelley outlined “the squads, assigned the spies to be arrested, and gave detailed instructions about guards, searches, evidence, room assignments in the building.” Jack had just done the same with his team in Detroit.

Bugas was no stranger to risk.150 The former ranch boy from Wyoming had carried that rugged, Western ethos into his FBI career, treating gun-wielding gangsters and crooked politicians with equal resolve. “Guns, tough situations, and ornery men were . . . second nature to him.” J. Edgar Hoover had taken note, and sent him to lead Detroit’s field office. In recent years, Bugas had unraveled factory theft rings, cracked down on mobsters, and foiled a plot to blow up a Dodge plant. Detroit’s press liked to warn of “unholy alliances” between powerful business executives and underworld figures, but Bugas and his men, with their unwavering commitment, were ready to tear apart the network of Nazi spies operating under the city’s cover.

At the top of their list stood a man who seemed an unlikely traitor—Edmund Carl Heine,151 a former executive at Ford and Chrysler. Born in Germany, Heine had come to America decades before and built a name for himself in Detroit’s booming auto industry. Heine had been close to Henry Ford himself, a relationship he flaunted. Detroit was his playground, a city humming with industrial might, where the air itself was imbued with the scent of oil, metal, and ambition.152 But Heine wasn’t interested in building America’s defenses; he had a hidden allegiance, a dangerous secret life. And his German connections, along with Detroit’s sizable German community, gave him all the cover he needed.

The Bureau’s investigation had unearthed a troubling connection: Heine, or “Heinrich” as he signed on intercepted letters, was a spy, using his friend Lilly Stein’s Manhattan address as a drop point for coded letters brimming with aviation secrets. Those letters, bound for Germany, were intercepted by Bugas’s team, and they painted a picture of Heine’s true intentions. He wasn’t just a disgruntled executive; he was an active participant in a Nazi espionage network, siphoning off industrial knowledge and feeding it back to the German war machine.

In one intercepted call,153 Heine had phoned Ford himself and asked to return to the company. Ford had responded curtly: “You can have a job in the factory, but I believe you’re here for no good and, in fact, are a spy.” Ford’s words stung, a rare blow to Heine’s pride and a chilling revelation of the truth. But Heine was unfazed; he continued his work for the Nazis under a guise of faded patriotism and industry expertise.

For Bugas, Heine was more than just a name on a list. He was the face of an enemy infiltrating America’s industrial heart, a traitor poisoning the “Arsenal of Democracy” from within. Bugas would see to it that justice was served.

Long Island, New York—June 27, 1941

The cool air of Centerport swept across William “Bill” Sebold as he stood on the porch of a secluded cottage on the north shore,154 cigarette smoke twisting in the faint moonlight. The night was quiet, but Sebold’s mind buzzed with the weight of what was happening. He had been waiting for this moment—a culmination of nearly two years spent playing a dangerous game, straddling the line between life and death. The FBI was closing in, and soon the network of Nazi spies he had helped entrap would be dismantled. But even then, as the raid unfolded, relief mingled with dread. His life, his decisions—every move he had made—all came to a crescendo that night.

It had all started innocently enough in 1939, when William Sebold, a naturalized American, returned to Germany to visit his family. But this Germany wasn’t the one he had known. Hitler’s grip had turned his homeland into a machine of intimidation and fear. Sebold was summoned to a dull, unmarked office. His passport was taken, the order blunt: work for the Abwehr—Germany’s military intelligence agency—or his family would suffer. Stripped of choice, Sebold found himself enlisted, handed the alias “Harry Sawyer,” and trained in the craft of espionage. Over the next few months, he learned the dark art of deception: shortwave radio operations, coded messages, and disguises that turned him into a shadow among men.

Sebold, however, felt his resolve harden with every clandestine skill he acquired. He knew he could not betray his adopted country. Before he left Europe, he managed to slip away to the US consul in Genoa, where he spilled the details of his recruitment, his mission, his handlers. The FBI was waiting when he returned to New York in 1940.

Inside a cramped Manhattan office, he unfurled the tangled web of espionage, giving the FBI a golden ticket. He handed over the plans they needed, tucked into a wristwatch, and listed names and addresses of prominent Nazi agents operating within US borders. He pointed them to figures like Frederick Joubert Duquesne, the notorious South African who had sabotaged British ships in the First World War and held a vicious hatred for Britain; Herman Lang, an engineer with direct access to the Norden bombsight, one of America’s most guarded military technologies; and Lilly Stein, a former model who could charm secrets out of just about anyone in New York’s high society.

The FBI seized the opportunity to redeem itself. Just two years prior, Hoover had claimed a victory over Nazi spies, only to have key figures slip through their fingers. This time, the Bureau wasn’t about to let history repeat itself. With Sebold as their double agent, they launched “Ducase”—a counterintelligence operation that made the Germans think they were pulling the strings when it was actually the FBI holding all the cards.

Sebold’s midtown Manhattan office became the nerve center of the operation. Once a glamorous part of the beaux arts Knickerbocker Hotel, the sixth-floor rooms were turned into a hotbed of clandestine activity. Thanks to favors from Commander Vincent Astor—a trusted155 friend of Roosevelt who had earlier procured Japanese intelligence for the Bureau—the FBI secured Rooms 627, 628, and 629, shielded by the building’s owner. Newsweek staffers and other tenants worked in blissful ignorance of the quiet storm that had brewed just down the hall.

The office bore a modest sign reading “William G. Sebold Diesel Eng.,” an inconspicuous façade that beckoned Nazi spies to spill their secrets. The Bureau bugged every inch of the place: the desk hid recording devices, and a two-way mirror disguised a small room where an agent armed with a spring-wound motion picture camera documented every visitor. Each handshake, each lean across the desk, each guarded whisper between Sebold and his “colleagues” was captured, slowly weaving a net around the Nazi espionage web on American soil.

Duquesne, Stein, Lang—they all came to see Sebold and unknowingly set themselves up for exposure. Sebold played his part—nodding and taking notes, and slipping them just enough useful information to keep Berlin satisfied. Over fourteen months, he sent 301 messages to Germany and received 167 in return. The Germans believed him theirs; yet every word was filtered to the FBI, who began piecing together the larger conspiracy.

One of those pieces was Kurt Ludwig—an independent operator recruited personally by Heinrich Himmler. Ludwig was ambitious, his methods bold. Posing as a college student, he hitchhiked to military bases and eyed troop movements and installations. One FBI report noted: “On June 18, he walked down Twelfth Avenue from 59th Street. He was watching piers. When he came to Normandie’s pier he stopped for some time . . . Then he walked on looking back.” Ludwig’s daring tactics were unraveling; the Bureau knew it was time . . .

As the city’s lights dimmed, thirty-three Nazi spies were arrested in a swift sweep that reverberated across the nation. It was the largest espionage takedown in American history, exposing the chilling depth of Nazi activity on US soil. The blueprints for the Norden bombsight, confidential information from Sperry Gyroscope, secret military positions—these weren’t just stolen secrets; they were pieces of America’s lifeblood, now seen as targets in the hands of an enemy that many had thought too distant to touch them.

In Germany, Hitler unleashed one of his infamous tirades,156 a theatrical display of fury that rattled his inner circle. Sebold, meanwhile, could only wait in his secluded Long Island hideout, the reality of his role in dismantling the largest Nazi spy ring in America pressing heavily on his mind. His work nearly done, he would soon disappear into obscurity, part of America’s Witness Protection Program. But across the Atlantic, Hitler’s war machine churned relentlessly, and the spies Sebold helped expose were only one piece of a much larger game.

Chicago, Illinois—Summer 1941

A signature from the chief of naval operations157 cleared Joe Desch to work on the “Ratchet” project in the summer of 1940. Beyond the name, he felt there was more to know than what they were letting on. What? He hadn’t the faintest idea.158

Since he had established the Electrical Research Laboratory at “Cash” under Colonel Edward Deeds in 1938, Joe had immersed himself in groundbreaking vacuum tubes and the strange world of miniature gas tubes, or thyratrons—compact, fast, and brimming with possibility. He had his mind on replacing mechanical machines with electrical marvels that could count faster than a blink.

To the Navy, these tubes were beyond valuation. They’d found ways to use them in remotely detonated mines, burst communication devices, and IFF (Identification Friend or Foe) devices. As 1939 came to a close, Desch had already proven these devices could meet the military’s demands159 for speed and accuracy. But things took a different turn that year—Albert Einstein and Leo Szilard had written to President Roosevelt, warning that the atom could be split to devastating effect, and that Nazi scientists might be racing to do it first. The government leapt into action, commissioning Joe’s lab to create counters that could capture the frenetic dance of particles racing at near light speed.

The device needed to be fast, compact, and reliable—a counter that could register a million events in a single second. Joe threw himself into the work, pushing his team to scale up the counting speed from 1,500 to over 150,000 counts per second. Eventually it would reach over a million counts per second, each improvement a battle with limits few in the world understood.160 The final push came in 1941, when the Bureau of Standards asked for an in-person delivery. They provided the address for the University of Chicago’s Metallurgical Laboratory, where some of the brightest minds worked to help the war effort. Joe suspected they were holding back critical details, but the sudden ramp-up of security in Chicago told him enough.

When Joe arrived at the lab, the familiar scene of quiet researchers had transformed.161 Marines filled the place—they stood by doorways, lined the corridors, and clustered around the strangely quiet squash courts under the stands at Stagg Field. Joe walked through it all, clutching his compact counter, feeling both the importance and the thrill of his mission.

He unpacked the device, an assembly of carefully bound tubes and wires fastened into a lap-sized contraption. Joe demonstrated his team’s achievement to scientists who, just possibly, might be working on something earth-shattering. It wasn’t much to look at, but this device could register a million impulses per second, translating the electrical signatures of particles into readable data faster than anyone thought possible.

Joe didn’t know exactly how his device would be used, but when he delivered it to the lab, he watched a PhD physicist come down with “a Geiger tube about a yard long and 4 inches diameter.” This subatomic particle sensor produced the pulses that Desch’s device was meant to count. He watched as the physicist “hooked that thing up and started counting cosmic rays” right then and there. Joe didn’t know what, exactly, he had done “for the war effort,” but Enrico Fermi and his team seemed pretty darn excited, nonetheless. The project being built under that squash court, unbeknownst to Joe, carried the nickname “Chicago Pile-1,” and was the world’s first nuclear reactor. It kicked off the Atomic Age, and unlocked the secret of self-sustaining nuclear reactions using uranium and plutonium.

Joe’s counter proved that it worked.

Germany—August 20, 1941162

Dr. Ernst Steinhoff sat at the controls of a Junkers Ju 52, guiding the aircraft eastward through the skies. He was no ordinary pilot—Steinhoff was chief of the Guidance and Control Division at Peenemünde, the center of Germany’s secret rocket development program.

Alongside him, General Walter Dornberger and Wernher von Braun, the two visionaries behind the A-4 rocket, were on their way to the Wolfsschanze, Adolf Hitler’s heavily fortified headquarters—camouflaged bunkers and barracks hidden deep in the Masurian forests in East Prussia.

At the “Wolf’s Lair,” a projector whirred to life, illuminating a stark reel of film. It was a silent, sweeping tour of Peenemünde. The scientists narrated as the film rolled, guiding Hitler through the gleaming test stands, towering rockets, and equipment under assembly. The presentation ended with a cryptic message: the reminder that other nations were chasing rocketry advancements as well. When the lights flicked back on, Hitler’s eyes were alight.163 Dornberger noted his swift, almost fervent response. “The Führer emphasized that this development is of revolutionary importance for the conduct of warfare in the whole world,” he recalled. But Hitler’s vision was ambitious—far more than Dornberger or von Braun had expected. “The deployment of a few thousand devices per year is therefore unwise,” Hitler declared. “If it is deployed, hundreds of thousands of devices per year must be manufactured and launched.”

The enormity of the demand hit Dornberger like a shock wave. He appealed for a “complete reorganization of the war economy” to meet Hitler’s monumental vision. Hitler’s enthusiasm was tempered by caution; he demanded proof, a demonstration before committing to production. Yet, one outcome was clear: Peenemünde was no longer an isolated outpost. It had become a top priority, integrated into the Reich’s war machine. The rocket program had taken its first decisive step into Hitler’s war, and the team then faced a daunting paradox: preparing the A-4 for mass production before it even left the ground.

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—Fall 1941

At her desk in the US Navy’s cryptanalysis headquarters, Aggie Driscoll hunched over a stack of perforated sheets of paper.164 She’d replicated a method pioneered by Polish cryptanalysts before165 the German invasion of Poland. The sheets, painstakingly marked with a 26×26 matrix of letters, represented Aggie’s best hope of breaking the German naval Enigma, the so-called unbreakable cipher. All told,166 the number of possible encryption settings on the Enigma at the beginning of the war exceeded 107,458,687,327,250,619,360,000. Beside her, a cold cup of coffee sat forgotten as she tackled the impossible task of decoding Enigma—by hand.

“Cribs,” she muttered under her breath. That was the key. Known words or phrases from intercepted messages—like “partly cloudy” from weather reports—could unlock the cipher. The trick was to match these cribs to the garbled output of Enigma’s rotors and trace them back to their origin. In theory, this should lead to a solution, but in practice, it was a maddening process. She tried another letter combination, but it led to a dead end after only a few letters.

Determined, Aggie adjusted her posture. The perforations in the sheets offered a potential path to something—if only she could stack them in the right order. Maybe she could start with a different letter from the original message? Maybe the first letter was steckered? Perhaps the starting position on the second wheel was wrong, or the wrong third wheel had been used? Maybe the direction of the first wheel’s step was incorrect? After trying five different settings, she realized there were still 107,458,687,327,250,619,359,995 more to test. This felt like a hopeless task. Indeed, it often seemed a fool’s errand—a cryptanalyst’s life in the age of rapid machines.

But there was no time to dwell on that today. She had just locked away another day’s notes—filled with failures and hopeful prognostications in her167 safe—when a knock sounded at the door. Her boss and longtime friend, Laurance Safford, entered with a team of technical experts.168 They were there to discuss alternative methods with Aggie. The three young men—John Howard, Lawrence Steinhardt, and John Coombs—were fresh-faced MIT graduates. They had come at the invite of Joseph Wenger, who had returned from sea duty and was already busy trying to improve naval communication efforts.169 Wenger believed they could lead the charge in cryptanalysis with their rapid analytical machines. Aggie looked at them with skepticism. She’d heard of their brilliance, but she also knew their reputation for relying too heavily on machines.

The MIT students didn’t flinch under her gaze. They’d come to talk about machines—devices that could speed up the codebreaking process. “Tell us what you need,” John Howard offered earnestly. He knew they could build the machines to help her do her job better and faster.

Machines. Driscoll felt a surge of irritation. The Navy’s cryptography section was divided.170 One side, including Aggie and Safford, relied on human intuition and the occasional stroke of luck. The other side, led by younger engineers like these MIT recruits, placed their faith in high-speed calculators and electromechanical devices. They believed brute force and speed were the only way to break Enigma. For Aggie, that was where they were wrong.

It had been similar with the visit from Alastair Denniston,171 head of Britain’s GC&CS, just a few months prior. He had seen her paper-filled desk and tried to convince her that machines like the Bombe were the future of cryptanalysis. “We don’t need a Bombe,” Aggie had told him firmly. She believed in her catalog method, convinced it could crack Enigma with fewer resources and a small team of cryptanalysts. Denniston knew better but couldn’t say why. He had seen firsthand the results of the British Bombes, their most closely guarded secret. Despite his efforts, Aggie had refused his help, declining even his invitation to visit Bletchley Park. She hid behind the excuse of her handicap. In October 1937,172 “Driscoll was seriously injured in an automobile accident in which two others were killed. She suffered two broken jaws and a broken leg and was out of action for nearly a year, not returning to full duty until September 1938.” Her leg never healed properly, leaving her reliant on a cane. Most said the accident changed her, turning her into a bitter recluse. She used it as a shield—but in truth, her pride wouldn’t let her accept British aid.

Months later, Aggie remained steadfast in her method, but these MIT students were offering more machines. The students explained that Enigma was becoming more complex, and without machines, they would have to perform millions of calculations by hand.173 They explained it wasn’t sustainable. Aggie bristled at the implication that her methods were outdated. After all, the Poles had done it before, using nothing but brainpower and paper sheets—sheets she still used today, tirelessly.

New York—October 27, 1941

As the sun slipped below the horizon, its light rippling in hues of amber and violet across New York’s skyline,174 the American Clipper touched down near La Guardia Airport. Grace Buchanan-Dineen, poised and polished, gazed out the window, savoring the fleeting luxury that PanAm’s elite service offered. Draped in soft light from the cabin, she reclined, her mind drifting to Budapest, to the lives she’d left entangled behind her. She was accustomed to the finery—the silver trays, the glint of champagne glasses—but beneath it all, her mind was sharp, trained on the mission ahead.

Grace’s journey into espionage began not in New York, but in the grand Palatinus Hotel’s lounge,175 where Hungary’s elite rubbed shoulders with shadows of the Third Reich. There, her handler, Sari de Hajek, introduced her to Gyula Rozinek, an aristocrat with connections reaching deep into Nazi intelligence. Beneath the Art Nouveau arches and gilded balustrades, Grace’s commitment was tested by Dr. Spaun, a Reich Security officer with eyes like chipped glass. “Are you religious?” he’d asked, his gaze unblinking.176

“Yes, I’m Catholic,” she replied coolly, her voice steady. Each question pried deeper—her family, her views on Hitler, her disdain for the British. She spun her lies effortlessly, assuring him of her loyalty. After days of this cat-and-mouse game, Spaun’s approval came with a dark finality: “I believe you are suitable for the appointment.” She’d passed. The path to Berlin lay open, and with it, her role as an espionage operative.

In Berlin, Grace had immersed herself in training, her hands deftly tracing coded messages in invisible ink under the close supervision of Ilse, her tutor. “The letters must appear innocent,” Ilse instructed, her voice low.177 “The real information is hidden around the edges.” Grace learned to handle the subtleties of espionage—ink that could betray her under heat, microdots that held secrets in plain sight. Spaun’s warning still lingered: “The Americans will be thorough. Never underestimate them.”

Her training complete, she returned to Hungary,178 where Sari and Gyula prepared her for her mission to America. They handed her a passport and a small green-and-black-checkered notebook179 filled with names, the vital contacts hiding in American cities. Theresa Behrens in Detroit, a key socialite, would be her first contact—a well-placed source of both funding and information.180

The Lisbon layover brought one final meeting. Grace sat across from George Kreis, a Gestapo agent posing as a naval attaché, his cigarette glowing faintly in the café’s dim light. “Send reports through South America or Switzerland,” he instructed, sliding an envelope across the table. Inside was $2,500 in American currency, a starter fund for her mission. Kreis’s voice was ice-cold. “Avoid sentiment, and no drinking.181 Stay sharp, Miss Buchanan-Dineen. Your life depends on it.”

One last time before she set foot on American soil, Grace mentally rehearsed her assignment:182 munitions and aviation factories, naval bases, troop movements. Critical intelligence on Pearl Harbor’s fleet, America’s helium reserves, and discoveries from DuPont.183 She then stepped off the Clipper with an air of refinement, her tailored suit and fur-lined coat exuded wealth and class, and handed her passport to the immigration officer. The man scrutinized her with mild suspicion. “Countess Grace Buchanan-Dineen. British, eh?” he asked, his New York accent thick. She corrected him with an air of icy sophistication. “It’s ‘Grahss,’ darling.184 And I’m Canadian, of French descent.”

The official, unamused by the dramatics, rolled his eyes and slammed the rubber stamp down on the entry slip, instructing, “Please check all declarables with customs, your highness. Next, please.”

With that, Grace was in.185 The sixteen pieces of luggage, containing a treasure trove of fashionable dresses, furs, and jewelry, were loaded onto the Detroit-bound train, signaling the next phase of her mission.

Detroit, Michigan—Fall 1941

Grace Buchanan-Dineen navigated the unfamiliar leaf-covered streets of Detroit, trying to find the address on her map. In a city whose urban rhythm beat vastly different than her European hometowns,186 her Cinderella shoes echoed against the concrete as she made her way to downtown. She stopped in front of the YWCA, a building emblematic of a world she had yet to fully understand, with a mission known only to a select few.187

Inside, Theresa Behrens sat in her office at the International Center of the YWCA, engrossed in conversation with an acquaintance. The tranquility of her Saturday was broken abruptly by her ringing phone. A woman’s voice on the other end spoke of greetings and a message from Gyula and Sari, her longtime friends. The mention brought a degree of reassurance, yet the unfamiliar name of Grace Buchanan-Dineen left Theresa with a lingering sense of caution.

Grace had requested a face-to-face meeting, and despite her reservations, Theresa agreed to meet her at the downtown YWCA within the hour. When Grace and Theresa finally connected, Grace wasted no time, engaging Theresa in a lengthy conversation about her cover as a cultural emissary.

She explained how she had traveled the world, and would give lectures based on her experiences with titles like “Women in War Torn Europe,”188 “The Oppression of War,” “Into the Light of Freedom,” “I Saw the Nazis in Central Europe,” and “Behind the War Lines.”189

After giving the elaborate cover story, and before delving into her mission details, she inquired about a certain Mr. Miller. Was he familiar to Theresa? Had he delivered a package or money? Theresa consistently denied any knowledge of Miller, and despite Grace’s persistence, stood firm in her supposed ignorance. She finally persuaded Grace that she possessed no information about him, nor did she hold any package or money for Grace.

“Why did you come to me in the first place? I want nothing to do with these matters.”

“I was assured by Sari that you were a good Hungarian, one loyal to Hitler’s cause. You must help me to meet a lot of people and to tell me whether they were pro-British or anti-British so I would know how to deal with them.”

“I do not think I can be of any help in the matter.”

In a flash, Grace lost her poise, and berated Theresa for being disloyal. “You are not the friend Sari and Gyula said that you would be. You’re nothing but a rotten Hungarian and if you do not help your fatherland in need, you are not worth being born in Hungary!”

Realizing others were giving them looks of concern, Grace lowered her voice and collected herself, taking Theresa’s hand and making her feel as though she were the most important person in the cause.

“Dear Theresa, I simply want to volunteer for social service work as I have done in England with the League of Catholic Women, and so many other places of significance. I want to do what I can for my home and for the countries I have come to love. We must all do what we can. Don’t you agree?”

Caught in the emotional sway, Theresa reluctantly agreed to help, aware that the YWCA lobby was a bit more populated than when their conversation started.

Washington, DC—October 31, 1941

The news hit without warning—the destroyer USS Reuben James had been sunk. A U-boat’s torpedo split her in two, and more than a hundred American sailors were lost to the unforgiving Atlantic. She had been patrolling the treacherous waters of the North Atlantic, escorting Convoy HX 156. On Halloween, she was gone. The sinking was felt throughout the US capital, a blow not just to the Navy, but to the country’s unease about the war. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not to an American ship.

For months, the Atlantic had been teetering on the brink of open conflict. Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) Admiral H. R. Stark had warned Roosevelt,190 calling the situation “hopeless except as we take strong measures to save it.” But Roosevelt hesitated, still mindful of the American public’s lingering scars from the Great War. By the spring of 1941, German U-boats, under Dönitz, had avoided targeting American ships, though Roosevelt’s aid to Britain made neutrality increasingly untenable. But by September, Dönitz’s wolfpacks were prowling the seas. On September 5, destroyer USS Greer narrowly escaped two torpedoes from U-652, pushing the United States even closer to war. Days later, Admiral King implemented FDR’s “shoot on sight” policy,191 effectively drawing the US into the conflict.

Still, the Americans were ill-prepared. While British ULTRA intelligence—cracked from Enigma codes—guided the Royal Navy’s convoys, the United States had no such advantage. On October 17, destroyer USS Kearny was torpedoed by U-568, killing seven sailors. Days earlier, U-553 attacked Convoy SC 48, leaving a battered convoy in its wake. Without intelligence, the US Navy was fighting blind.

The sinking of Reuben James only further confirmed the US Navy’s vulnerabilities. Outmatched and ill-equipped, they were operating in a fog of ignorance. Roosevelt, now confronted with the cost of American lives, could no longer pretend the United States wasn’t at war. He saw the Atlantic turning into a graveyard for American ships and could no longer remain neutral.

Rear Admiral Adolphus Andrews, tasked with defending the North Atlantic, knew the risks. At sixty-one, his career had largely been in Washington’s social circles, far from the front lines. Yet, as the U-boat threat grew, he was assigned to the North Atlantic Naval Coastal Frontier. There, he devised the coastal defense strategy,192 NA-NCF-46, that laid the groundwork for America’s defenses. But his warnings often went unheard. “Our defenses should have been maintained year by year,” Andrews said bitterly, “but remained neglected until past the time when needed.”

The loss of Reuben James marked a turning point. The days of caution were over. The U-boat war was escalating, and with every torpedo that found its mark, the United States was being drawn deeper into the conflict.

Washington, DC—December 1, 1941

Gill Robb Wilson had seen the storm coming since his 1936 visit to Germany, where he assessed the Luftwaffe’s power under a guise. In Fiorello La Guardia’s office, Wilson watched as La Guardia, head of the Office of Civilian Defense, signed an establishment order approving the creation of a Civil Air Patrol193 division within the OCD. Wilson’s friend, and distinguished WWI aviator, Reed Landis, stood beside him. Both men were aware of the significance of this moment.

Behind this paper was a year of relentless lobbying, a vision brought to life despite government resistance. Wilson had mobilized support from figures like Guy Vaughan of Curtiss-Wright and Henry DuPont, arguing that civilian aviation could be America’s “secret weapon” as Europe teetered on the edge of all-out war. With this backing, Wilson launched the Civil Air Defense Services in New Jersey, a rough prototype of the Civil Air Patrol, where volunteers flew experimental patrols over industrial areas to test civilian aviation’s role in national defense.

Yet Washington resisted the idea of civilian-led air defense. Wilson and his allies attended countless meetings, rallying support from Congress and cabinet members. Wilson remembered being “loaded for bear,”194 for gatherings that drew two hundred attendees, including Eleanor Roosevelt. Her support—along with that of La Guardia, himself a decorated WWI aviator and fellow member of both the National Aeronautic Association and the American Legion with Wilson—proved crucial in turning Wilson’s proposal into reality.

New York—Fall 1941

For the casual observer—perhaps one of the wealthy collectors who frequented Velvalee Dickinson’s opulent shop—the exchange might have appeared innocuous. But this was far from an ordinary sale. The bundle in the visitor’s hand contained not just paper but carefully coded instructions from the Japanese Imperial Navy.195 The $25,000 accompanying it was meant for espionage, to finance operations far from the watchful eyes of the FBI.

Velvalee’s rise to that moment seemed improbable. An exceptional student, she earned a degree from Stanford in 1918, a rare achievement for a woman at that time. Ambitious and sharp, she soon landed a job at a brokerage firm in San Francisco, where she met and later married Lee Dickinson, the firm’s owner.

The Dickinsons shared a deep fascination with Japan. They immersed themselves in the culture, joining the Japanese-American Society. Their home became a hub for social gatherings with Japanese naval officers and government figures, where cultural discussions blurred into more serious matters.

But the brokerage’s collapse in the 1930s shattered their financial stability, forcing the couple to relocate to New York in 1937. There, Velvalee reinvented herself. She traded the frantic world of finance for the quiet luxury of dolls, opening her own shop on Madison Avenue. It was a calculated move—one that catered to the wealthy elite, a clientele whose trust and favor she carefully cultivated.

Her expertise in dolls grew into a respected profession. She lectured, exhibited rare pieces, and traveled widely, and her reputation soared. But as tensions between the United States and Japan grew, her once-innocent connections deepened into something far more serious and complicated. By the time Japanese naval attaché Ichiro Yokoyama entered her store, Velvalee was no longer just a collector—she was a spy. When he handed her the small, compact bundle, he whispered, “I may not be able to come again.” Velvalee considered the man for a moment then replied that they might meet again, perhaps in Honolulu. “No, No!” Yokoyama exclaimed, “Not Honolulu.”196

***

JAPAN’S ACTIONS IN ASIA throughout 1941 had revealed a continued pattern of brutality and disregard for human life. Atrocities in Nanjing had exposed the horrific nature of Japanese aggression. As Japan expanded its reach, it forced thousands of women into sexual slavery as “comfort women” and forced occupied populations into slave labor, torture, and summary executions. Then, light was shed upon Japan’s Unit 731, which had conducted inhumane experiments on prisoners, testing biological and chemical weapons with no regard for human dignity. The Japanese military had indiscriminately bombed civilian areas, looted cultural treasures, and destroyed heritage sites across China, Korea, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific islands.

Japan attempted to justify its actions through diplomatic channels. They claimed to be liberating Asia from Western colonialism and argued that expansion was necessary for their economic survival. Japan framed its aggression as self-defense and asserted a right to a sphere of influence in East Asia.

The United States, however, saw through this façade. President Roosevelt had responded with increasingly severe economic sanctions, including embargoes on crucial war materials and freezing Japanese assets. He had provided aid to China and reinforced the US military presence in the Pacific.

As negotiations stalled in late 1941, the United States had remained firm in its demands for Japanese withdrawal from occupied territories, recognizing that Japan’s justifications were merely a smoke screen for their aggressive expansionism. The situation had become a powder keg, ready to explode at the slightest spark.
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Bainbridge Island, Washington State—December 7, 1941

The early-morning air is crisp at Fort Ward. Inside the Pacific Northwest communications intercept station, a familiar low hum buzzes, echoing years of static and intercepted radio chatter. Navy operators sit in the dim light, eyes fixed on instruments, ears attuned to every pulse of cryptic signals. In the stillness, they capture a transmission from the Japanese government to its embassy in Washington, DC. It’s the fourteenth message in a series sent over the previous eighteen hours.1

Within minutes, the decrypt is fed through the Purple analog machine in the Navy’s Communications Security Section in Washington, DC. The paper, warm as it rolls out, lands in the hands of Army Colonel Rufus S. Bratton and Navy Lieutenant Commander Alwin Kramer. Both men, having received the previous thirteen messages, had dismissed them as largely innocuous—they revealed little more than what was already known of Japan’s looming intentions in Southeast Asia. But at 9:00 a.m., another message arrives, stark in its significance: the Japanese government expects Ambassador Kichisaburō Nomura to deliver the earlier communication to the US secretary of state no later than 1:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time. The weight of this final directive “stuns Bratton into frenzied activity.”

Kramer studies the new message as though the words might catch fire. His voice tightens with dawning realization: “This sounds like war.” The directive is clear. The Japanese ambassador must inform Cordell Hull that negotiations between Japan and the United States are officially over. More ominous is the final instruction: “Destroy the cipher machines.”

A heavy weight settles in Kramer’s chest. Though there’s no explicit mention of an attack, the implications loom large. “The sun is rising over the Pacific,” he mutters to Bratton. Time, they both know, is running out. Frantic, they scramble to contact General George C. Marshall, the highest-ranking officer in the US Army and the key military advisor to President Roosevelt. Each second feels like a heartbeat ticking toward disaster.

Marshall, calm and deliberate, receives the decrypted messages. His eyes scan the words methodically, and his mind fights to accept what his heart already understands. Aware of the gravity of the situation, he knows the field commanders, including Lieutenant General Walter C. Short in Hawaii, need to be warned. But Marshall hesitates—he refuses to use the telephone, fearing unsecured lines might be compromised. Instead, with calm precision, he drafts his warning and instructs Colonel Bratton to send it out to his commanders.

Colonel Bratton encodes the message and delivers it to the War Department Message Center. While warnings are transmitted to the Philippines and Panama by radio, poor atmospheric conditions disrupt radio communications with Hawaii. The message is sent as a non-urgent telegram instead.

It arrives too late.

San Francisco, California—December 7, 1941

On the other side of the country, Vice Admiral John Wills Greenslade’s command is quiet, almost sleepy. It’s Sunday, 9:30 a.m., and the federal offices are manned by just a skeleton crew. Weekend routine. A dozen bored officers sit idly at their desks, sifting through paperwork. The morning paper carries the ominous headlines: “Japan, U.S. Come to Close of 88 Years of Peace.”

But it’s all background noise. For nearly two years, Europe has been a battlefield, and the Pacific has been teetering on a razor’s edge. War seems like a distant storm, still far enough away not to be felt. The most pressing news in Greenslade’s office?2 An “experimental convoy,” comprised of a coastal artillery unit, en route to the Philippines, sailed for Manila the previous day. But war? No one in the room is expecting the tidal wave that’s already on its way.

Oahu, Hawaii—December 7, 1941

Cornelia Fort steers her car toward John Rodgers airfield as dawn stretches across the sky in soft streaks of coral and blue. It’s the perfect morning for flying. By 6:30 a.m., she’s at the field,3 walking briskly across the tarmac with her flight bag slung over one shoulder. Her student, a defense industry worker named Soumala, waits by the yellow Interstate Cadet—its nose angled toward the strip like a horse ready to run.

They climb into the cockpit, sliding into the worn seats as the cabin fills with the scent of oil and sun-warmed metal. The engine sputters, then catches, and the plane shudders to life. Cornelia guides them to the runway, wheels bumping gently along the pavement.

Soumala concentrates on perfecting his landings, practicing the smooth arcs of approach that Cornelia had drilled into him. The plane has no radio—typical for a civilian trainer aircraft. Instead, Cornelia relies on “see-and-avoid” visual flight rules, where awareness and visual scanning of the skies keep pilots safe. It’s routine, nothing she hasn’t done a thousand times before. As they turn into the pattern for yet another landing attempt, Cornelia squints into the distance. Her trained eyes scan the horizon and something catches her attention.

She sees it—a fighter aircraft, sleek and fast, moving directly toward them, far too close for comfort. Instinct kicks in. She yanks the controls from Soumala and jerks the Cadet into a steep climb. The engine shrieks in protest, the frame rattling under the sudden strain. Her heart races as the two planes come within a breath of disaster. But this isn’t just any plane—it is moving too fast, too aggressively, to be part of any routine exercise.

She catches a glimpse of the markings on the wing, and her blood runs cold. It isn’t the familiar star and bar of the US Army Air Corps. Instead, emblazoned on the wings is the unmistakable red ball—the “Rising Sun” insignia of the Japanese Empire.

Her hands tighten on the controls as she processes what she’d just seen. Japanese fighters? Here? Over Hawaii? It doesn’t make sense. But as she scans the skies to the south, the last of her disbelief vanishes. Above Pearl Harbor, dark plumes of smoke climb in heavy, choking columns. Thick and black and rising fast.

New York—December 7, 19414

In New York, Captain Roscoe MacFall reclines in his Fifth Avenue apartment, content in the ritual of his Sunday afternoon.5 The radio comes alive with the NFL game announcer’s enthusiastic voice, setting the scene as 55,051 spectators pack into the Polo Grounds. Chatter fills the room as MacFall absently sips his coffee, feet propped up on the ottoman. Outside, the December air has a sharp edge, but inside it’s warm and comfortable. His attention drifts between the game on the radio and the skyline outside his window, the iconic Empire State Building rising proudly in the distance.

The Brooklyn Dodgers are playing the New York Giants. The announcer’s voice rises and falls with the action, as he describes the fierce rivalry between these two teams. The Dodgers, led by their triple-threat halfback Clarence “Ace” Parker, are looking to upset the Giants, who entered the game with an impressive 8–2 record. The broadcast is punctuated by the roar of the crowd, which swells as Parker makes his signature plays, slanting off tackles and keeping the Giants’ defense off-balance. MacFall leans toward his radio as the announcer excitedly describes Pug Manders, the NFL’s leading ground gainer from the previous year, powering through the Giants’ line.

Suddenly, the game’s announcer’s voice falters. MacFall frowns and leans even closer to the radio.

“We interrupt this broadcast . . .”

Berlin, Germany—December 7, 1941

The radio hisses and pops, pulling George Dasch back to the present. The American voices crackle through the static, and for a moment, George listens intently. It’s football season in the States, and the games are on, filling the airwaves with cheers and announcers’ excited shouts. His thoughts are interrupted when the door to his office flies open and in rushes Michael von Schaible, his face flushed with excitement.6

“The dirty Japs are at war with us!” von Schaible shouts, waving a tape in the air. “I’ve got it right here—straight from the American broadcasts! Listen to this.” He shoves the tape into George’s hands and rushes off, eager to report the news to Funkspiegel, the Nazi propaganda machine. George inserts the tape and starts listening.

“Alright now, listen carefully.7 The island of Oahu is being attacked by enemy planes. The center of this attack is Pearl Harbor, but the planes are attacking airfields as well. We are under attack. There seems to be no doubt about it. Do not go out on the streets. Keep under cover and keep calm. Some of you may think that this is just another military maneuver. This is not a maneuver. This is the real McCoy! I repeat, we have been attacked by enemy planes. The mark of the rising sun has been seen on the wings of these planes and they are attacking Pearl Harbor at this moment. Now keep your radio on and tell your neighbor to do the same. Keep off the streets and highways unless you have a duty to perform. Please don’t use your telephone unless you absolutely have to do so. All of these phone facilities are needed for emergency calls. Now standby all military personnel and all police—police regulars and reserves. Report for duty.”

George’s hands tremble as the realization sinks in. Pearl Harbor—a place he knew so well. He had been stationed at Luke Field,8 situated at the heart of Ford Island, back in ’27 and ’28, back when he wore the uniform of the US Air Corps. Now, the Rising Sun is flying over those same skies, turning the peaceful morning into a battlefield.

His heart pounds in his chest as the sounds of destruction filter through the static. Deep inside, George longs for his life in America, but within these walls—where the Gestapo’s whispers lurk—that truth is far too dangerous.9

“What are you crying about, George?” von Schaible says, his voice cutting through the haze. His coworker has returned, and his earlier bravado fades as he notices the tear slipping down George’s cheek.

“I served there,” George mutters, his voice thick with emotion. “At Pearl Harbor. This isn’t just an attack on a base—it’s an attack on my home.”

The baron’s face softens. “I know, George,” he says quietly, his voice laced with the same bitterness that now grips George. “We’re both trapped here. Beat it before I start crying, too.”

George watches him go, and in the silence that follows, he stares down at the radio, listening to the faint echoes of his two worlds colliding. “How did I get here?” he wonders. And how can he ever escape?

America—December 7, 1941

By 10 a.m. in Pearl Harbor, the thunderous roar of explosions finally ceases. The surprise attack is over, leaving behind a scene of devastation no one could have imagined just hours ago. The stench of burning oil bites at the throat, thick and inescapable. Over the unnaturally still waters, silence begins to settle—heavy, haunted, broken only by the occasional crack of smoldering wreckage or the distant cries of the wounded.

Among the wreckage, battleship USS Nevada had made a daring attempt to escape, her crew fighting against overwhelming odds. But she became a prime target for the Japanese warplanes, enduring six direct bomb hits before the decision was made. To prevent blocking the narrow channel, the ship was deliberately beached. Now she rests, half submerged near Hospital Point, her once-proud silhouette slumped and smoldering—riddled with wounds, but not sunk.

Thousands of miles away, in Washington, DC, it is still early afternoon. President Roosevelt finishes a quiet lunch10 with his closest advisor, Harry Hopkins, in the White House. The clink of silverware fades as Roosevelt lifts an apple to his mouth, his thoughts far from the Pacific. Then the phone rings, sharp and sudden. It’s just before 2 p.m. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox is on the line. His voice, urgent and grim, conveys the unthinkable.

“Mr. President,” Knox says, “the Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor.”

Across the table, Hopkins freezes, then slowly shakes his head. “It can’t be,” he mutters, disbelief tightening his voice. But Roosevelt doesn’t flinch. He stares ahead, jaw set. It’s exactly what he’d expected from the Japanese—a strike masked by diplomacy, an ambush disguised as negotiation. He doesn’t need to see the details; he can already envision the destruction unfolding in his mind’s eye.

“It’s no mistake,” Roosevelt declares, his tone cold and certain. The Japanese had plotted this attack even as their ambassadors stood in the White House, speaking of peace.

***

THE QUIET OF THE morning at Mare Island Naval Shipyard, just across the bay from San Francisco, is shattered when a single message crackles through the radio waves from Honolulu: Pearl Harbor is under attack. It’s 11:50 a.m., and what had been an easy Sunday morning—men11 in civilian clothes, their heads filled with thoughts of church services, late breakfasts, or a round of golf—instantly turns to chaos. Vice Admiral Greenslade, himself in his civilian clothes, gets the call.

The admiral is a pleasant, modest man. He’s been in the Navy so long he can hardly recall all the ships he’s served on and the ports he’s seen. But today, none of that matters. Today, the war Greenslade and his colleagues had feared is suddenly, violently, real. “Get them here now,” he orders. Around him, officers scramble into the room, still in their Sunday best, as though the world hadn’t changed in an instant.

At the table, only one man wears a naval uniform. It’s clear: Japan’s surprise has been total. Greenslade calls for an immediate staff conference, leaving no time to dwell on what’s happening nearly 2,400 miles away in Pearl Harbor. “Cancel all leaves,” he orders briskly. Alameda, Yerba Buena, Mare Island—no one is allowed off duty. The mood in the room darkens as his next words settle in: “Recall the experimental convoy.” Five ships, on their way to Manila, are now called back. Manila, everyone knows, is doomed.

But Greenslade’s mind is already looking forward. What about the forces east of Hawaii? Is an attack on the mainland next? Are enemy forces already moving toward his frontier? When will they strike?

These questions are on everyone’s lips. Lieutenant General John L. DeWitt, commander of the Western Defense Command, and other military leaders along the coast share Greenslade’s fears. “Prepare for anything,” DeWitt barks, scanning the horizon as if Japanese ships might appear any moment. He isn’t taking any chances.

Along the Columbia River, Colonel Clifton Irwin issues a blunt directive: “Fire on any enemy ship in sight without further command.” No hesitation, no waiting.

Up north, the Thirteenth Naval District, based in Bremerton, Washington, broadcasts a chilling announcement: “All planes flying over naval stations, except air stations, will be regarded as hostile and fired on.” Every civilian radio crackles with the same cold warning. In living rooms and kitchens along the coast, fear takes root.

Down in Los Angeles, the harbor closes. Every vessel capable of power is ordered to evacuate the inner harbor; they race away from oil docks and warehouses—potential targets that could become fiery graves. The usually vibrant port city, bustling with commerce, suddenly feels like a trap.

***

REAR ADMIRAL ADOLPHUS ANDREWS,12 in charge of the North Atlantic Naval Coastal Frontier (NANCF), arrives at his headquarters at 90 Church Street, Manhattan, to find his team of watch officers already on duty and the machinery of war readiness in motion.

Andrews had received the news at his Long Island home through a crackling radio flash. With urgency, he rushed to the office. Two of his seasoned officers, Captain John T. G. Stapler, his operations officer, and Captain Roscoe MacFall, his District Intelligence Officer, had already heard the announcement. Stapler, listening to a symphony at his 40 Fifth Avenue apartment, quickly donned his uniform and hurried in. MacFall, caught in the middle of the Dodgers-Giants game, leapt from his recliner and rushed to the office.

Stapler, swift in his response, had initiated the war plan, mobilizing yeomen to engage in a flurry of phone calls activating reserves. Dispatch blanks were handed to communications personnel, and teletype messages were sent out. MacFall made sure all available aircraft and patrol vessels reported to defensive stations along the coast.

Despite limited resources, the team tracks all potential threats, everything from the possibility of enemy saboteurs landing to torpedo boats off the Outer Banks, with stoic preparedness.

***

IN PITTSBURGH, A CAVERNOUS hall is packed for the America First rally.13 Thousands of people buzz with excitement, eager to hear from North Dakota Senator Gerald P. Nye, the firebrand of the isolationist movement. They’re ready to be stirred, to be told once again that the United States has no business in another foreign war.

As Nye steps to the podium, someone hands him a piece of paper—a wire service teletype. He glances at it but sets it aside, unwilling to believe its contents: Pearl Harbor has been attacked. Instead, he opens his speech with fire, branding President Roosevelt a warmonger. “Roosevelt is trying to drag us into another European conflict!” he thunders. The crowd roars in agreement, fists pumping, voices rising in fervor.

An army colonel, desperate to inform the senator, pushes through the hall, trying to reach the podium. But he’s met with hostility. “Warmonger!” they shout. He’s physically thrown from the building. Inside, Nye continues his tirade, feeding the crowd’s anger. “Roosevelt is a traitor!” they scream, and call for his impeachment. The rally has become a furnace of isolationist rage.

Meanwhile, a newspaper reporter receives confirmation from his editor—Japan has formally declared war on the United States. The reporter scribbles a note and, without interrupting, places it in front of Nye on the podium. The senator glances at it but continues his fiery speech, eyes locked on the cheering crowd. Time passes, but the truth, literally sitting before him, begins to take root.

Suddenly, Nye pauses. His voice falters, the fire dims. He wipes his brow, sweat beading on his forehead. “I have before me the worst news that I have encountered in the last twenty years,” he says, his voice heavy with the weight of reality. The hall falls silent. He reads the message about the Japanese declaration of war. The fervor is gone, replaced by a stunned quiet.

Outside the auditorium, a reporter asks Nye what should be done. Nye’s face is pale as he replies, “We’ve been maneuvered into this by the President, but the only thing to do now is declare war and jump into it with everything we have and bring it to a victorious conclusion.”

And just like that, the final America First rally comes to an end.

***

BY EARLY AFTERNOON, THE West Coast is a different world. In San Francisco, the serene Sunday is gone.14 The streets have erupted with chaos. The newsboys, arms loaded with hastily printed war extras, shout into the confusion, “Pearl Harbor bombed! War with Japan!” Market Street fills with people gathering in front of business establishments that have set up radios. Strangers huddle together, clutching the updates like lifelines. Cars honk, people shout, and the tension simmers beneath every glance.

By 4 p.m., the paranoia spills into action. Twelve Japanese aliens are swiftly arrested by police. The FBI steps in, and seizes control of the NYK Shipping Line, part of Japan’s merchant-marine empire. In San Diego, twenty-five more Japanese nationals are taken into custody, previously on government watch lists for suspicious behavior. And in Tacoma, Washington, a single Japanese man is found in an alley, camera in hand, cans of film stuffed into his pockets. He doesn’t get far before he’s hauled off by police.

And as night falls, paranoia tightens its grip further. Rumors spread like wildfire, and the line between enemy and neighbor becomes dangerously blurred. By the end of the day, as the skies darken and the stars appear, the West Coast holds its breath.

Japan—December 1941

Halfway across the globe, the mood in Japan could not be more different. News of the attack spreads quickly. Radio stations nationwide broadcast updates, and citizens pour into the streets to cheer. The sound of martial music blasts from loudspeakers, filling the air with triumphant anthems, while dancers parade down the streets, celebrating their victory. In homes and public squares, people applaud, proud of their nation’s bold strike. The voice of General Hideki Tojo, Japan’s prime minister, booms over the radio. As he speaks of “annihilating” the West,15 his words stir pride and patriotism in every Japanese heart.

As the jubilant crowds sing along to “Umi Yukaba” (Across the Sea), a Japanese patriotic song, akin in popularity to “God Bless America,” their voices rise in unison, pledging their loyalty to the Emperor. The song evokes the ultimate sacrifice, and its lyrics echo chillingly across the nation: “Across the sea, corpses in the waters / Across the mountains, corpses in the fields / I shall die only for the Emperor.”

East Coast of America—December 1941

On the Atlantic seaboard, the outbreak of war seems less shocking than the fact it began in the Pacific. To many Americans, Hawaii is an exotic, almost foreign place. Pearl Harbor is a name scarcely known. But the Atlantic—that is home. War had been creeping closer for years. German submarines lurked beneath the waves, and East Coast residents had grown accustomed to reports of torpedoed ships and lost sailors. The Atlantic waters were already a battlefield.

Before Japan’s attack, the threat was real: City of Flint’s capture,16 the attack on USS Kearny that claimed eleven lives, and the sinking of USS Reuben James with 115 lost had drawn the United States closer to war. The sinking of the tanker Astral in late November, causing it to vanish without a trace, left a lingering unease. Andrews and his staff, stationed at 90 Church Street, faced the near-impossible task of guarding the expansive coastline. The shallow-fathomed sea lanes defied full protection, and the specter of Vizeadmiral Karl Dönitz’s submarines brought with it the lessons of World War I—foreign powers could breach US waters.17

Admiral Andrews’s war plan, revised numerous times in recent months, was built to counter coastal and minor air raids. Now, in the reality of war arriving, the lack of weapons and ships poses a grave challenge. His meager fleet consists of just four yard patrol boats, four subchasers, a single 165-foot Coast Guard cutter, and three outdated World War I–era Eagle boats, including PE-56. Of the 103 aircraft Andrews has available, less than 5 percent are combat-ready. They are woefully outmatched by the enemy submarines that are predicted to arrive along the coast.

By 4 p.m., Commander Roscoe MacFall’s intelligence measures take effect. Communication censorship is activated, and additional reserve officers have been called up. The International Telephone and Telegraph Building is a makeshift hub, with reserve personnel screening overseas messages while sitting on soapboxes. Radio stations punctuate the airwaves at fifteen-minute intervals, summoning officers and men back to duty.

Andrews’s Army and Navy Joint Control and Information Center on Church Street is activated and in the process of being made ready as a wartime command center, and an important collaboration between the two branches. Because of this relationship, Andrews is able to turn to the Army Air Forces for the long-range seaward anti-submarine patrols that his Navy aircraft cannot perform.

By 8 p.m., the inshore patrol, a modest force barely equipped to meet the growing threat, stand guard. The following day, in coordination with Andrews’s team, the Army’s First Bomber Command, a training unit, will begin anti-submarine patrols with only one hundred twin-engine aircraft to cover the entire Eastern Seaboard.

The threat is real, but they are far from ready.

East Coast of America—December 8, 1941

The nation holds its breath as President Franklin D. Roosevelt, wearing a prominent black armband, solemnly enters the House chamber. It is 12:30 p.m. the day after the Pearl Habor, and a poignant silence fills the space as all eyes fix on the president. With steady resolve, Roosevelt begins to speak, his words echoing the profound danger the nation faces in the wake of the Japanese attacks. He addresses the room, and the nation beyond, with a gravitas that only a true leader can summon. Confidence in victory pulses through his speech, which culminates in a momentous request: the United States must declare war on the Japanese Empire.

Earlier that morning, Washington woke to a flurry of newspaper and radio reports that painted a grim picture. The once-proud Pacific Fleet lay in tatters, a splintered shambles scattered across the waters of Pearl Harbor.18 Ninety-four US Navy warships were in Pearl Harbor before the attack. Eighteen of them, including crucial battleships, were either sunk, aflame, or heavily damaged. The human toll was severe, with 2,340 American military personnel and around sixty civilians losing their lives. The attack obliterated most of the American airplanes, 347 of them, on the runways and tarmac before they could reach the sky. The cruiser USS Indianapolis, President Roosevelt’s ship of state, had departed Pearl Harbor the previous day and arrived at Johnson Island for reconnaissance and drills, when her crew heard about the attack. They quickly threw everything they could overboard to remove excess weight, including Roosevelt’s heavy desk set, and rushed to lend aid.

The skies were heavy with the remnants of hellfire, a fitting reflection of the nation’s fury and fear. The previous day’s events had left the country reeling, but instead of succumbing to paralysis, Americans found themselves galvanized. Across the nation, citizens of all ages and backgrounds responded with a fierce determination to defend their country. At dawn, military recruiting stations saw lines of young men wrap around city blocks, eager to enlist, ready to fight.19

On Long Island, thirteen-year-old Alice Malone stands in the living room, her chin held high and her eyes fierce. Her fiery red hair catches the light, as defiant as the spirit burning in her chest. “I want to join the fight,” she proudly declares to her parents. In the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, everyone she knows is desperate to do something—anything—to contribute. Her sixteen-year-old brother, Ray, barely looks up from the newspaper as he nods in agreement. “I’ll join the Navy as soon as they’ll take me,” he says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world.20

Their family friend, eighteen-year-old Benny Rosman, leans forward, eyes bright with the excitement of what lies ahead. He’s been working at the Grumman plant for the past year, and now, he’s got stories to tell. “Before yesterday, we were making little G-21 amphibian planes, building wings,” Benny says, his voice tinged with pride. “And the Wildcats. But now”—he pauses, letting the gravity of his words sink in—“Jake Swirbul, the boss, called us all up right after the attack. He said we need to build a lot of airplanes, and fast. The war’s started.”

In the hangar, there’s a number on the wall, bold and unmistakable: 30 planes built last month. “The boss told us,” Benny continues, “if we can double that, everyone gets five weeks’ pay.” But it’s not the money that drives them. Every man and woman in that plant knows their work—those planes—could mean the difference between victory and defeat.

Alice listens, her heart pounding with the urgency of it all. Right then and there, she makes a decision. She’s going to be a pilot. If Amelia Earhart could do it, so could she. The idea of a teenage girl flying for her country is almost absurd, especially in those days. But Alice doesn’t care. She’s going to fight, and nobody is going to tell her otherwise.21

John P. Scagnelli sits at the kitchen table in New York, filled with resolve. The news of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had shattered the future he’d worked so hard to build—he is just two months shy of graduating from NYU, the first kid in his neighborhood to go to college. His mother, who had always believed in him, sits across from him, her dreams for him interrupted by the call to duty.

“I’m going to join the Merchant Marines, Ma,” John declares. This isn’t just about his future; it’s about defending the values his family and country stand for. His father, a truck driver for the New York Department of Sanitation, nods in approval, understanding the importance of his son’s decision. The war effort needs young men like John—strong, capable, and ready to serve. It is an essential role in the coming fight, and he knows it can offer his son a stable future in uncertain times. John’s life, once defined by competitive swimming and academic achievement, is now being redirected by the call to serve a nation in need.

Out in South Dakota, on a remote Lakota Sioux reservation, the news about Pearl Harbor spreads like wildfire. At the local draft board, where native Moot Nelson works as a clerk,22 twenty young men are already lined up outside his office. “Get ready, Moot,” his supervisor tells him, “the boys are fighting mad.” On reservations nationwide, Native Americans answer the call, ready to become warriors once more, despite their long history of marginalization from society.

Meanwhile, letters pour into the White House and Armed Forces Headquarters from every corner of the country with offers of service and assistance. Cornelius R. Coffey, the pioneering African American aviator,23 had penned one of those letters himself. For the past three years, Coffey and his wife, Willa Brown, had tirelessly worked to establish African American units of civilian pilots, and guided new aviators from the Tuskegee Institute. On this day, Coffey wired a memo to Washington, expressing the eagerness of Negro air pilots to serve in any branch of the air service. “Please enlist us in the Civil Air Patrol,” he wrote, “and command us as you see fit.” The response came swiftly, affirming that there would be no restrictions on CAP membership based on race, creed, color, or sex—only the ability to do the job and a deep-rooted patriotism.

Across the nation, from the shores of Long Island to the plains of Nebraska, from the reservations of South Dakota to the bustling factories of Philadelphia, the response is the same. The nation is mobilizing, driven by a fierce determination to fight, to protect, to win. And for people like Alice Malone, the Coffeys, Moot Nelson, and John P. Scagnelli, there is no question. They will do whatever it takes to defend their country. The war has begun, and they are ready.

At the White House, Eleanor Roosevelt starts her morning in the Civilian Defense office.24 As she writes her syndicated My Day column, she opens a window into the somber mood that has taken hold of the country. She feels the grim weight of war, memories of World War I rushing back, and fresh worries for her sons, who are now of fighting age. Her words, read by millions, echo the shared anxiety and resolve of a nation standing at the precipice of a global conflict.

By noon, Eleanor joins her husband’s side at the Capitol. Listening to Franklin’s “Day of Infamy” speech, she feels a haunting déjà vu—a replay of President Woodrow Wilson’s war declaration, only now it’s her husband leading the nation. In less than five minutes, the House erupts in applause, sealing a near-unanimous vote for war.

As isolationist and interventionist lawmakers walk arm-in-arm through the Capitol’s corridors, a symbol of newfound unity, Americans on the West Coast are just beginning their day. Uncertain of when or if the next wave of Japanese attacks will come, they brace themselves for whatever might follow. The reality of war sets in, and America, once reluctant to join the global conflict, now stands united, prepared to fight with everything it has.

The Japanese strike was brilliant in the surprise it achieved, and, as an act of state, completely without honor.

West Coast of America—December 8, 1941

In San Francisco, on the morning of December 8, ominous anticipation thickens like the fog rolling in from the Pacific.25 Vice Admiral Greenslade convenes with his staff at Mare Island Naval Shipyard, and grapples with the monumental task of organizing the Pacific Coast’s sea defense. Acknowledging his limited resources, Greenslade prioritizes securing his personnel over his ships.

As the day unfolds, reports of suspicious activities flood in, deepening the already noticeable undercurrent of fear. The Coast Guard, now under Navy command, has expanded significantly, but Greenslade’s naval resources remain woefully inadequate: seven outdated destroyers, two patrol craft, eight cutters, and only thirty fighter planes.26

In Los Angeles, the Coast Artillery resorts to unconventional measures. They raid Paramount movie studios, repurposing movie props from films like Gone with the Wind to defend the coastline. Meanwhile, Warner Bros. takes a different approach, painting a massive arrow on a soundstage roof pointing to Lockheed Aircraft Company. Underneath the arrow, enemy aircraft find a helpful hint, “LOCKHEED THATAWAY,” in a blend of Hollywood flair and wartime practicality.

The entire West Coast braces for potential attacks. Studios in Los Angeles mobilize firefighting equipment, and Malibu’s beaches are transformed into military camps. Rumors of hostile carriers off Panama spark a panic, leading to school closures and heightened security measures.

As evening falls, a series of blackouts sweep the coast.27 The Golden Gate Bridge plunges into darkness following reports of an “enemy plane.” Navy destroyers drop depth charges in the main channel, adding to the confusion. Sacramento goes dark at 7:21, followed by Boulder Dam at 8:30, as the phantom threat pushes inland.

By dawn the entire coast is rattled, people’s nerves frayed from hours of uncertainty. In Seattle, the first blackout of the night sparks chaos in the streets. A crowd of three thousand gathers downtown,28 and a young woman’s voice rises above the din, her words a catalyst for the unrest: “I’m married to a man in the Navy. He’s out there fighting. Are you going to stand by while these lights threaten the very life of our city? Break them! Turn them out!” Her cry ignites the mob, already fueled by fear and alcohol. They smash twenty-six plate-glass windows and neon signs in stores that still show lights. Similar riots erupt in Los Angeles and San Francisco, as fear and desperation reach a boiling point.

Yet the threat is not entirely imagined. Off the coast of San Francisco, Japan’s submarine arm claims its first victim. SS Cynthia Olson,29 a 4,200-ton freighter bound from Seattle to Honolulu, is gunned and torpedoed by the Japanese submarine I-26. Olson, perhaps unaware that war has begun, sails on as I-26, fresh from a reconnaissance mission in the Aleutians, closes in. The submarine opens fire with deck guns, and the helpless lumber hauler sends out a distress signal, pinpointing her plight. But no ships are near. The crew, thirty-three men and two soldiers, are lost to the unforgiving sea.

Throughout the night, Greenslade remains vigilant in San Francisco’s Federal Office Building, fully aware that the real conflict is now taking shape.

***

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT SITS QUIETLY as her plane flies30 through the cold December sky toward Los Angeles. She pores over reports hinting that Los Angeles and San Francisco might soon come under attack. Beside her, New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, head of the Office of Civilian Defense (OCD), reads the same grim updates. Eleanor, his second-in-command, knows their work is critical. There are 950,000 Americans enrolled as air-raid wardens, firefighting auxiliaries, and medical corpsmen, but it’s not enough. La Guardia’s response to any resistance is firm: “Hell, this isn’t a pinochle party we’re having. It’s war.”

The reports confirm what Eleanor has long believed: the safety of ordinary citizens must be at the center of America’s defense. The British example is haunting—more than forty thousand civilians dead, 200,000 homes destroyed, and Londoners forced to take shelter underground during the relentless bombings. Eleanor knows this could easily be America’s fate. It’s better to prepare for the worst.

Earlier in the day, in the latest edition of her My Day column, she described the White House after Pearl Harbor:31 “Now we know where we are. The work for those at home seems obvious: first, to do our own job, whatever it is, as well as we can; second, to add everything we can do for civilian defense.” The OCD handbook echoed her message:32 “All able-bodied persons—men, women, housewives, laborers, business and professional people—for the mutual protection of all.” She reflected on Bible Week, writing, “Religious faith and knowledge of the Bible are essential to the preservation of our freedoms.”

Her reverie is cut short by an urgent wire, relayed from the pilot. Eleanor’s heart skips a beat as she reads: San Francisco is reportedly under attack by the Japanese. She must inform La Guardia at once. Bracing herself, she steps to his side and gently wakes him. He stirs, his head poking out from behind the curtain, looking to her like one of those Kewpie dolls.

Without hesitation, she delivers the news. His eyes narrow as he responds, “Get off when we land and telephone the Washington airport for verification. If it is true, we will go direct to San Francisco.” Eleanor admires his courage as she prepares to verify the report. Her heart pounds as they land and she finds a phone booth. She places the call, and waits for what feels like an eternity. Finally, relief: the report is a false alarm. But the unease remains. When she returns to the plane and informs La Guardia, his decision is immediate: they will continue to Los Angeles.

As they descend into the nearly deserted airport, the mood is somber. Air travel has mostly been suspended, making the terminal eerie and quiet. They are met by the governor, the mayor of Los Angeles, and the State Council of Defense. Stepping off the plane, Eleanor addresses them with resolve: “I am not here to give you any message. I am here to get down to work. I came to find out from you what are the most helpful things we in Washington can do to help you. Tell me what you found lacking and what you want.”

Hours later, as the meetings unfold, a stark realization sets in. It isn’t the American people who are unprepared. For months, they’ve been organizing, training, volunteering. No, the failure lies elsewhere. Eleanor now sees clearly—it is the government and the military that are not ready for the storm that approaches America’s shores.

Germany—December 1941

Hidden deep within the Görlitz forest of East Prussia, in the gloom of the Wolf’s Lair, Adolf Hitler broods over maps and battle plans. The somber mood mirrors the Führer’s own dark thoughts. The heavy silence is shattered as a messenger bursts into the room, breathless, his eyes wide with shock. “Mein Führer,” the aide gasps, barely able to contain the urgency in his voice. “Japan has attacked the United States.”

Hitler’s piercing blue eyes snap up, a flicker of disbelief crossing his features. The message is delivered in blunt, emotionless terms:


JAPAN BEGAN HOSTILITIES AGAINST THE UNITED STATES ON 7 DECEMBER. AT 1930 HOURS CENTRAL EUROPEAN TIME STRONG AIR FORMATIONS ATTACKED PEARL HARBOR (HONOLULU).



For a moment, the room holds its breath. Hitler, who has been consumed by the complexities of his eastern campaigns, contemplates this unexpected turn of events. The implications of Japan’s bold move start to churn in his mind.

Far from the turmoil of the Wolf’s Lair, Vizeadmiral Karl Dönitz, commander of the U-boat fleet, reacts to the Pearl Harbor attack with barely concealed excitement. The Siemens teleprinter flashes reports of the Japanese raid and staggering US losses. A wry smile crosses his face. “This is it.” He knows the restrictions against attacking American targets will soon be lifted.

Dönitz seizes the moment and spreads a naval chart across his desk. His finger traces the Atlantic. “Distance to New York: three thousand nautical miles.” He envisions the destruction his U-boats could wreak on American shores. Galveston, Aruba, Cape Breton—potential targets—but New York captivates him most. A strike there would mirror the shock of Pearl Harbor and send the United States reeling.

On December 9, Dönitz makes his daily entry in his war diary.33 “The whole area of the American coasts will become open for operations by U-boats . . . Attempts must be made to achieve a ‘spectacular success’ on the American coast.”

As his plan takes shape, events on the global stage unfold with rapid intensity. At precisely 3:30 p.m. Berlin time on December 11, the German chargé d’affaires in Washington, DC, hands American Secretary of State Cordell Hull a formal declaration of war. Italy soon follows with its own declaration, aligning with its Axis partner.

With the formalities complete, Dönitz moves swiftly to operationalize his plans. Central to his strategy are two new types of submarines: the long-range Type IX and the Milk Cow, or Milchkuh, submarine tenders capable of replenishing U-boats far from their bases. These innovations will allow German submarines to patrol the American coastal waters with unprecedented reach and endurance.

Dönitz contemplates the audacity of his plan. “We need an operation that will strike the Americans as suddenly and as jarringly as a beat on a kettledrum.” Thus, Paukenschlag, or Operation Drumbeat, is born.34

Detroit, Michigan—December 1941

Countess Grace Buchanan-Dineen sits elegantly in her room at the YWCA,35 the morning sun casting a soft glow through the curtains. She unfolds the newspaper, its ink still fresh, the headlines blaring the harsh realities of war. But beneath those bold letters, she senses something else—an undercurrent of fear. This fear has gripped the entire city since the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and now Detroit stands on high alert.36

“War came to Detroit early Monday,” the article begins, “strict regulations imposed on all plants participating in the defense program . . . The FBI has a complete plan to prevent sabotage.” Grace reads on, absorbing the details of soldiers patrolling the streets, six truckloads of them setting up positions at bridges and tunnels. Police are watching over defense plants with “special vigilance,” their eyes scanning for any hint of a threat.

To the average reader, it’s a call for unity, for vigilance in the face of a distant, invisible enemy. To Grace, it’s an opportunity. She folds the paper neatly, her lips curling into a slight smile. The timing couldn’t be more perfect. She had arrived in the United States before the war broke out, blending into society without drawing suspicion. Now, as paranoia spreads like wildfire, she moves freely, just another concerned citizen in a country on edge. The public’s fear, stoked by headlines like these, provides her the perfect cover.

Then, on December 13, news breaks of the Duquesne Spy Ring—the largest espionage case in American history. Thirty-three German agents convicted, many pleading guilty, their years of deception exposed by the relentless efforts of J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI. The headlines declare it a victory, a blow to the Nazi war machine lurking in the shadows of American cities. But Grace knows better. She knows the conviction of those thirty-three spies barely scratches the surface. More operatives like herself remain, weaving through the cracks of America’s defenses and carrying on their mission undetected.

Others in her network are men who, like her, have been recruited by the Abwehr before the war and smuggled into the United States. Together, they quietly gather intelligence on American shipping routes, defense production, and war materials. Each piece of information is meticulously passed on, routed through neutral countries in Europe, slipping unnoticed into enemy hands. They have subagents scattered across the country, always careful, always watching. More agents are being prepared and trained at that very moment.

Germany—December 1941

Walter Kappe is also hard at work.37 His office is filled with files, each one containing the names and details of Germans who once lived abroad. The Deutsches Ausland-Institut, once a pre-Nazi cultural organization, is now Kappe’s greatest asset. His mission is to build teams of saboteurs and spies capable of striking at the heart of America. The files in his hands hold the key—each one a potential recruit, someone who knows the language and customs of the United States well enough to slip back in undetected.

Now, Kappe is under intense pressure.38 The exposure of the Duquesne Spy Ring has put the Abwehr’s operations at risk, and failures won’t be tolerated. Goebbels has made that clear.

But Kappe is determined. As he scans the files of potential recruits, one name stands out: George Dasch. The man he himself placed in the German Foreign Office and tasked with monitoring foreign broadcasts. To Kappe, Dasch seems like a promising leader for an upcoming sabotage mission in the United States. What Kappe doesn’t know, however, is that Dasch has ties to an underground rebel group,39 embedded within the Seehaus, that spreads censored information beyond government control. Those connections, and Dasch’s hidden sympathies, remain unseen by Kappe, who remains focused on his task.

America—December 9, 1941

Brigadier General William Ryan,40 the commander of the Fourth Interceptor Command, has been up all night, fielding reports that chilled the West Coast. By morning, he issues a statement: “The first attempt of enemy planes to bomb the United States was made here last night. They were detected 100 miles west of the Golden Gate at 6:20, homing in on our radios. Apparently, they were from an enemy carrier.”

Yet no bombs are dropped, and no Japanese planes are downed. The unsettling implication is clear: the enemy isn’t attacking—they’re gathering intelligence. The commander’s report drips with foreboding: “It was surmised the enemy was on a reconnaissance mission.”

Countless questions follow: Why no defensive action? Where were the fighter planes, the guns? The commander responds bluntly to the questions. “No antiaircraft guns were fired. No planes were sent up. You don’t send them up unless you know what the enemy is doing and where they are going. And you don’t send them up in darkness.”41

In the thick of the confusion, Vice Admiral Greenslade’s voice cuts through the noise and steadies the nerves of a city on edge. He calls for vigilance, not hysteria—urging Californians to stay off highways at night, to avoid crowded areas—and his words carry the weight of many battles fought and many lessons hard-won.

Meanwhile, beneath the waves, the enemy is already on the move. Japanese submarines, sleek and silent, stalk the Pacific waters,42 hungry for American steel. The I-170, one of their own, meets a violent end under the bombs of a carrier plane. They pursue a Lexington-class flattop and two cruisers, shadows in the vast ocean, and wait for the moment to strike.

On the East Coast, reports of German aircraft heading toward the United States ripple through military channels, setting off alarms that echo from New York to Puerto Rico. Air-raid warnings pierce the winter air, sending New Yorkers rushing to their windows. Planes from Mitchel Field roar into the skies, their pilots scanning the horizon for enemy silhouettes that never appear.

At the Naval Operating Base in Newport, Rhode Island, a report of a German air raid sends the crew of cruiser USS Augusta scrambling to general quarters. On the same day, the Navy’s Bureau of Aeronautics issues a chilling warning: they believe Japanese submarines will surface at night in Santa Monica Bay and Coronado Peninsula, intending to bombard the aircraft plants of Douglas and Consolidated.

Even if these threats don’t materialize, the sense of impending doom is impossible to shake. Radios and newspapers blare out bold statements from leaders like Mayor La Guardia.43 “Death and destruction may come from the skies at any moment,” he warns, a dire echo of the Blitz that ravaged London. La Guardia, who has been drilling air-raid procedures into the American consciousness for months, now seems to be stoking the very panic he sought to control. “The war will come right to our cities and residential districts,” he declares with a grim certainty.

Washington, DC—December 1941

The fires aboard battleship USS Arizona still smolder, smoke curls into the Hawaiian sky, and Americans demand answers. How could this have happened? The shock and outrage reverberate across the nation, from the halls of Congress to the living rooms of ordinary citizens.

In the midst of this fury, blame quickly zeroes in on Admiral Husband E. Kimmel and Lieutenant General Walter C. Short, the commanders in Hawaii. But while these men bear the brunt of public condemnation, the root cause of the Pearl Harbor disaster runs deeper. It stems from an underlying systemic failure of communication between Washington and Hawaii. Critical intelligence, including intercepted diplomatic messages,44 were mishandled or overlooked, while the absence of a central hub for evaluating global intelligence proved catastrophic. Kimmel and Short privately grapple with their limited access to crucial information. Unbeknownst to them, Washington possessed a Purple machine, capable of decrypting high-level Japanese diplomatic communications. This vital intelligence asset had been given to the British to bolster mutual cryptanalysis efforts ten months earlier. For Kimmel and Short, it is impossible not to wonder how events might have unfolded differently if Hawaii had direct access to the critical intelligence flowing through Washington.

***

THE ARMY AND NAVY headquarters in Washington resemble anthills with their tops kicked off. Officers in ill-fitting uniforms stream through unguarded entrances, while civilians freely wander the halls. The air buzzes with frantic activity, as Major General Joseph W. Stilwell observes:45 “Clerks rush in and out, swing doors always swinging . . . people with papers rushing after other people with papers.” Amid the chaos of ringing phones and clattering typewriters, urgent demands echo up and down the halls. “Give me ten copies of this AT ONCE!” “Where the hell is the Yellow Plan?” The scent of cedar, camphor, and cigarette smoke hangs heavy as the nation’s military apparatus scrambles to respond to war.

Amidst this chaos, President Roosevelt recognizes the Navy’s need for a strong hand at the helm—someone with the steel and resolve to navigate these treacherous waters. His thoughts turn to a man he knows well: Admiral Ernest J. King, who the president describes as “tough, brilliant, and short-tempered,” quipping that “he shaves every morning with a blowtorch.”46

King, dubbed “America’s Triple-Threat Admiral” by Life magazine, is a seasoned sailor with experience in destroyers, submarines, and aviation. His career is legendary, from commanding destroyers to winning the Navy Cross in World War I and two Distinguished Service Medals for his submarine service.

Roosevelt sees in King a match for Großadmiral Erich Raeder, head of the German Navy. As someone who can prevent future surprises. King has already transformed the Atlantic command, even swearing off alcohol after the loss of USS Reuben James.

On December 16, Roosevelt appoints King as commander in chief, US Fleet. Two days later, he issues Executive Order 8984, making King supreme commander of all oceans. This creates an uneasy partnership between King and Admiral Harold Stark, who remains chief of naval operations but whose responsibilities are limited to administrative matters and “long-term planning.”

King had only just arrived in Washington. He was still in the process of setting up an office and recruiting a staff. “Nothing was ready. I had to start with nothing.”47 Yet he wastes no time asserting his authority. The Navy is in desperate need of leadership, and King has no patience for hesitation. He immediately begins a sweeping overhaul, rooting out anyone he deems weak or defeatist. The Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) is at the top of his list. To King, ONI is little more than a dusty archive, out of touch with the realities of war, a place where information is secreted away instead of utilized. Without hesitation, he severs its access to critical operational data and intelligence, leaving it in the dark.

Vice Admiral Theodore Wilkinson, director of Naval Intelligence, faces Admiral King’s wrath. Though Wilkinson took the job only two months before the attack on Pearl, King holds ONI responsible for the lack of warnings that could have altered history. Once confident, Wilkinson now appears apologetic, burdened by failure. His predecessor had resigned in frustration, sensing dysfunction.48 “Our department resembles . . . a cyclonic storm. Everything being tossed about . . . Wilkinson has ONI, the third chief in a year and a half . . . We are swollen enormously: never was there such a haven for the ignorant and well connected. As a matter of fact, ONI isn’t bad at collecting information. But what good is information if it isn’t used?”

King’s reorganization of the Navy creates two new staff structures: his own team, now known as COMINCH (a hasty rebranding from CINCUS,49 which unfortunately sounded like “sink us”), focused on combat operations, and the chief of naval operations (CNO) staff under Admiral Stark, responsible for support activities. The result? Chaos. King establishes two separate intelligence units within his staff—F-11 for combat planning and F-35 for operational data—while ONI struggles to retain any relevance. When Navy linguists and translators are reassigned to signals intelligence under OP-20-G, ONI is left blind and powerless, cut off from crucial information.

This shake-up ripples through the entire intelligence community. The very institution meant to be the Navy’s eyes and ears is sidelined. Despite the poor execution, this overhaul is crucial for the country to win the war. It demands individuals capable of evolving and adapting to new strategies and technologies against an enemy that is already more advanced and better equipped. However, the implementation breeds confusion and distrust. Morale plummets as failures are internalized, and opportunists seize the moment to advance their own agendas.

New York—December 1941

Captain Roscoe MacFall never imagined he’d be sitting here again, in the heart of a war machine, two years after retirement. A little over a week ago, he had been listening to his Sunday NFL game when the news of Pearl Harbor broke. He rushed back to his office at 90 Church Street, also Admiral Andrews’s NANCF headquarters, to help establish wartime protocols and set up the operations center on the fourteenth floor. The attack was personal for him. Two battleships he’d commanded earlier in his career now lay at the bottom of Pearl Harbor. With the nation at war, and the potential threat much closer, his attentions are turned to New York—the throbbing heart of the American war effort and a prime target.

The city is like a turbulent ocean on the brink of a tempest. Suspicion runs deep, with fears of spies and saboteurs lurking everywhere. La Guardia’s public warnings heighten the anxiety, while the conviction of the Duquesne Spy Ring earlier that week stirs further paranoia.

New York isn’t just a city; it’s a lifeline. Her piers, all 1,900 of them,50 stretch out like arms, grasping the food, weapons, and ammunition that will keep the Allies alive. Every shipment of food, weapons, and ammunition leaving New York is crucial. Losing control of this harbor would mean losing the war.

As district intelligence officer for the Third Naval District, MacFall reports directly to Rear Admiral Adolphus Andrews. His days are consumed by the grind of managing Naval Intelligence and security measures in the New York and Connecticut area, and portions of New Jersey: waves of reservists, a constantly stretched budget, and an endless stream of warnings. Every phone call, every wire, every knock at the door could be the one that cracks the case—or plunges them further into chaos.

Take this latest report, for example:51 Bertrand Stuart Hoffman, a sailor from a naval air station in Grosse Ile, Michigan, has been making troubling remarks—comments laced with Nazi sympathies. At first, it seemed like youthful recklessness, the angry bluster of a man chafing under authority. But then he was caught with a sketch—one that revealed the exact dimensions of the airfield where he was stationed. He claimed it was innocent enough, just a way to map the place out for himself. But paired with his AWOL status and the threats of sabotage he’d been muttering, it didn’t look so harmless anymore.

When ONI officers apprehended Hoffman at a popular German restaurant run by a known former Bund member, they found a man who was biologically twenty-five years old but had the intellect of a preadolescent and a tested IQ of 68. The officers found a slip of paper in his pocket with a cryptic note: “Miss Smith needs a shortwave radio.” When pressed, he gave a description that led nowhere. He insisted that Miss Smith was on her way to New York, but no other useful leads emerged. MacFall decides to include this tidbit in his next weekly conference with the Army and the FBI.

At the daily debrief, MacFall pushes his chair back with a sigh. He smooths the papers into a neat stack, trying to impose order on the chaos surrounding him. His footsteps echo down the hall as he heads to the meeting room. Inside, conversation hums, but these men are not seasoned veterans—they’re reservists, civilians just weeks ago, now thrust into the unforgiving world of naval intelligence.52 These lawyers, journalists, and engineers come from the Navy’s Naval Intelligence Volunteer Service (Specialist) (I-V(S)) program, which allows individuals to volunteer without traditional enlistment. Chosen for their specialized knowledge and skills, most serve with little or no pay.

MacFall spots his executive officer, Captain William Howe, at the front of the room. Like MacFall, Howe has been pulled from retirement. He’s a battle-hardened veteran, familiar with the burdens of war.

Vincent Astor observes from the back of the room. Freshly returned to New York after completing spy missions on his yacht, he’s now the New York Area Controller.53 Though technically still an inactive Naval Reserve member, Astor now coordinates American intelligence in New York. No longer running operations in the field, he instead oversees thousands of operatives across the FBI, Navy, Army, and State Department. Roosevelt trusts few like Astor, whose administrative skills make him uniquely suited to manage such a vast operation.

MacFall’s eyes land on Lieutenant Commander Charles Radcliffe “Rad” Haffenden, standing with his usual sharp intensity. Zealous and energetic, Haffenden is also loyal, but while his unconventional methods bring excellent intelligence, they sometimes blur the lines of legality.

Haffenden, with his outside-the-box thinking, has been retasked from chasing mobsters to hunting for spies. At Haffenden’s side sits Lieutenant (jg) Tom Brooks, a journalist turned counterintelligence officer, ready to expose espionage threats or carry out covert operations when required.

These men represent only a fraction of the 150 agents MacFall has added to his roster in recent months. All the new additions are civilians, their salaries covered by local funds due to a lack of federal appropriation. Despite the challenges, the sense of duty among them is apparent. Volunteers work long hours, driven by the looming threat hanging over New York.

MacFall stands at the front, his gravelly voice slicing through the room’s restless murmur. He needs more support to guard the city’s piers, but Washington’s indifference toward naval intelligence dims any hope of reinforcements. The situation worsens as Roosevelt’s Proclamation 2525 suddenly casts legal Italian immigrants—many of whom run the docks—as “enemy aliens.” These longtime residents, now branded with suspicion, grow resentful. For MacFall, this is more than a setback. The people he needs to protect the waterfront now look at him with distrust.

Pacing, MacFall outlines the mission: gather intelligence to safeguard the steady flow of troops, supplies, and ammunition through New York Harbor. Sabotage by enemy agents, Mafia-controlled longshoremen bound by old-world ties—subversive activity looms everywhere. “We’ve sent men to the Fish Market,” he says, frustrated. “But they clam up as soon as we ask anything.” Recently, they had uncovered suspicious materials aboard a Japanese vessel, a hint of possible sabotage hidden in plain sight.

MacFall has devised a system for monitoring suspicious overseas communications through the Radio Corporation of America, though it skirts the law. Still, it’s a vital checkpoint. In this war, winning at home means mobilizing everyone, from soldiers abroad to civilians on the docks. Victory, MacFall knows, will require every resource they can muster.

Haffenden listens silently, his mind already racing with ideas. As head of the Investigation Service for the District Intelligence Office, he has a reputation for solving impossible problems. Haffenden has a knack for audacity, and is often willing to step outside the rules to get results. Today, as MacFall closes the meeting, Haffenden’s thoughts shift to the stevedores and longshoremen who control the piers.54 More than criminals, they are gatekeepers with eyes and ears everywhere.

“Tony,” Haffenden calls out, breaking the room’s focus.55 Lieutenant (jg) Anthony Marzulo straightens. Though new to the team, Marzulo has deep experience, having worked as a lawyer for Tom Dewey, the special prosecutor who fought New York’s organized crime.

Haffenden leans in, his eyes sharp. “You were involved in rounding up some of those underworld characters, right? Back when you were with Dewey’s office?”

Marzulo nods, cautious. “Yeah, my partner and I worked the Joe Lanza case. We found Harry Ponce hiding in a prizefighter’s house up in Kingston. Took some digging, but we got him.”

Haffenden, sensing an opportunity, begins to sketch out a plan. Though not fully formed, the idea of infiltrating the underworld as a strategy to protect the port emerges. “Just working some ideas out here. Come talk with me later, I want to run an idea by you guys.”

Washington, DC—December 1941

Laurance Safford’s promotion to captain should have been a point of pride. Instead, as he wends his way into the labyrinth that is Main Navy, it feels like a curse. Saddled with the heat of criticism aimed at the intelligence community after Pearl Harbor, Safford’s department at OP-20-G is embroiled in political games. For now, though, there are more immediate threats to address.

Safford scans the grim news in the latest batch of intercepts from Pearl Harbor. The enemy seems one step ahead, and threats loom on both coasts. Rodger Winn’s reports from London drip with cryptic warnings, the true facts obfuscated out of distrust of the “Yanks.” The Pacific inferno draws eyes westward, while the Atlantic remains dangerously exposed. U-boats haunt every strategy discussion from Admiral Andrews’s office in New York down to Safford’s own office at Main Navy.

Also at Navy headquarters, Commander Joseph Wenger fights his own battle. An advocate for modernizing cryptography, he has spent years pushing automated systems that could outpace the evolving complexity of enemy codes. But even his colleagues, Safford and Aggie Driscoll, remain tethered to the past. Driscoll, grinding away at the Enigma problem, clings to her pencil-and-paper methods.

Wenger’s NDRC team forges ahead despite the internal resistance. Engineers John Howard and Bob Ely return from an “ideas meeting,” invigorated by what they’ve seen. Bell Telephone, Eastman Kodak, RCA, and NCR have pooled their resources in a rare act of collaboration.56 On December 3, Joseph Desch from NCR presents a breakthrough: fast-counting thyratron tubes, originally designed for artillery computers. Desch’s technology could revolutionize cryptography, offering blisteringly fast paths through the tedium of cryptanalysis. This is the future. Machines, not pencils.

Wenger’s greatest challenge, however, might be his old friend, Aggie Driscoll. Once on the cutting edge of naval cryptanalysis, Aggie has become an enigma in her own right. For more than a year, she’s been battling the German naval cipher, but her progress has stalled. She refuses to share her methods, using her once-unassailable reputation to stave off scrutiny. She’s brilliant and respected, but the mission must come first. If they don’t break Enigma soon, no amount of loyalty or secrecy will matter.

***

LIEUTENANT (JG) FRANCIS RAVEN, engrossed in the output of a teletype machine, looks up as a Southern gentleman enters the room.57 “Raven, Aggie’s made a breakthrough on Enigma,” Lieutenant Lee Parke drawls. He pauses for a moment to let the message sink in. “Yeah. She cracked it—or at least, she believes she’s close. But she can’t do it alone. It’s going to take a team to exploit it. We need you on this.”

Raven leans back in his chair, silent for a moment, as his mind races through the implications. He had heard about Agnes Meyer Driscoll—notorious for her brilliance and her ruthlessness. Her reputation for running men out of her unit is well known. But if she has cracked Enigma, or is close to it, it is definitely something he wants in on.

Still, Raven hesitates. “I’ve been deep in Purple for years,” he says slowly. “I don’t know if I’m ready to pivot like that. And Aggie . . .” He trails off. The sentence doesn’t need to be finished. Everyone knows what it means to work with Driscoll.

Parke shares a knowing look. “Aggie’s tough, no question about it. But this is bigger than Purple. You’ve seen what the Germans are doing. U-boats are hammering the British, and they’re moving on us next. We don’t have time to worry about personalities. You worked with Friedman on Purple. You’ve got the experience. Aggie knows machines, but this is going to need your touch.” He pauses, then adds with a smirk, “By the way, do you know German?”

Raven laughs under his breath. It is the standard insult thrown around OP-20-G—especially for someone who had spent as much time studying the German Navy as he had. “I’ve picked up a word or two,” he replies dryly. “What’s the team look like?”

Parke’s eyes glint. He knows he has him. “You’ll get your pick.58 We’re building a real crew for this—you’ll get your pick of the top reservists, no street-walkers. But it’s going to take you to whip them into shape, just like you did with the Purple team.”

Raven nods. The reluctance he felt moments ago is gone. Breaking Enigma could change the war.

“All right,” Raven says, leaning forward in his chair. “Let’s get started.”

West Coast of America—December 1941

The war room of Western Sea Frontier is a hive of frenetic activity, a scene of chaos resembling a newspaper office on election night. As the Navy command responsible for defending the Pacific coast and safeguarding shipping lanes, the WSF’s officers crowd around plotting tables, issuing rapid orders and tracking every vessel’s movement as reports of enemy activity pour in. Phones are slick with sweat from constant use, and half-filled coffee cups have gone cold. Chiefs and ensigns swarm around the large charts, shifting magnetic pips to track friendly and defensive craft and to post submarine sightings.

Officers work diligently on a chart board precariously balanced between two carpenter’s sawhorses. In less than two weeks, the staff has quadrupled, and the workload has surged. They were busily preparing for the first World War II convoy to leave an American port.59

The convoy leaves San Francisco the following morning. Comprised of six ships, escorted by a light cruiser and two destroyers, it heads toward Pearl Harbor. Its departure coincides almost precisely with the first Japanese submarine attack.

By December 10,60 nine Japanese submarines—each long-range, torpedo-laden, and armed with a 5.5-inch deck gun—creep into position along the Pacific coast. Their mission: sink a rumored carrier, then strike merchant ships from Seattle to San Diego. On Christmas Eve, they are to shell coastal cities under the cover of darkness—then vanish into the Pacific.

Aboard the steam lumber schooner Samoa, just off the coast of Cape Mendocino bound for San Diego, the first mate spots a Japanese submarine rising fast from the water. He dashes to Captain Nels Sinnes’s cabin and tells him, “A sub is attacking us!” Sinnes rushes to the bridge and sounds the general alarm. Roused from their bunks, the crew scrambles into action. Soon the lifeboats are uncovered, but the crew freezes by the davits when a shell bursts over the stern.

Four more shells follow, all missing their mark. Sinnes then spots a torpedo wake. With no time to act, he can only brace himself. Seconds tick by, and a shock wave rocks Samoa as the torpedo passes beneath, miraculously missing the ship. It detonates against a strongback thrown overboard in the frantic scramble to ready the boats. After seeing its attack fail, the submarine retreats at high speed, leaving the crew of Samoa stunned but curiously intact.

The following day, a Japanese sub opens fire against the tanker Agwiworld off Santa Cruz, California. Eight shots tear through the air, and one shatters a halyard. The unarmed tanker manages to churn away to safety while the submarine speeds from the scene. It’s like an unarmed man getting into a knife fight but losing only a button.

Vice Admiral Greenslade, seasoned in U-boat tactics, is puzzled by the “no-hit and run” Japanese tactics. Both ships should have been sunk, he thinks. The suspense of the enemy’s next move is unsettling, but for now, the realization that the threat is imminent brings a grim sense of relief. The waiting is finally over. The Pacific waters are no longer a distant worry—they are now a battleground.

New York—December 1941

Dispatches flood into Admiral Andrews’s NANCF office from Greenslade, each one painting an increasingly dire picture of the Pacific coast. Japanese submarines lurk alarmingly close to the shore, pushing the war to the very edge of the mainland. Andrews doesn’t need these reports to know that his Atlantic Frontier will soon face the same nightmare. Without a master plan from Washington or a blueprint to counter a U-boat assault, he’s left to cobble together his own strategy. He knows all too well that any strategy, no matter how well conceived, is powerless without the ships and men to back it up. The Atlantic, like the Pacific, is teetering on the brink, and Andrews’s makeshift fleet stands woefully unprepared for what’s coming.61

In a memo dated December 22, Andrews lays bare his fears to Admiral Ernest J. King. “Should enemy submarines operate off this coast, this command has no forces available to take adequate action against them, either offensive or defensive.” Andrews is responsible for the coastal territory stretching from Maine to North Carolina, and a vast expanse of about twenty-eight thousand square miles of ocean, but his resources are pitifully inadequate. “There is not a vessel available,” he admits, “that an enemy submarine could not outdistance when operating on the surface. In most cases, the guns of these vessels would be outranged by those of the submarine.”

Andrews’s “fleet,” tasked with upholding the “majesty and might of the United States” in its own coastal waters, is a ragtag collection of outdated and underpowered vessels.62

The fastest ships in this misfit squadron are the Coast Guard’s Dione at 161/2 knots and the Eagle boats at a “possible 15 knots.” Even the best of the Eagles, PE-56, assigned to the Fifth Naval District at Hampton Roads, requires constant repairs to survive the harsh Atlantic winters. Andrews confesses to King that only five vessels—the lone 165-foot cutter, two of the 125-foot cutters, Eagle PE-56, and the converted yacht Tourmaline—are “capable of keeping the sea and taking offensive action against enemy submarines.” At best, Andrews can keep only two or three of them on station at any given time, a meager defense against the looming threat. He writes in his war diary that December, “In every way, the coastal waters of North America offer an extremely attractive hunting ground for the submarine. The great length of the sea lanes running down from our eastern shore and into the Caribbean places imposing burdens upon any forces assigned to protect them. At all times, too, these lanes are crowded with merchant vessels sailing, ordinarily alone. Such ships offer easy, frequent, and valuable targets.” The pickings are rich.

Kernével, France—December 1941

Vizeadmiral Karl Dönitz stands in his office, eyes fixed on a map of the American coastlines. The Führer’s removal of restrictions on attacking American ships on December 9,63 followed by a formal declaration of war two days later, has given him what he’s long desired—the opportunity to strike at American shores. For more than a year, the Americans’ façade of neutrality has vexed him, and now, at last, he can take action.

Yet, his frustration lingers. Dönitz had modestly requested only a dozen U-boats, and even that request was met with resistance. If he had known the true state of Atlantic defenses, he might have demanded more. The shortage of U-boats remained a constant problem—losses in battle, diversions to the Arctic and Mediterranean, and production delays were the recurring excuses. Großadmiral Raeder’s staff still pressed Dönitz for results. “See what you can do without them—but hurry up! The Führer demands action!” Dönitz’s diary reflects his dissatisfaction with the situation. “The Naval Staff has released only six large boats for operations off the American coast. . . . It is only regrettable that there are not sufficient boats available to strike a truly spectacular blow.”

He must settle for the six Type IX boats working up in the new armored U-boat pens in France. These boats, with their larger fuel capacity, are among the few capable of crossing the Atlantic—three thousand miles from Lorient to New York. The initial assault on North America will rely on these six vessels and their available skippers because there’s no time to handpick U-boat aces. Dönitz does find a silver lining, though. A first wave of ten Type VII U-boats will soon sail for Canadian waters, commanded by seasoned veterans like Rolf Mützelburg of U-203 and Erich Topp of U-552, both Ritterkreuz (Knight’s Cross) holders.

On December 19, Dönitz gathers his commanders at Kernével’s newly completed concrete sea bunkers, and briefs his men personally. Among them is Reinhard Hardegen of U-123, who had imagined this moment as soon as he heard about Pearl Harbor. Alongside him stand five other U-boat commanders, listening attentively to the briefing from Dönitz, known to them as “the Lion.” The Lion’s instructions are simple:64 “Sink everything that passes before your torpedo tubes.” He raises a toast to their future victories. “Woe to the man who comes back empty handed! And don’t attack anything of less than 10,000 tons.” Dönitz, ever the champion of his U-boat men, envisions the glory awaiting these captains as they embark on this perilous journey.

Dönitz hands each commander a sealed envelope to be opened at a designated time, emphasizing the mission’s secrecy. Hardegen decides that he wants to depart on the twenty-third, to ensure his men can “celebrate Christmas peacefully.”65 The final days before his departure are filled with last-minute checks and diving trials, every task carried out with precision. A reporter from the Propaganda Ministry is added to Hardegen’s crew manifest, underscoring the mission’s national importance.

San Francisco—December 20, 1941

San Francisco bustles with the energy of Christmas shoppers, their minds far from the war. But just north of the Golden Gate, near Cape Mendocino, the war arrives violently. SS Emidio, a Socony-Vacuum tanker, is under attack.66

At 1:15 p.m., Captain Clark Farrow steers Emidio southward, navigating treacherous waters near Blunts Reef. Suddenly, a Japanese submarine emerges from the mist. Farrow reacts swiftly, swinging Emidio to starboard and shouting for more speed. The submarine closes in. Shells whistle toward Emidio and explode on impact; shrapnel tears through lifeboats, and men are thrown into the sea. Their screams are lost in the roar of explosions.

The tanker’s antenna topples to the deck, and shrapnel hails onto the midship house. Thankfully, the angry buzz of aircraft responding to Farrow’s distress call forces the Japanese sub to dive. Farrow thinks he might have withstood the worst of the attack, and turns Emidio northward to run for Humboldt Bay. Before he can get far, though, a torpedo crashes into the stern of his ship. The after part of the ship lifts clear of the water. Smoke and steam billow from the engine room, where two of the three men on watch are killed instantly.

Knowing the fight is now lost, Farrow orders the crew to abandon ship. They scramble into lifeboats and row for the Blunts Reef lightship as Emidio sinks, taking the lives of five men with her. Later, Vice Admiral Greenslade’s press release acknowledges everyone’s worst fears. “It has been confirmed that there are enemy submarines operating off the California coast destroying American shipping.”

The war is no longer just across the Pacific—it’s right here, on America’s shores.67

News of the Emidio sinking reaches Americans through the press. As they read their morning papers, the message is clear: the enemy has arrived in home waters. Naval officials warn of more attacks on both coasts.

***

BYRON PRICE, A SQUARE-JAWED newspaperman with prematurely white hair, casts his keen eyes around his new office, one that previously belonged to the Washington Postmaster General.68 Only days into his new job, one given to him by Roosevelt himself, Price has many decisions to make as head of the hastily established Office of Censorship. His department, established on December 19, 1941, needs to find a way to efficiently monitor all communications entering and leaving the United States, including its territories, and the Philippines.

The public questioned the need for censorship—until the attack on Pearl Harbor. One of Price’s first intercepted letters, a report bound for Japan describing the aftermath of the attack from a Japanese spy, underscores the need for control.

America’s swift entry into war gave Price little time to create a detailed censorship plan, but his no-nonsense approach proved effective. Answering a call from a Department of Agriculture official about whether they could release a crop report, Price bluntly replies, “You must have the wrong number.” He believes each government department should decide what information might aid the enemy, and sets a tone of cautious delegation.

A crisis situation involving President Roosevelt and Winston Churchill presents Price with his first major test. Though the story is not yet published, Roosevelt learns that Churchill is en route to Washington via a contact with The New York Times. With a sense of alarm and urgency, Roosevelt tells Price to “order the Times to print nothing.” Price, with a warning ringing in his ears from Attorney General Francis Biddle that he is not entirely clear on his authority to control the press, walks a fine line. In an effort to avoid the “difficulties” Biddle referenced, Price stops short of ordering the Times not to print the story, but instead he appeals directly to the editors, who agree to withhold the story for reasons of national security.

The nuanced interchange between Price and the Times makes his approach clear: trust in the judgment of others. Government and military officials are given the authority to release information without interference from the Office of Censorship, while journalists are asked to exercise discretion. Price knows that censorship, in order to be effective, must be a partnership—a delicate balance of trust and control. And in the fog of war, that balance is the only thing standing between chaos and order.

Bay of Biscay, France—Christmas Day, 1941

U-123 holds its keel fifty meters beneath the surface of the Bay of Biscay. Kapitänleutnant Reinhard Hardegen observes his crew transforming the cramped submarine into a festive space.69 Small trees, decorated with makeshift ornaments and chlorate candles, adorn each compartment and cast a soft glow against the steel bulkheads.

The day before, they had left Lorient to cheers and tears, carrying a gifted Christmas tree and cake. Now, beneath the waves, the war feels distant. Hardegen had picked the depth “because it would be peaceful there.” They “celebrated a Christmas like the ones he remembered from childhood at his parents’ house, and as he celebrated it in his own home—a Christian celebration of Christmas.”

In the control room, Hardegen reads from the Gospel of Luke, his voice steady as he recounts the birth of Christ. The men listen, their faces lit by candlelight. After the reading, the celebration continues with Christmas pancakes, stew, fruit, cakes, and, surprisingly, wine punch—a rare allowance from the stern commander.

The sound of an accordion fills the submarine, and the men join in caroling “In Bethlehem geboren ist uns ein Kindelein.” Another crewman distributes small gifts from home. For a few hours, the war is forgotten.

As the festivities wind down, reality returns. U-123 surfaces and resumes its westward journey at cruising speed. Orders from Dönitz’s headquarters arrive via radio. Hardegen is to retrieve the blue envelope from his safe. Upon opening the envelope, Hardegen learns their destination is New York Harbor.

As they study the scant charts and flimsy tourist guides provided for navigation, doubt creeps in. The crew’s reactions are mixed. Some wonder whether they would get back from there in one piece, but most were enthusiastic.

Meanwhile, at German Naval Command, the mood is somber. Five U-boats have been lost in a single month, their most severe losses to date. Despite this setback, Dönitz remains steadfast, dismissing the losses70 as the fault of “quite unsuitable” weather conditions. He views the escalated British defenses as temporary setbacks, believing the U-boat remains the decisive weapon at sea.

Chatter from Dönitz’s U-boats crisscross the airwaves. Hardegen hears Kapitänleutnant Richard Zapp report U-66’s current position71 and fuel status from a far-flung part of the Atlantic. Dönitz sees it as a promising sign. Alongside Hardegen’s U-123 and Zapp’s U-66, the first wave of Operation Drumbeat also includes Kapitänleutnant Ernst Kals in U-130, Kapitänleutnant Heinrich Bleichrodt in U-109, and Oberleutnant zur See Ulrich Folkers in U-125, each assigned a patrol sector stretching from the St. Lawrence River to Cape Hatteras.

Despite whispers of broken codes, Dönitz trusts in the reassurances from his B-Dienst advisors—a department of German naval intelligence responsible for intercepting, decoding, and analyzing enemy communications—that breaking their Enigma-enciphered messages is impossible. With plans to strike the American coast “like that of a drumbeat,” Dönitz allows himself guarded optimism, believing the Atlantic will soon yield to their efforts once more.

New York—Christmas Day 1941

The French flag at the stern of Normandie72 lowers from the massive ocean liner for the final time. Beneath a bleak December sky, her past is folded away—no longer the queen of the seas, but a ship reborn. She’s now USS Lafayette—but it’s hard to find anyone who calls by her anything but her true name, Normandie.

Crews descend on her decks, welding, hammering—turning opulence into might while transforming her into a floating fortress capable of carrying thousands of American troops to distant shores. It’s a sight that seems to shake the weariness from the city.

The nation is bruised and battered from the sudden and brutal assaults that began with Pearl Harbor just weeks ago. News from the Pacific opens fresh wounds daily—Guam has fallen. Wake Island has been overrun. And in the Philippines, Japanese forces mercilessly advance, their planes dominating the skies over Luzon. Hong Kong has crumbled. Singapore hangs by a thread. For many, the scale of these losses is unbearable.

Headlines deepen the unease, warning of enemy submarines lurking off the coast, just as they are in California, where between December 18 and 24, nine Japanese submarines attacked eight American merchant ships, sinking two and damaging two others. In Washington, Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox insists that fourteen deadly U-boats have been sunk. It’s a fabrication, crafted to steady a nation on edge. But the truth hasn’t caught up to the public yet. Right now, they need something to hold on to.

In New York, amid a cacophony of screeching saws and thunderous hammer blows, Normandie emerges like a phoenix from industrial chaos. Through this steel-and-wood metamorphosis, hope crystallizes into something graspable—a gleaming beacon of resistance, carrying the promises of the sweet taste of retaliation.

OIC, London—December 1941

The Christmas holiday has passed in silence, marked by scarcely any festivity, as Rodger Winn descends into the depths of the Admiralty Citadel. Each step is a chore, burdened by the polio that left his legs crippled and his back hunched. He makes this daily journey to reach the Submarine Tracking Room, where life-and-death decisions are made.

Inside, Lieutenant Patrick Beesly, Winn’s new deputy,73 is already at work. At twenty-seven, Beesly is sharp, methodical, and a quick learner. His early days at the OIC had been spent tracking German surface raiders, but Winn had personally requested him for the Submarine Tracking Room. Together, they lead the effort to outmaneuver the U-boats, the invisible predators of the Atlantic. Beesly’s attention to detail complements Winn’s broader vision, making them an ideal team.

Winn’s thoughts are on the North Atlantic Plotting Table.74 The protection of merchant Convoy HG-76 had weighed heavily on him. The convoy’s journey had been perilous, but HMS Audacity, the Royal Navy’s first escort carrier, had offered new hope. She had provided air cover where there had been none before, her four Martlet fighters guarding the convoy against U-boats and Luftwaffe reconnaissance planes. Audacity had been the first of her kind, a game-changer in a war where innovations meant survival.

But it hadn’t been only HG-76 on Winn’s mind. He had also been responsible for the security of the newly commissioned Duke of York,75 the battleship transporting Winston Churchill and top military officials to America with all possible speed. Churchill was now on a critical mission—securing the support of the United States following Pearl Harbor. Protecting him and his entourage had been a matter of utmost importance.

The safety of the British Naval war effort relies on Winn. After being intercepted by the British ‘Y’ listening service and then swiftly decoded at Bletchley Park, the latest intelligence makes its way to the Submarine Tracking Room. Winn scans the map, his fingers tracing over the most recent U-boat positions. A double-letter tab for Hardegen’s U-boat is pinned at 20°W, while Folker’s U-boat is farther west, moving at a steady ten knots. The position of Zapp’s U-66 is updated, reflecting his last transmission. Though their ultimate destinations remain unclear, the westward track of this many U-boats can mean only one thing: the United States must be warned. Winn knows he must protect the source of his intelligence—if76 the Germans suspect Enigma has been cracked, they will change their codes, and he will lose his precious window into the Germans’ operations. He carefully phrases his warning to the Naval Staff:77 “There are indications of an inconclusive character that several U-boats may be moving to the Western Atlantic, possibly to operate in the Caribbean or off Halifax.” It’s enough to redirect Allied attention without revealing too much.

New York—New Year’s Eve 1941

Horse hooves clop as mounted police struggle to contain the crowd of revelers in Times Square. The war gives the final night of 1941 an extra charge; it feels like the last chance before everything changes.

A few miles away, at 90 Church Street, Rear Admiral Adolphus Andrews scrutinizes U-boat reports. His operations center, now fully functional, is modest—an I-shaped space on the fourteenth floor78 with Navy charts of the Atlantic pinned to the walls. His small team scrambles to keep up, barely grasping the scale of the threat. It’s a far cry from the Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC) that his British counterparts have mastered.

Each day, Andrews receives a coded message from Britain after it has been routed through Washington. Andrews doesn’t exactly know the source of the messages, but he relies on them nonetheless. An officer decodes the message, locks it in a metal case, and delivers it to Andrews, who scans it for U-boat positions near American shores. Only he and the officer have the combination to the case holding the messages.

The British estimates are a lifeline, though frustratingly vague and riddled with ambiguity.79 A December 24 report reads, “General situation obscure and good information lacking.” Christmas Day offers no improvement: “Situation vague.” By December 29, Andrews is left contemplating a chilling possibility—U-boats may already be advancing toward the Western Atlantic, even the Caribbean, but no one knows for sure.

Washington offers little help. Admiral King, now commander in chief of the US Fleet, sends directives filled with bureaucratic phrasing and scant details, signaling that no reinforcements are forthcoming. The message is blunt: Andrews will have to defend the coast with the few outdated ships he has. There will be no new planes, no new ships, no relief.

U-boat sighting reports trickle in, like the recent periscope spotted near Ambrose Channel and another off Portland, Maine, yet no action has followed. These sightings linger as unverified whispers.

Meanwhile, the country continues to reel from the shock of Pearl Harbor. Fear and suspicion run high; even the Rose Bowl has been moved from Pasadena to Durham, North Carolina, to avoid another attack. Oregon State’s win brings a fleeting moment of relief, but Andrews remains focused. His aging fleet is barely seaworthy, with only five ships capable of offensive action.

As the first night of 1942 deepens, Andrews stares at the Atlantic chart, weighing his fragmented intelligence against the few resources he can respond with. He is haunted by King’s words: “Do the best you can with what you have.”80

Washington, DC—January 1942

Gill Robb Wilson, now Executive Assistant to the Office of Civilian Defense, finds himself with an ambitious new mission. The aviation enthusiast and former minister spent the last five years fighting to bring the Civil Air Patrol to life, and within hours of global upheaval, his new organization literally took flight.81 On the first day of December, Mayor La Guardia signed an establishment order, making CAP a division of the OCD, and then on December 8—the day after Pearl Harbor—signed Administrative Order No. 9, formally creating the organization. That same night, in a national radio address to a country still reeling, he described “an organization of the civilian aviation resources of the nation for national defense service.”

As CAP units came to life nationwide, Wilson recognized the need for stronger credentials at the helm and proposed to General Hap Arnold that an Air Corps officer command the organization—a calculated move to bolster morale and credibility. Arnold, initially hesitant due to CAP’s civilian oversight, agreed and arranged for Brigadier General John Curry to temporarily leave the War Department for the OCD. Since then, the pace inside CAP’s cramped offices in the Dupont building surged into a blur.

With no official staff, Curry and Wilson assemble a ragtag team of National Aeronautics Association employees bolstered by a smattering of dedicated volunteers. Miss Cecile Hamilton,82 one of the earliest recruits, discusses their hectic reality with The New York Times: “Most of us are working pointing typewriters or setting up files right now.” Knowing the women among them may not fly just yet, she predicts, “they’ll probably put in considerable time in ground service before receiving their wings.” Still, they press on, driven by urgency and patriotism. In a single month, more than half of America’s ninety-one thousand civilian pilots, including three thousand women, join up along with droves of airplane owners eager to help. They arrive faster than their applications can be processed.

When Wilson learns that businessman and three-term Ohio House Representative Earle Johnson83 wants to join the CAP team in Washington, he’s wary of bureaucratic red tape. His secretary, practical and quick-thinking, has an answer: “Just bring him in. I’ll put him on the roster of official employees, and nobody will notice it.” Johnson, a skilled pilot, quietly joins CAP’s ranks without fanfare.

Shortly thereafter, word reaches Wilson that a cadre of African American women from the Tuskegee Institute84 are in search of meaningful work. Wilson sees an opportunity in these respected and highly trained women in the same way Eleanor Roosevelt did when she made them her special project. He dispatches a CAP member to petition Mrs. Roosevelt directly, hoping to secure the women’s talents for CAP’s purposes. The First Lady promptly sends the women—led by the daughter of New Orleans’s mayor—to Washington. She even arranges late-night car escorts to ensure their safety, sometimes driving them home herself. The gesture deeply impresses Wilson.

Spreading his wings within CAP, Curry cements his reputation as a strong leader and proves himself a boon to the organization. He rekindles Wilson’s hope that CAP might finally gain the support and resources needed to get off the ground.

Meanwhile, the Army and Navy struggle to maintain their airborne patrols. The First Bomber Command makes a valiant effort despite outdated planes, inexperienced crews, and an official focus on West Coast and overseas priorities. Searching for solutions, Army leadership suggests that CAP could assist their anti-submarine efforts. Accordingly, Wilson and Johnson advocate for an expansion of CAP’s role. Perhaps even civilians in their little planes can spot suspicious objects at sea?

OIC, London—January 1942

Rodger Winn limps through the doorway of the Admiralty Citadel and into the Submarine Tracking Room. His deputy, Patrick Beesly, stands at the plotting table, deep in thought. He has in his hands the latest naval Enigma decrypts that one of the sharp-eyed WRENs (Women’s Royal Naval Service) delivered earlier.

One message had stood out: U-123 had orders to hunt for a Greek ship with a damaged rudder,85 Dimitrios Inglessis. Beesly’s heart had quickened despite the calm he projected. Knowing exactly what Winn would ask for after seeing this transmission, he had consulted the file clerk for all the records pertaining to U-123.86 The pages were well-worn, the ink faint, forcing him to hold them close to make out the details. Next, he had looked up Dimitrios in Lloyd’s Register of Ships and directed one of the WRENs to transmit an urgent cable to Naval Service Headquarters in Ottawa. He alerted the Canadian Navy to the threat posed by U-123, and requested an immediate position and status report on Dimitrios.

Beesly had then reached for the scrambler phone, his fingers lingering over the dial for a moment. He called Naval Section Hut 4 at Bletchley Park. His voice steady despite the strain behind his eyes, he asked them to monitor all intercepts mentioning U-123 or Dimitrios.

As Beesly finishes up his preparations, Winn joins him at the plotting table, his knuckles whitening as he grips the edge for support. The table, a sea of pins and tabs representing the ships and U-boats moving through the vast Atlantic, is one Winn knows by heart. Beesly stands beside him, his own challenges momentarily forgotten in the presence of this formidable man.

“Good morning, sir,” Beesly greets him, his voice firm but laced with an eagerness to share the latest news. “Good morning, Beesly,” Winn acknowledges, leaning heavily on his knuckles, his back hunched in its familiar curve. “What does Admiral Dönitz have for us this morning?”




Atlantic Ocean—January 1942

As the clock ticks past midnight on January 5, Kapitänleutnant Reinhard Hardegen, aboard U-123, concentrates on the task at hand. Three days earlier,87 a message from BdU—Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote or the German U-boat High Command—had alerted him:


DIMITRIOS INGLESSIS in BC 4335 requesting a tug due to rudder failure. Attack allowed if not further away than 150 nm.



Hardegen’s distance had been 360 nautical miles—too far to act immediately. But now, after days of monitoring the open communications between Dimitrios and the incoming salvage vessels, he’s finally within striking range.

Three days of anticipation have worked him up, and the thought of his potential first strike against an enemy vessel looms large in his mind. The North Atlantic is shrouded in heavy fog, with visibility less than two hundred meters. His diary entry, written in real time, captures the anticipation: “They arrange different frequencies to take bearings, which I listen to. The bearings on St. Johns, Cape Race, and my own location show a very big triangle. I use my own bearing to get on a better course.” The steamer is near Virgin Rocks, and the tug is expected at 22:00 hours. He decides to be there too—artillery primed, ready to strike as soon as the tug pulls alongside.

Suddenly, two faint lights pierce through the fog—likely the steamer and tug. Hardegen hears two foghorns, suggesting there are four vessels nearby. At 00:26, a large shadow emerges just one hundred meters away. It’s the steamer, signaling with Morse code. But then another light passes it—a tugboat with two funnels. He prepares for an artillery attack but notices a third light. The steamer radios, “Welcome, you are in sight.” Assuming the third light is another tug, Hardegen decides to wait.

The fog thins, just enough. Moonlight bathes the scene, and Hardegen sees the “shadow” he nearly attacked is actually a destroyer. The fourth vessel? Another destroyer. The tug lies alongside Dimitrios, passing the tow line. Hardegen’s heart pounds as he realizes the massive mistake he nearly made. A single shot would have sealed U-123’s fate. The thought is almost laughable—charging a destroyer with deck guns, as if swatting a grizzly with a BB gun. His U-boat wouldn’t have stood a chance. In that moment, he nearly forfeits everything. The mission. The glory. His much anticipated role in the assault on America would have ended before it even began.

Hardegen’s redemption comes in the form of a thin wisp of smoke,88 barely visible on the horizon. His pulse rises in conjunction with his binoculars, then he focuses on the distant smudge. It’s a British freighter. Her dark hull cuts steadily through the water as she heads toward New York, completely unaware of the predator stalking her.

Checking the area, Hardegen is still shocked by the lack of defenses. “Don’t these people realize they’re at war?” No planes, no patrols, no escorts. American complacency seems unimaginable this close to their own waters. The order from Vizeadmiral Dönitz was clear: wait until January 13 to attack. But the freighter, SS Cyclops, is an irresistible target.

On board Cyclops, Master Leslie Webber Kersley feels the ship lurch violently, then hears steel shrieking as it tilts. “Torpedo!” The cry echoes, and Kersley’s voice breaks through the fear: “Send an SOS!” The radio operator’s fingers tremble as he taps out the code, hoping someone—anyone—is listening.

For weeks, Winston Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt have been buried in deliberations in Washington, shaping the Allied strategy alongside military minds like Admiral King and the Royal Navy’s Admiral Sir Dudley Pound.89 The Arcadia Conference has yielded the decision to prioritize the defeat of Germany, backed by the creation of the Combined Chiefs of Staff to oversee this monumental war effort. Plans are clear, purpose is sharpened—until a message disrupts their high-stakes counsel: SS Cyclops is under attack.90

But beneath the Atlantic, Kapitänleutnant Hardegen watches as Cyclops refuses to sink, her radio antenna standing defiant. Frustration simmers; he cannot let her signal escape. He gives a grim order, and a second torpedo slices through the depths. When it strikes, a detonation rips through Cyclops and she shudders, then begins her descent into the dark ocean.

Above, smoke twists skyward, mingling with the scent of burning oil and seawater. Colors fade as the last remnants of Cyclops slip into the cold Atlantic, leaving scattered wreckage and bodies floating in the waves—a brutal testament to war’s toll. Hardegen’s face remains expressionless; Dönitz’s orders are absolute, and Operation Drumbeat has begun. U-123 vanishes into the night, unseen and unhindered.91

Across the Atlantic, Rodger Winn pieces together the threat and sends word: “Two groups of U-boats have formed. Six boats off Cape Race and St. John’s, five more closing on the coast between New York and Portland.” The danger is undeniable—and growing. Five additional U-boats are en route, potentially bringing twenty-one submarines within striking distance of American shores. Winn’s report warns of Dönitz’s deception: U-653 is broadcasting false signals to mislead Allied intelligence. But Winn’s urgent message arrives too late. By the time it reaches Washington, Cyclops is lost to U-123’s torpedoes.

***

REAR ADMIRAL ADOLPHUS ANDREWS, weary but alert, sips his coffee in the newly complete and operational command room on the fourteenth floor at 90 Church Street.92 Midnight has passed, and the long, tense day has brought no sign of the U-boats expected off American shores. The officers exchange tired glances.93 Then, Andrews’s submarine tracking specialist approaches and hands him a message. As Andrews reads it, his fatigue vanishes—the contents shaking him out of his weariness.

An SOS from Captain Harold Hansen of the Panamanian-flagged tanker Norness blares across the page: “Hit a mine. Sinking.”94 Andrews’s brow furrows as he scans the coordinates and glances at his map: latitude 40°28'N, longitude 70°45'W—just sixty miles southeast of Montauk Point. He knows those waters, and there are no mines there. With a deep breath, and a twisted sense of relief in the inevitable, he admits, “Well, they’re here!” The U-boats have arrived.

Andrews issues orders immediately. Teletypes begin clattering north and south, sending urgent messages to every available vessel. The Coast Guard cutter Duane is dispatched to Norness’s location, but by the time she arrives, Hardegan’s U-123 has vanished. Duane finds only the Canadian minesweeper Red Deer pulling survivors from the wreckage.

The first official attack of Operation Drumbeat has arrived. Andrews paces the room, reviewing every report as it comes in. The previous morning, warnings had been sent out: submarines could be expected off the coast at any moment, and at least four were heading westward from three hundred miles east of Nantucket. Merchant shipping was urged to hug the coast or navigate through the Cape Cod Canal. Every defense Andrews could muster had been put on alert.

But January 13 came and went with no sign of the enemy, leaving Andrews and his men on edge. Before news of the Norness sinking reached him, Andrews sent another urgent request to Admiral King for at least one squadron of patrol planes,95 “the necessity for which cannot be overemphasized.” The gravity of his words was underscored by the dire reality: “no effective planes” were attached to any naval districts or operating bases that could conduct long-range seaward patrols. The letter exposed the full extent of their aerial weakness. Patrols were limited to unarmed Coast Guard amphibious or flying boats from Salem, Floyd Bennett, and Elizabeth City. Two lighter-than-air ships from Lakehurst performed daily patrols, while unarmed, single-engine Army planes, barely carrying enough fuel for two to three hours, patrolled up to forty miles offshore from Portland, Maine, to Wilmington, North Carolina. The First Bomber Command sent just two flights a day, six hundred miles out to sea from Westover, Mitchel, and Langley Fields. That was the entirety of air coverage along the coast on January 14.

Then, with the attack on Norness, the U-boats finally show their hand. Orders ring out. The destroyer Ellyson is dispatched to the scene, the Coast Guard cutter Argo races from Newport, and search-and-rescue planes are readied in New York and Salem. Urgency presses in with every step, as the clatter of boots echoes through the corridors. Andrews sends every available ship and plane under his command into action. He knows it is only the beginning.

Off Montauk Point, the sea churns around the wreck of Norness. The bow juts from the water, a grim monument to the devastation below. Nearby, rescue planes circle, their pilots spotting rafts of survivors. V-185, a plane from Salem, flies low, radioing back to headquarters as it drops coffee and cigarettes to the men clinging to life.

***

“A MINE!” HARDEGEN SAYS contemptuously,96 shaking his head. Nobody seems to be expecting any German U-boats in the area. He can’t believe it. The Americans think Norness, sinking just off Montauk Point, hit a mine. But it was his torpedoes that tore into the tanker’s hull and sent her to the bottom. There’s no time to dwell on it, though. He’s already on the move, searching for his next target.

Hardegen finds the navigation very easy for him, marveling at how the lights along the shoreline guide his approach.

Shortly after midnight, Hardegen climbs to the bridge of U-123, and what he sees takes his breath away. Before him, the lights of New York City stretch out like a glittering sea of jewels. “I cannot describe the feeling with words,” he notes in his journal. “It was unbelievably beautiful and great. We were the first to be here, and for the first time in this war, a German soldier looked upon the coast of the U.S.A.”

Hardegen and his crew had expected fierce resistance, dense anti-submarine defenses, and the risk of death at every turn. Instead, they find a coastline bathed in light, as if the war is but a distant rumor. His watch officer, Horst von Schroeter, stands beside him, stunned by what he sees. He points out “cars driving along the coast road,” incredulously. “I can even smell the woods.” The men are astounded to find that the Americans “simply weren’t prepared at all. . . . After all, there was a war on.”

He stands transfixed by the luminous glow of New York City, its skyline glittering beneath the dark sky like a beacon. New York, the heart of America’s economy, its streets teeming with millions of people, and yet it appears untouched by war.

Hardegen sees an opportunity too good to pass up. He knows this moment is a propaganda gold mine. The war correspondent on board U-123 is summoned urgently to the bridge.

“Take photos of that,” Hardegen instructs,97 pointing toward the glow on the horizon. The photojournalist clicks away, capturing the surreal moment, as Hardegen feels the thrill of the scene before him. The lights of Rockaway Beach and Coney Island twinkle, the Ferris wheel is still turning, and the city is still unaware of what prowls beneath the surface of the ocean.

“Unbelievable,” Hardegen mutters to himself. “They think they’re safe.”

But he doesn’t linger.98 U-123 turns away from Sandy Hook and moves toward the New Jersey shoreline, looking for its next prey. It’s not long before the watchmen spot something—a large tanker, lit up and sailing directly in their path. Hardegen can hardly believe his luck. The tanker is completely unaware, following the U-boat’s wake as if on a pleasure cruise.

Hardegen swings the submarine around, positioning U-123 for a clean shot. The crew is focused as they flood the No. 1 tube. “Los!” Hoffman, the gunnery officer, yells. The torpedo streaks toward the tanker, the 6,867-ton Coimbra. Fifty-eight seconds later, the sea hiccups with a low, muffled thud. A fiery plume erupts from the side of the tanker, a brilliant yellow-red explosion that illuminates the night sky. The ship immediately begins to list to starboard, her hull groaning in agony.

Through his binoculars, Hardegen sees chaos on board. Crewmen scramble, some racing to man the aft gun as flames roar across the deck. With U-123 bathed in the light of the blazing Coimbra, Hardegen knows they must act quickly. He orders a second torpedo, this time from the stern tube, to finish the job.

The torpedo hits with deadly accuracy, smashing into the Coimbra just below the funnel. The explosion is catastrophic. A massive column of fire shoots two hundred meters into the sky, the force of the blast turning night into day.99 “The effect was stunning,” Hardegen writes in his log. The tanker’s bow juts above the water, and the ship begins to sink rapidly, settling by the stern into the cold Atlantic.

On shore, Long Island residents watch in horror as the fiery pyre lights up the horizon, just twenty miles off Southampton. They can see the towering flames and the billowing black smoke as Coimbra disappears from the surface. It’s a sight they won’t soon forget.

Meanwhile, Hardegen coolly observes the scene. Through his binoculars, he watches the bow of the Coimbra remain stubbornly above water, a twisted, steel reminder of his attack.100 “Quite a bonfire we leave behind for the Yankees as navigational help,” he writes wryly in his war diary. The tanker is destroyed, her captain and thirty-five of her crew gone with her.

Hardegen, satisfied with his handiwork, orders U-123 southward, and the sub slips away into the darkness. The Germans remain unchallenged, and the US Navy is nowhere to be seen. As the submarine glides through the waters, still visible in the flickering light of the wreck, Hardegen can’t help but feel invincible. He stays on the surface, the lights of the burning Coimbra a grim victory beacon as they head toward their next target.

New York—January 15, 1942

In an effort that had been planned for weeks, but happens to take place just hours after the sinking of Coimbra, Admiral King’s command assembles a formidable force on Staten Island.101

Twenty-three warships—including a battleship, an aircraft carrier, three heavy cruisers, and 18 destroyers—stand guard over four troopships carrying 4,600 soldiers, artillery, and nurses. They will sail under cover of night, silent and heavily protected, their mission crucial: relieving British divisions in Europe for deployment to North Africa, the Middle East, and beyond.

U-123, prowling nearby, is completely unaware. Her crew, caught up in their own hunt and recent successes are blissfully ignorant of the troops amassing, just miles from where they had been hours earlier.

The convoy is King’s doing. As commander in chief of the US Fleet, King has been gathering destroyers from every corner, pulling them from various ports and training duties. Not to protect the vulnerable coastal shipping lanes, but to shield a vital convoy—AT 10—bound for Iceland and Northern Ireland.

King, hardened by a year of battle with the U-boat menace, knows the risks. He’s seen too many American ships sunk by German torpedoes—Reuben James, Kearny, and Greer. He refuses to let that happen to this convoy. Despite pressure to protect American coastal waters, King’s priority is these soldiers. He knows they are the future of the war effort.

Among the ships being prepared for future convoys sits Normandie. She waits at Pier 88, her vast hull towering over the dock as workers rush to transform her into a troopship capable of carrying thousands of soldiers. She remains in New York for now, but by February Normandie is expected to join these convoys, transporting thousands of GIs to Europe. With a cruising speed of twenty-nine knots, she is faster and more formidable than any ship in the fleet. Her potential as a key asset in the Allied war effort looms large over the city.

The convoy slips farther from the city, undetected, and disappears into the open Atlantic. The US Navy calls it a “routine operation,” but King knows better. His decision to dedicate so much firepower to this small convoy reflects his deep understanding: lives matter more than cargo. For now, the troops are safe—under his watch.

Neither anyone in the convoy nor Kapitänleutnant Reinhard Hardegen realizes how close their paths are to crossing that day.102 Now, Hardegen stands in the conning tower, scanning the horizon for the familiar silhouette of a target. Suddenly, his keen eyes catch something—a shape emerging from the haze to port. It’s vague at first, but is then defined, unmistakably, as an aircraft. The cry echoes down the hatch. “Flugzeug auf der Steuerbordseite!”

The crew responds like a well-rehearsed production. The klaxon blares. Orders are barked. Boots hammer the steel decking. “Alarmtauchen!” The boat begins its plunge, the bow tilting sharply downward. The hiss of compressed air, the groan of metal under pressure—each sound is the mark of a crew that knows their life depends on precision, speed.

Hardegen ducks below, slamming the hatch shut as the sea swallows U-123 whole. The boat vanishes beneath the waves, as silent and elusive as a shadow slipping into the night. Each man is focused, hands flying over controls, eyes trained on gauges that dictate their survival.

But then—nothing. No piercing explosions. No tremors shaking the hull. The expected wrath from above never comes.

Hardegen stands in the control room, calm but alert, waiting. Then, the unmistakable whump of bombs dropping—but they land far, wide, somewhere off to starboard. He allows a tight smile to creep across his face. They’ve misjudged. Badly.

The crew lets out a collective breath of relief. Hardegen moves to the periscope and scans. It’s clear now. The Americans are out there, hunting, but they’re green. Clumsy.

Hardegen tunes the radio to six hundred meters and listens intently. A warning from the Hydrographic Office in New York—known as “Hydro New York,” the branch responsible for issuing navigational alerts to mariners—declares a danger zone near Sandy Hook. The Americans are growing cautious of U-boats. Realizing their presence has been detected, Hardegen decides staying near New York is unwise. He surfaces U-123 to report their position and plans to headquarters. The mission remains unchanged, but they’ll now head south toward Cape Hatteras for more targets. Another American transmission reveals that Barnegat and Five Fathom Bank lightships103 have been replaced by buoys with identification codes. Hardegen marks the coordinates and navigates through shallow eight-meter waters, setting a course of 193 degrees from the Barnegat lightship—a calculated path toward vulnerable targets, away from American eyes.

Hours pass quietly until laughter erupts aboard. Hardegen’s radio operator had intercepted a transmission that rippled through the boat. The US Army Air Forces announced, with no small degree of triumph, that one of their coastal bombers has sunk the marauding U-boat off the coast of New York. Amusement sweeps through the crew. Hardegen smirks and shakes his head. The Americans are still learning the ropes, it seems. The bomber’s crew, inexperienced and eager for a kill, had misread the results of their own attack and are convinced they had sent U-123 to the bottom of the Atlantic.

After the “attack” has ceased, he logs the events in his war diary. “The Yankees have much to learn.” For now, the hunt continues.

Office of Censorship—January 1942

Unwitting, most Americans carry on without knowledge of the war raging just off their coast, and that’s just the way Byron Price at the Office of Censorship104 likes it. Since taking charge of the office in December, his voluntary censorship code, summed up by “Least said, soonest mended,” pushes reporters to self-censor, making them carry the burden to exercise judgment and withhold sensitive information. They know that while the government has no direct control over prepublication, violators will suffer prosecution under the 1918 Espionage Act. President Roosevelt, always careful about sharing too much information, leaves most censorship decisions to local authorities, and allows Price to delegate the release of information to military and defense leaders.

Price’s strategy, though effective, creates space for misinformation.105 The stories coming out of Washington don’t reflect the brutal reality offshore. Instead, the government paints a picture counter to the unfolding chaos in the Atlantic. The disconnect strains the balance between public trust and wartime secrecy. Andrews’s command in the NANCF plays a key role in this selective release of details, ensuring the public stays unaware of the full scale of the maritime disaster.

Somehow, word does not spread. It’s an incredible feat, especially since American civilians can often watch the Battle of the Atlantic play out from their front porches. Vizeadmiral Dönitz’s German propaganda rings closer to the truth than American news reports. Dönitz boasts that his U-boats strike so near the coast that entire cities can see the inferno of burning tankers. Ironically, the enemy reports the truth, while the American public remains unaware.

***

AT BERMUDA’S HAMILTON PRINCESS hotel, headquarters for the Allied Censorship offices,106 Nadya Gardner glides barefoot into the basement office. The other “censorettes,” tasked with intercepting enemy correspondence, can barely hide their disapproval. She relishes their reactions. It’s a morning ritual she never tires of. Her former life as a dancer giving her that effortless grace, and her sheer eccentricity sparking frustration in her colleagues. Just months earlier, Nadya single-handedly broke up one of the most successful German spy rings in America by unearthing hidden messages in letters addressed to “Joe K.”

Back then, no one believed her.107 “Just another letter,” the chemists and technicians had muttered as she flagged what initially looked like routine correspondence. But Nadya trusted her instincts, and when invisible ink revealed detailed plans about American war plants, her reputation was sealed. Now, she’s part of a secret team scanning letters from diplomatic pouches, tasked with spotting codes hidden in otherwise mundane exchanges. It’s tedious work, “chamfering”—steaming open letters, inspecting them for clues, and resealing them so precisely the sender would never know. Yet Nadya finds the thrill in every discovery, knowing each word could hold a clue.

Today’s stack of mail includes a letter from Portland to Buenos Aires mentioning a “doll hospital” for three Old English dolls108 supposedly sent for repair. The language is off: “fish nets” and “balloons” appear in the same paragraph. Nadya’s brow furrows. “Send this for testing,” she notes, suspecting it might hide invisible ink, or perhaps belongs to Elizebeth Friedman’s cryptanalysis team. Friedman’s team, now under the Navy’s OP-20-G group, specializes in decrypting enemy messages with ties to South America,109 and Nadya knows this letter has their fingerprints all over it.

But it’s the next envelope that makes her pulse quicken.110 The return address reads “Pauline Noi,” a fictitious name used by Kurt Frederick Ludwig—alias “Joe K.” The same Ludwig whose spy ring Nadya helped dismantle. Her eyes scan the familiar loops of handwriting: it’s signed by “Gyula,” a name that stirs old memories from the Duquesne case. Her instincts scream as she notices the recipient’s name: Miss Grace Buchanan-Dineen.

She rushes to the lab, clutching the envelope. The technician glances up, cigarette in hand, and mutters as he readies the chemicals. Nadya’s heart pounds as he slides the paper under the light, slowly working the solution across its surface. Minutes stretch out, and then—there it is. A faint glow emerges, and a message in invisible ink takes shape on the page. The technician whispers, “I’ll be damned.”

The words appear line by line:111 “Write or go to Theresa. She receives from Mr. Miller money. She should pay you monthly $500. Expect urgently information to R. As agreed.” Nadya’s breath catches. Despite Ludwig’s arrest last August, the Germans are still at work, slipping messages through the cracks. But the writing, the phrasing, it’s familiar—exactly like those in Ludwig’s network. Whoever sent this was part of his inner circle, maybe even closer than anyone had realized.

Without a second thought, Nadya picks up the phone and dials the FBI office in New York. The agent on the other end sounds exhausted. “What’ve you got?” he asks, his voice rough, as if sleep has been a distant memory.

“More secret writing,” she replies, her voice steady. “Same network as Ludwig. They’re still active.”

A pause hangs on the line. She hears papers rustle as he shifts in his chair, the sound of him pulling up files.

“All right,” he says, his tone sharpening. “We’ll move on it.”

As she hangs up, Nadya stares at the letter in her hands, her mind already working through the implications. The Germans aren’t done spying, and neither is she.

Cleveland, Ohio—January 1942

The engine rumbles to life, and Earle Johnson soars into the cold Ohio night.112 The hum of his Curtiss Sedan—a green-and-yellow high-wing monoplane shimmering under the stars—cuts through the darkness as he leaves his farm behind. The winter air slices through the cockpit, while above him, a clear night sky gleams like a spray of diamonds against black velvet. But Johnson’s gaze stays earthbound, fixated on the faint amber halo of Cleveland, as the city’s industrial heartbeat glows on the horizon.

Johnson, a towering figure at six feet, four inches, casts an imposing shadow even in the cockpit. His booming voice has long been a fixture in Ohio’s political circles. But his eyes now reflect unease—an impatience sharpened by what he’s seen in his weeks as Ohio’s new dollar-a-year director of aeronautics and second-in-command to Gill Robb Wilson for the CAP. Johnson, an action-minded man, is driven by what he perceives as dangerous naiveté in the heartland. While the West Coast clamps down on civilian flights post–Pearl Harbor, the Midwest drifts along as if the war is oceans away. Here, airports and defense plants remain unsecured, left vulnerable. “It gave me the creeps to think what a hundred determined German agents could do to a hundred power plants in just one night,” he’d warned Wilson. But words go only so far.

Johnson’s frustration has turned to resolve. He fuels his Curtiss and heads into the darkness, sandbags in the seat beside him. They may look inconsequential, but tonight they are instruments of proof. The Midwest’s complacency is an open door to sabotage, and he’s ready to show just how easily that door could be breached.

Approaching Cleveland’s industrial outskirts, Johnson spots his first target—a sprawling chemical plant standing stark against the night, followed closely by a power plant and an aircraft parts factory. From above, these factories seem oblivious to any lurking danger; their windows glow warmly, and their workers move inside like ghosts unaware they’re being watched. The machinery’s whirr and thrum drowns out the drone of his engine. In this moment, Johnson’s heart pounds not with fear, but with determination.

He maneuvers down to five hundred feet. He reaches for a sandbag and, with a steady hand, releases it through the open window. It plummets silently and lands squarely on the chemical plant’s rooftop. The next sandbag follows moments later, then the third, each marking a different industrial target. To anyone glancing up, his plane is just another dot against the starry sky.

The following morning, Johnson’s phone calls hit Cleveland’s plant superintendents like a bucket of cold water. “You’ll find a little something on your roof,” he tells them. The initial reaction is predictably flippant—a laugh here, a brush-off there. “So what?” they ask. But when he lays out his night raid in exacting detail, the levity drains from their voices. If he could manage this, so could a saboteur.

The stunt could easily jeopardize the fledgling CAP; it’s a risky move that threatens to sink the organization before it even gets started. But Johnson, ever the politician, knows how to weather the fallout. When he reports the incident to the Civil Aeronautics Authority (CAA) in Washington, they erupt in fury, their indignation matching his earlier resolve. Yet the facts are undeniable: if he had been a saboteur, the consequences would have been devastating.

Soon after, the CAA’s December 8 directive—grounding most civilian flying unless pilots provided proof of American citizenship and loyalty—becomes more critical than ever. Governors had been ordered to have police guard airfields and private planes, and all civilian pilots were now required to carry new CAA identification cards with fingerprints, a photograph, and signature alongside a valid pilot certificate. If those rules hadn’t been strictly enforced before, they surely will be now. Johnson’s gambit has paid off. In a matter of days, his midnight mission has jolted the nation into heightened vigilance.

The Outer Banks, North Carolina—January 18, 1942

The Esso tanker Allan Jackson erupts113 in fire as a torpedo slams into her starboard side, shaking the ship violently and hurling crew members from their bunks. Before the crew can react, a second explosion, even greater, rips through the midsection, brutal and deafening. Captain Felix Kretchmer is thrown against the bulkhead as flames funnel through the corridors. Within moments, the ship becomes a floating inferno, her 72,870 barrels of crude oil igniting the night sky.

Those who survive are thrust into a nightmare. Flames roar through portholes, chasing men as they scramble for their lives. Kretchmer, burned and disoriented, struggles to his feet as the ship buckles. On deck, Third Mate Boris Voronsoff and others attempt to launch the No. 2 lifeboat, but the advancing inferno forces them to abandon it and dive into the burning sea. Oil-slicked water ignites instantly, and men are consumed by flames.

The ship begins to break apart, pulling men and steel down with her. Kretchmer, trapped in his cabin, forces himself through a porthole, slicing his hands as he claws his way to the deck. The ship lurches, and the sea surges up to meet him. He is dragged underwater as he fights to escape the suction.

Kretchmer bursts through the surface, gasping for breath. A sheet of burning oil spreads across the water, flames lighting up the night. Nearby, boatswain Rolf Clausen and others cut the painter of the No. 3 lifeboat and drop into the water. But they are pulled toward the spinning propeller, which tears the boat apart as the men row desperately. Heat blisters their faces as they fight through a narrow path in the flames.

Clausen lets out a primal, gut-wrenching scream as he watches a shipmate jump from the ship, his body engulfed in fire. There is no escape—the water, flames, and ship have fused into a death trap. Rowing harder, the men narrowly slip past the burning oil as Allan Jackson sinks behind them. Miraculously, the propeller’s backwash clears a path, giving them a slim chance at survival. They row with all their strength, putting distance between themselves and the wreckage.

Their luck holds. Though the night is cold, the Gulf Stream’s warm waters keep them alive. The air hovers at forty degrees, mild for January, and the water temperature, around sixty-five degrees, gives those who leapt into the sea a fighting chance. In the darkness, they hear distant cries and manage to pull another shipmate into their boat. Hours later, the destroyer Roe arrives. After seven hours clinging to debris, Kretchmer is also rescued, weak and barely conscious. Of the crew, twenty-two men are lost to the flames and the sea.

Having left the men to die, U-66 continues its deadly patrol. The next target, the Canadian passenger liner Lady Hawkins,114 emerges on the horizon. For six hours, U-66 shadows her, while life aboard the liner goes on as usual, the crew and passengers unaware of the danger beneath them.

U-66 strikes. Two torpedoes are launched from the tubes; they slice through the water and hit Lady Hawkins with brutal force. The explosions tear through her hull, sending passengers and crew into a panic. Lifeboats are launched in haste, but only three manage to get away as the ship sinks rapidly.

Hundreds are thrown into the oil-slicked waters. Some are sucked under by the sinking ship, while others fight to stay afloat. Their cries echo in the night, but the Atlantic shows no mercy. The men of U-66 watch as Lady Hawkins slips beneath the waves, her fiery wreckage briefly illuminating the darkness before 251 souls are claimed by the sea.

***

KAPITÄNLEUTNANT REINHARD HARDEGEN STANDS on the bridge of U-123, scanning the horizon as the diesel engines hum below. The night air is frigid; a biting wind whips through the open hatch, but Hardegen barely feels it. It’s been a long patrol, but tonight the weather is perfect, and the sea is full of prey.

Suddenly, a bright orange glow flares on the horizon.115 A fire. Hardegen’s pulse quickens. “U-66,” he mutters to himself, thinking of Richard Zapp, who had arrived off the Carolina coast just shortly before him. The radio frequencies buzz with frantic messages from nearby steamers, their captains alerting each other to the fire that has been burning for nearly forty-five minutes. But they don’t know about U-123. Hardegen smiles to himself. He’s ready to strike.

Through the periscope, he eyes the darkened silhouette of a freighter sailing north of Cape Hatteras. His target is City of Atlanta, a rusted freighter past her prime. Once a proud passenger ship on the New York–to-Savannah run, now she’s little more than a floating relic. Hardegen watches her through the periscope and lines up the shot with precision. The torpedo leaves the tube with a hiss and cuts through the water like a predator, closing in on the ship.

The explosion is deafening, a blast of fire and twisted metal. On the freighter’s deck, chaos erupts. Crewmen scream and rush for the lifeboats, their hands shaking as they fumble with the ropes. One boat is lowered but capsizes almost immediately, tossing men into the freezing Atlantic. Hardegen watches from the safety of the U-boat’s bridge, expression unreadable. City of Atlanta sinks faster than he anticipated, her bow swallowed by the sea. He orders a searchlight turned on and scans the wreckage for survivors. “Kamerade! Kamerade!” one of his crew calls out into the night,116 but there’s no reply. Only silence.

***

IN THE DEAD OF night, the quiet village of Avon on the Outer Banks is jarred awake.117 Fifteen-year-old Gibb Gray jumps from his bed as the house shudders. His father rushes to the window, his voice urgent: “There’s a fire out there!” Outside, the horizon is ablaze with a massive fireball lighting up the night sky. A German U-boat torpedoed City of Atlanta just seven miles offshore, sending forty-four men to their deaths in an instant.

On Cape Hatteras,118 twelve-year-old Dixie Browning bolts awake as distant booms shake the windows. She rushes to the window and sees the same horrifying glow staining the night. The ocean burns, and with it the familiar sense of safety along the coast turns to ash.119

For generations, the people of the Outer Banks had lived by the rhythms of the sea—fishing, patrolling the “Graveyard of the Atlantic,” and watching for wrecks. Life revolved around the Coast Guard stations. But tonight, as ships disappear, they feel the war’s reach more than ever. The familiar lights offshore are not simply passing—they’re vanishing into the deep.

***

WITH CITY OF ATLANTA gone, Hardegen turns his attention to the rest of the merchant fleet around him. The ships sail through the night like beacons, their lights making them easy targets. He spots three vessels circling a light buoy at the northeastern end of Wimble Shoals, and another five moving toward him in single file, as if lining up to be picked off. But he is low on torpedoes—just two left for eight ships.120

At 4:30 a.m., a lookout aboard U-123 whispers a report about their latest sighting—a white mast on the horizon. Hardegen’s eyes narrow. Another target. He orders the torpedo room to prepare.

Hardegen, misjudging her size, opts for the deck gun instead—firing ten rounds from astern at close range. Shells tear into Malay, smashing lifeboats, igniting a fire, killing a crewman. Captain John Dodge zigzags through the barrage, as his wounded ship heaves beneath him in the thickening smoke. Dodge fights back, radios for help, and, with his crew, manages to bring the fire under control. Behind him, U-123 vanishes, chasing the next target—unknowingly leaving Dodge and Malay behind, still afloat.

The freighter Ciltvaira sails slowly, her lights glimmering in the night. Captain Karl Skerbergs has heard rumors of U-boats but never thought his small Latvian ship was in danger.

A muffled explosion shakes the Ciltvaira. Skerbergs bolts to the bridge, thinking they’ve hit a mine. Panic spreads as word reaches him—a torpedo struck the engine room, killing two men. His crew rushes to lower the lifeboats, bringing with them the ship’s cat, Briskis, and puppy, Pluskis.

The realization that U-123’s torpedoes have doomed the freighter sinks in. Skerbergs orders his crew to abandon ship and radios for help as they gather the wounded. Hours later, the Socony-Vacuum tanker rescues all survivors, including Briskis and Pluskis.

But Hardegen isn’t finished. Hearing the distress messages from Malay, he grasps her true size—and her value. He swings back toward the tanker, and launches his last torpedo. It strikes with precision, and Malay is crippled. But unbeknownst to Hardegen, she is still not lost.121

The Coast Guard leaps into action at Chicamacomico after spotting blasts from U-123’s torpedoes. Before dawn, two surf boats race across the water toward the tanker Malay. By 8:30 a.m., they reach the ship and haul aboard the dead and wounded. The air reeks of oil and smoke, while debris floats in the sea. Four men who escaped in a lifeboat have already been lost to the night.122

Meanwhile, SS Seatrain Texas pushes north past Hatteras. “Debris ahead!” a lookout calls, and Captain Albert Dalzell spots a hand weakly rising from the water. “Slow speed,” he orders, and watches through binoculars as bodies float among the wreckage. A lifeboat is launched, and the crew lifts the living and the dead aboard in silence.

The survivors, barely conscious, murmur tales of floating through the night, clinging to pieces of lumber, telling jokes to keep their spirits up. But one by one, they let go of the wreckage and slipped beneath the surface. Of the forty-seven men aboard City of Atlanta, only three remain alive.

As Seatrain Texas moves on, a slick line of black oil washes ashore along the Banks, staining the once-white sand. Young Dixie Browning stands ankle-deep in the oily sludge, eyes wide with shock as she watches the wreckage drift in with the tide. Broken planks, twisted metal, and unrecognizable debris are scattered across the beach like grim offerings from the sea. Just hours ago, she had fallen asleep, her mind filled with nothing more than her upcoming math test—now, war has arrived on her doorstep.

There is no sadness aboard the U-123. The atmosphere thrums with exhilaration. Laughter echoes through the steel walls, and in the cramped galley, the cook bustles about, whipping up the best meal he can manage. The smell of frying sausage mingles with the salty tang of the sea, and the men, gathered in the dim, humming control room, can barely contain their grins. They have become something extraordinary, something legendary.

Under Hardegen’s command, U-123 has struck deep into the heart of the enemy’s waters without so much as a whisper of retaliation. “The night of the long knives is over,” Hardegen muses in his log. A tally of destruction follows, his tone almost playful. “A drum roll for 8 ships, among them 3 tankers, with a total of 53,860 Gross Registered Tonnage (GRT).” These numbers quantify the size of the merchant ship sunk, allowing belligerents to measure the strategic impact on supply chains.

But Hardegen ponders.123 “What a pity,” he writes, “that when I was positioned off New York we didn’t have two additional mine-laying U-boats closing everything down and 10–20 boats tonight in addition to ours. I believe each one of them would have been able to get her limit.”

As the U-123 turns toward home, the sea a vast and empty stretch ahead, Hardegen sends his report to the BdU. The response is swift and laden with praise. “To Paukenschläger Hardegen.124 Bravo! Very well drummed.” The words from Dönitz settle over the lieutenant commander like a victorious crown. But the accolades don’t stop there. Shortly afterward, Hardegen is awarded the Knight’s Cross. The ceremony is improvised, held in the tight, sweat-slick control room. His men, all aces now in their own right, beam with pride as they present him with a homemade version of the prestigious decoration. They are far from Germany, deep in enemy waters, but in this moment, it feels as though they are untouchable.

Even though he’s used all of his torpedoes, Hardegen is not done. The U-123’s journey back to France is not one of retreat but continued conquest. On the way home, they surface twice more, and the deck gun booms into the night, sending two more ships to their watery graves. Each impact, each final burst of water and steel, punctuates Hardegen’s success—he can claim ten ships carrying 49,741 gross tons . . . instead of the 267 souls that would never return home.

During those first months of 1942, people living along the beaches of coastal North Carolina are closer to World War II than most of America’s overseas forces. For those who didn’t live on the coast to see the devastation firsthand, many had very little idea how bad or dangerous the shores had become.

Dayton, Ohio—January 1942

Joe Desch had been in nonstop meetings and calls ever since he got home from a trip to Washington, DC, on December 4. After getting approval to work on “a proposed new system of secret communication involving electronic counters,”125 Joe knew it was time to summarize his team’s progress in NCR’s Electronic Research Laboratory. This felt like a fork in the road that needed to be documented so he could find his way back here again. Since his trip the previous month to DC, demands for Joe’s attention had surged, leaving him uncertain if there would be enough hours in the day to meet all the requests piling up on his desk.

Tonight, as the rhythmic clatter of his typewriter echoes through the quiet basement of his house, Joe hopes the sound won’t wake his wife, Dorothy, sleeping upstairs. The glow of his desk lamp falls on scattered papers and schematics around him, artifacts of months of brilliant technical work.

Joe’s mind wanders back to the summer of 1940 when Dr. Harrison from the NDRC126 asked him to develop electronic counters capable of “one million counts per second.”127 It was a daunting, thrilling challenge, propelling his lab to achieve what once seemed impossible. Six months of grueling work later, they had pushed their gas tube counters from just 1,500 counts per second to an astounding 150,000. The thrill of that breakthrough still lingers as he writes.

But his team hadn’t stopped there. They had pioneered an impulse controller, an unexpected yet critical development for their electronic accumulator, presented to the NDRC as an achievement beyond contract requirements. The MIT team, aware of Joe’s accomplishments, had approached him in Boston128 with a quiet urgency, eager to see if his reputation could bring their own secretive communication device to life. “That’s all they could say for now,” he recalls, sensing the gravity behind their guarded words. Something big was unfolding—something with the power to alter the war’s course.

His tubes, initially designed for NCR business machines, now pulse at the heart of military projects. The complexity and weight of their work grow clearer with each paragraph he types. He reflects on his team’s accomplishments, listing counters like the Dekatron, the Conjugate Pair, and the refined gas ring tube. Each represents painstaking hours, setbacks turned into successes by sheer tenacity and technical brilliance. Yet the war’s influence looms over all their advances, shifting their purpose from pure innovation to a mission with lives hanging in the balance.

His unfinished arithmetic machine weighs on him.129 The machine, started in 1940, was meant to perform all basic calculations, and they were close to completing division when it was set aside for war priorities. The dream remained untouched for almost a year, and is now out of reach due to NDRC demands. A similar fate met the sales analysis machine, with its revolutionary high-speed tape scanner and magnetic pinwheel storage—a machine he imagined transforming business—but now exists only as another dream deferred.130 Each time he starts a project, war work pulls him away, and he can almost see its potential fading before it’s realized.

The NDRC’s contracts call for the utmost speed in information transfer, leading him to explore counters for teletype systems that could transform communications. The potential of his “impulse generator and receiver,” which could “lessen the possibility of detection131 and position identification by hostile” listening stations, remains untapped. Joe considers the impact such a system could have. But as he lists the lab’s focus areas—computation, communication, and timing—each feels charged with implications far beyond the lab.

The Army is already working with Joe’s counters to determine flight times of artillery,132 updating century-old ballistic tables with precision to keep the country’s artillery effective. The demands are constant, yet competitors from Arma and Bell133 are racing toward similar ends. RCA’s anti-aircraft control computer, Chicago’s work on the “ratchet” tube, and General Electric’s ambitions add pressure on NCR to innovate faster than ever. Joe feels the weight of the competitive landscape pressing down on him, intensifying his resolve to develop counters that push NCR’s position even further.

As he types the final words of his report, Joe can feel the pull of two worlds. On one side, the exciting realm of general computing—sales analysis machines, high-speed calculators, the future of data processing. On the other, the urgent needs of a nation at war—ultra-high-speed counters, secret communication systems, technology that could save lives and turn the tide of battle.

He looks at the clock—it’s well past midnight. Joe leans back in his chair, his report nearly complete. He’s proud of what they’ve accomplished: the leaps in counting speed, the new counter designs, the patents filed and pending. But there’s a bittersweet taste to this success. The war is changing everything, pulling them away from their original vision, forcing them to adapt and refocus, and frankly, to head away from everything Joe has loved most about his work.

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—January 1942134

Laurance Safford had long been known as the father of Navy cryptology and OP-20-G. It was Safford who brought in key personnel like Joseph Wenger, Aggie Driscoll, and Frank Raven, all of whom had developed into leaders. In addition to finding great talent, his forward-thinking approach led to the development of new machines, like the RIP-5 typewriter that copied Japanese kana characters.135

He also had the foresight to establish a series of HF/DF stations—the Navy’s vital “eyes and ears”—along the eastern seaboard of the United States.136 Commonly known as “Huff-Duff,” High-Frequency Direction Finding is a crucial system capable of swiftly and precisely pinpointing the location of enemy ships. At a time when breaking Enigma ciphers seemed impossible, and coastal defenses were stretched thin, these stations provide the data needed for radio traffic analysis. By at least knowing that the enemy is out there, talking back and forth, naval forces can better locate the threats, even if they can’t decipher the messages they hear. Safford’s persistence put these systems in place, while more sophisticated technology was still out of reach.

All of that seems to matter little now. The urgency created by the attack on Pearl Harbor sets off a wave of rapid changes in naval intelligence.137 Safford conducts a survey to assess the Navy’s cryptanalytic needs and crafts a memo outlining a reorganization plan for the department. His wish list is ambitious—Rapid Analysis Machines, more IBM equipment, and specialized attachments to speed up codebreaking. Safford turns to the Bureau of Ships for help, hoping to usher in a new era of machinery to bolster the Navy’s efforts. The future looks hopeful. Then Admiral King steps in.138

King, determined to streamline the Navy’s wartime operations, sees an opportunity to consolidate power. While Safford works to secure improvements, the political tides turn against him. The Redman brothers, Joseph and John, have their eyes on OP-20-G. Joseph, formerly assistant to the Director of Naval Communications, seeks to rise further following the upheaval after Pearl Harbor. His younger brother, John, equally ambitious and already established as a naval communications officer, pursues the same path. King’s drive to reorganize “weaker links” within the Navy gives them the opening they need. By early 1942, Safford, who had devoted his life to Navy cryptology, is pushed aside. A rapid reorganization puts Wenger in charge, and he works with the Redmans to create two divisions in OP-20-G—ironically following recommendations from Safford’s memo.139

Safford’s informal leadership style, once a strength, doesn’t fit the fast-paced demands of wartime. His removal is abrupt, a harsh end to a career spent building the Navy’s cryptanalytic foundation. The Redman brothers take the reins; John, despite having no background in naval COMINT, is appointed to lead the Combat Intelligence division. It is a clear signal of the Navy’s new direction.

New York—January 1942

Although the North Atlantic Naval Coastal Frontier is now renamed the Eastern Sea Frontier (ESF), Rear Admiral Adolphus Andrews can’t help but think of the forces under his command as anything other than their more fitting nickname: the “tatterdemalion fleet.”

At his desk, Andrews combs through yet another report, but this one brings a thin ray of hope—he’s finally secured a single destroyer and a handful of planes to patrol Cape Hatteras. January has laid bare the Navy’s vulnerability, the ESF war diary capturing it with a bluntness that cuts to the bone:140 “The understandable panic running along the deck of the sinking Venore spread out over all the waters of the east coast in the month just past.”

Venore, an ore boat caught off guard by a U-boat’s torpedo, sent out her radioman’s last transmission with a touch of dark humor: “THINK SWIMMING SOON.” It was enough to send Coast Guard Motor Lifeboat No. 5426 racing into the surf, hoping to reach her before she went down. But the crew saw another glow to the north—the Empire Gem, burning off Hatteras. By the time they reached Venore, she had launched her lifeboats. Other men needed saving more urgently, and the night was just beginning. By dawn, three men were plucked from Empire Gem’s wreckage; one had already disappeared into the flames.

These ships are only two of the many that have met their end on the Atlantic in the past weeks. Each report builds Andrews’s frustration. In Washington, Admiral King feels the weight too. “The U-boats have come like wolves to the coast,” he confides to President Roosevelt, knowing Allied ships are falling prey with devastating regularity. Roosevelt suggests Q-ships, merchant freighters armed with hidden guns, but King doubts their effectiveness. During the First World War, out of the 200 Q-ships deployed, 27 were lost in action, while they were credited with sinking only 14 confirmed U-boats.141 Options are scarce, and Andrews’s calls for aid grow louder.

Yet the response is disheartening: limited, temporary, and inexperienced crews. As a result, the Q-ship program will move forward. Yet, even these meager reinforcements feel tenuous. Andrews asks for destroyers, pressing after six ships sink in the first week of January, but finds himself hopelessly pleading into a void.

In late January, a scathing report from a fellow admiral142 outlines the deficiencies in the forces under Andrews’s command. The report describes an incident off the coast of New Jersey where, by pure happenstance,143 Eagle 56, a blimp, an Army plane, and a destroyer all bumbled across a potential U-boat, but collectively failed to stop the underwater raider. The blimp was first on the scene, and dropped a smoke bomb. This attracted Eagle 56 to the scene, but the blimp and Eagle couldn’t communicate with each other. The Army plane came next. It circled, and left, after neither attacking nor contributing any information to the incident. After the blimp and plane had both left, Eagle’s sonarman reported “suspicious noises.” Eagle returned to the scene, found bubbles “in an oblong shape,” and dropped depth charges, apparently to no effect. After some time, Eagle continued her patrol, only to witness a Navy destroyer charging onto the scene at full speed. Due to difficulties with signaling, the two ships did not coordinate any operations. They left the scene empty-handed, no doubt exceptionally frustrated.

It’s a snapshot of what Andrews is up against: scattered commands, poor coordination between services, and a struggling coastal defense that is woefully ineffective.

As 1942 continues, desperation spreads beyond the Navy. Oil companies, reeling from the loss of their tankers, turn to the Civil Air Patrol, looking for any protection to keep their ships safe. One of Sun Oil’s refinery managers,144 William D. Mason, proposes CAP planes as a deterrent; a single plane circling might make a U-boat hesitate. But back onshore, Andrews faces a bitter irony: ships are outlined against brightly lit cities, their silhouettes making them easy targets. “It is possible for a submarine to select either the bow or the stern145 of a ship by the glare of lights,” Captain Roscoe MacFall, sent by Andrews on a reconnaissance mission to investigate, reports after observing the situation firsthand. Despite this, Andrews’s pleas for blackouts are dismissed—tourism, it seems, outweighs lives.146

At month’s close, the grim tally shows twenty-five ships lost, 156,939 tons of supplies gone, more than five hundred men lost to the depths. But February has brought change. Andrews now commands the newly grouped ESF. His task: to sweep the Atlantic between Nova Scotia and Florida free of enemy submarines. With this new authority and reinforcements trickling in, Andrews holds out hope. The destroyer patrolling Cape Hatteras might slow the tide. But deep down, he knows—the wolves are still out there, hunting.

England—February 1942

“We’ve lost Enigma.”

The Germans have introduced a new cipher, Triton—“Shark” to the Allies—equipped with a fourth rotor.147 The words land like a punch to the gut inside Hut 8 at Bletchley Park. The cramped, smoke-filled room, a maze of wooden desks buried under a landslide of papers and codebooks, seems to shrink under the weight of the news. The hum of machinery continues, but the atmosphere has changed. For months, the team, led by Alan Turing, has been deciphering U-boat communications, tracking Dönitz’s movements with startling accuracy. But today, the addition of the fourth rotor “completely defeated Bletchley Park.”

Meanwhile, deep beneath London in the Admiralty Citadel, Rodger Winn receives the news in the Submarine Tracking Room. The cold, windowless space feels even more suffocating. Maps of the Atlantic cover the walls,148 convoy routes and ships marked in colored pins—a fragile lifeline for Britain in her darkest hour. Until today, Winn had been able to anticipate every attack. Now, those pins seem like desperate stabs in the dark, based more on instinct than intelligence.

Winn had feared this day would come. For months, intelligence suggested the Germans were tightening security on their Enigma machines, adding new layers of protection. And now, the worst is happening. “We’re blind,” someone mutters nearby. Winn doesn’t disagree. Without the decrypted messages, without the ability to predict where the wolfpacks will strike next, directing the convoys across the Atlantic has become a roll of the dice.

More problematic still is the fact that the Americans have no idea this capability ever existed. The US Navy has been relying on intelligence from the British, unaware that Bletchley Park had cracked Enigma. Now, the British might have to explain not only that this invaluable source is lost but that it had been kept secret all along—and face the fallout.

As the minutes tick by, the burden of the situation grows heavier. Though conventional intelligence sources—radio direction-finding fixes, reconnaissance reports from Allied air and surface forces—still function efficiently, Winn feels they have almost “reverted to the position149 in which they had been before June 1941.”

Winn stares at the map, on which pins marking ships will now move blindly across dangerous waters. How long can they survive without knowing where the wolves are lurking? He doesn’t have an answer. But the enemy might.

Washington, DC—February 1942

“Son of a bitch!” Frank Raven slams his fists on his desk,150 knocking over a stack of papers inside the German cryptanalytic workroom at OP-20-G. Aggie was gone for the day, and Raven had borrowed the keys to her safe. He’d been “born with sticky fingers,” as he liked to say, and the temptation to explore Aggie’s safe is too great. He finally sees what she had actually been up to, and it infuriates him. Raven grabs his coat and storms out, blood pounding in his ears. He needs to see Lee Parke, now. Aggie Driscoll’s pride is becoming a liability, despite her brilliance.

Raven bursts into Lee’s office without knocking, startling him. Lee looks up, a mix of surprise and irritation on his face.

“She can’t test one crib, one message, in the lifetime of this war with what she’s got,” Raven said, his voice taut with frustration.

Lee sighs. He knows where this is going. “What are you saying, Frank?”

Raven paces the room, his mind racing. “I’ve gone through everything in Aggie’s safe. The British—hell, they’ve got nothing. We’re running in circles, and she refuses to admit it. She keeps sending messages, asking about the slow wheel, and every time they send back the same nonsense. ‘It’s an eccentricity of the machine,’” Raven mimicks, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “We don’t have time for this. Ships are going down. Men are dying. And what are we doing? Nothing.”

Lee leans back in his chair, rubbing his temple. “You know how it is, Frank. Aggie’s a legend. No one questions her.”

“Well, maybe they should!” Raven shoots back. “She’s feeding Wenger a steady stream of reports, but it’s all smoke. I’m telling you, she doesn’t have a solution. And if we keep letting her run the show, we’re going to lose this war.”

Lee’s eyes narrow. “Do you really think I haven’t tried? I asked her—months ago—what the solution was. You know what she told me? That it was too sensitive. Too top secret. She refused to tell me.” His voice drops to a whisper. “She wouldn’t even tell Joe Wenger.”

Raven stops pacing and stares at Lee. He hadn’t known that. Aggie, refusing to tell Wenger? That’s worse than he thought.

“She’s hiding something, Lee,” Raven said, his voice steady. “I’ve been digging through her work for weeks, and there’s no progress. Nothing. She’s convinced she’s onto something, but she’s not. It’s a farce. And the longer we keep this up, the more ships we’ll lose.”

Lee says nothing for a long moment. Finally, he exhales, slow and heavy, like he’s been holding up the sky. “You’re the first person who’s ever been able to get into that room and see what’s really going on in there. I can’t cross her. Not yet. But you—stay in there. Keep watching. You’re in the best position to tell me what’s really happening.”

Disbelief flickers across Raven’s face. He is no spy, but that is exactly what Lee is asking him to be. “You want me to stay in there and pretend like everything’s fine? I can’t do that.”

“The Enigma’s too important,” Lee says, his voice firm. “You’ve got to stay. For God’s sake, stay in there and find out what you can. We can’t afford to lose you now.”

Raven’s jaw clenches. He knows Lee is right, but it doesn’t make it any easier. There are hundreds of pages he needs to study in that safe. “Fine. But I’m telling you, Aggie’s chasing ghosts.”

New York—February 9, 1942

At 6:58 a.m., the sun rises, casting a golden light over the Hudson, where Normandie lays tethered at Pier 88. Frank Trentacosta, a tall, sturdy thirty-six-year-old,151 arrives early, as he always does. A fire watcher on Normandie, Frank knows the job is dangerous—Gemma, his wife, suspects he isn’t telling her everything. But the weekly $50 is a princely sum. Frank pulls his coat tighter against the chill as he inhales the sharp tang of welding fumes. He thinks of the thousands of men swarming the ship, each pushing toward a deadline but ignoring safety. He feels a pang of sorrow for Normandie, no longer the elegant giant that had once sailed with unmatched speed and grace.

By midmorning, work in the grand lounge roars with motion, welders cutting down stanchions as sparks dance in the air. Frank is stationed nearby, breath hitching as he struggles to match the pace, sweat stinging his eyes. Then, it happens—a spark kisses a pile of burlap-wrapped life jackets. Flames ignite, climbing fast, feeding off the ventilated air. Shouts of “Fire!” cut through the noise. Frank receives orders to go aft to the top deck, but the fire is faster, hungrier, than any of them could have anticipated.

Chaos erupts. Men stumble over each other in panic, dragging hoses that sputter weakly. The heat intensifies, prickling their skin as flames barrel closer, licking the bulkheads. Frank remembers Gemma asking, “Is it dangerous?” He had laughed it off, but now, engulfed by the inferno, he isn’t so sure.

Shortly before 3 p.m. at 90 Church Street, Third Naval District headquarters,152 Rear Admiral Adolphus Andrews prepares for a meeting about Normandie’s future. She is scheduled for crucial alterations in South Boston before returning to New York by February 25 to load troops. The work is already behind schedule, and Andrews anticipates pushback from Captain Robert Coman, her prospective captain. Just as the meeting begins, the call comes through: there is a fire on Normandie.

“How bad is it?” Andrews asks.

“It’s out of control,” comes the grave reply.

Andrews asks, “Sabotage?”

“We don’t know, sir. Could’ve been sabotage, could’ve been an accident.”

Andrews, Normandie’s ultimate overseer, springs into action, ordering his assistant to alert Admiral Stark in Washington. It will be Andrews’s first time seeing Normandie up close. He instructs his driver to head to Pier 88 with great urgency.

Deep within Normandie, an explosion tears through the ship. Frank is flung down two decks, and his body hits steel with a sickening thud. Unconscious, he lies amid the smoke until his friend George finds him and hoists him to safety.

Outside, New York watches in horror as Normandie burns. A black plume of smoke rises high above the skyline, drawing crowds along the Jersey shore and the piers. Vincent Astor, area controller and former volunteer firefighter,153 arrives within ten minutes and grabs a hose. For the next twelve hours, he will fight to save her, the once-grand Normandie, now engulfed in flames.

Onlookers crowd the streets, workers peer from skyscraper windows, all of them mesmerized by the sight of the mighty liner in her death throes. Firefighters scramble over the docks, hoses heavy in their hands, their faces black with soot and desperation. Fireboats pump water into the flames, but it’s like trying to douse a volcano. Heat radiates from the blaze, and the water turns to steam upon impact. The docks grow slick with ice from the hoses, and the air becomes thick with smoke and despair.

Admiral Andrews arrives, his coat pulled tight as he surveys the devastation. It’s worse than he’d feared. Normandie’s superstructure is ablaze, the pier in utter disarray. He watches with helplessness and disbelief. Normandie had been a symbol of power, luxury, possibility. Now she is a ruin.154

Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, who had been in the middle of a radio broadcast, rushes to the scene. His arrival is marked by the sounds of clanging engines and rising smoke, and he joins the masses gathered along the pier. As Normandie’s workers stagger off the ship, coughing and soot-streaked, they are questioned by Andrews, Police Commissioner Lewis Valentine, FBI agent Percy Foxworth, and District Attorney Frank Hogan. Tension fills the temporary command post inside Pier 88. “Did you see how it started? Who was involved? Were there strangers around?” Questions flow in rapid succession; officials fear sabotage and wonder if spies had been on board.

Among those carried off is Frank Trentacosta, his injuries severe.155 He is rushed to Roosevelt Hospital, where a priest meets Gemma and prepares her for the worst. Frank’s body lies broken, his skull fractured, his ribs crushed. She kisses him and whispers to him to fight. But Frank is silent. He passes away shortly afterward.

Late that night, Andrews holds a brief press conference. Behind him, Normandie leans heavily in the water, her once-proud hull twisted. Smoke still drifts from her wreckage. Andrews keeps his statement short, acknowledging the heroic efforts of the New York Fire Department. But the ship’s broken frame speaks louder than words.

By 2:37 a.m., twelve hours after the fire began, Normandie groans, a final surrender.156 Flames have ravaged her, hollowing out her once-grand body. She gives one last mournful lurch; the mooring lines snap as she lists to her side and settles into the muddy waters of the Hudson. She had been beautiful, fast, grand; now, she is a dying colossus, her legacy silenced beneath the night sky.

***

MEYER LANSKY GRIPS THE wheel of his Oldsmobile and guides it steadily down Tenth Avenue. The Mob’s Accountant “refused anything ‘show-offy’ like a Cadillac or Packard.”157 Beside him, his young daughter, Sandi, sits quietly, occupying a mere fraction of the car’s wide back seat. The city had barely slept in recent nights, rattled by air raid sirens and fears over the unanswered questions about SS Normandie’s demise. Sandi had woken, trembling, and her tiny body calmed only after Lansky had wrapped her in his arms,158 murmuring promises that everything would be all right. “Don’t worry, darling,” he’d whispered, “we’re going to win.” His words were steady, unshakable. But that was Meyer Lansky, always composed, always calculating.

Today, they’re headed to dinner, a meeting with Joe “Socks” Lanza—one of the many men Sandi calls “uncle.” She has plenty of “uncles,” all treating her like a princess, though she has no idea who they really are. That evening, she sits quietly, wide-eyed, staring out the window and taking in the city. But this isn’t just any drive. As they near the waterfront, she sees the hulking, smoke-stained wreck of SS Normandie. Sandi’s young heart tightens at the sight. Yesterday, black clouds of smoke had billowed so high they were visible all the way uptown at their home in the Beresford. The blackouts had been bad, but this—this was worse. The sirens wouldn’t stop, and Sandi had thought the city was under attack, that something worse was coming. It had haunted her nightmares.

Now, as they drive past, the ship seems close enough to touch. The once-proud vessel lies defeated, a casualty of either sabotage or accident—no one can say for sure. “The Normandie,” her father begins, his voice calm and instructive, “wasn’t safe anymore with the Germans out there. So the French gave her to us, and we were going to turn her into a troop ship. We called her the Lafayette, after the general who helped us win the Revolution.”159

Sandi, always impressed by her dad’s love of American history, listens closely. For a man who never finished high school, her father is a whiz at American history, and she loves hearing him talk about it. His voice, steady and reassuring, pulls her away from the sadness as she glances back at the wounded ship, still feeling a quiet pang of sorrow.

Lansky’s mind, though, is focused elsewhere. Rumors of sabotage are swirling; men like Frank Costello and Albert Anastasia are already leveraging the chaos. Normandie may be lost, but to Lansky there’s always an angle, always a way to capitalize on disaster.160

Dinty Moore’s on West Forty-Sixth Street gleams like a beacon in the wintery darkness. The place is packed tonight, as always, with New York’s elite—politicians, Broadway impresarios, newspapermen, and the men Sandi Lansky calls her “uncles.” Sometimes she thinks her father and her uncles have their own language, but she doesn’t care. She’s more interested in the scene, the noise, the action. The mahogany bar stretches long and imposing, where the sound of ice clinking in glasses filled with scotch is as constant as a heartbeat. Waiters, dressed like military officers in crisp Eisenhower jackets, move with purpose, cutting up her steak like she’s royalty. She loves the bright lights and the masculine energy that fills the room. And half the time she’s running off to her friend the coat check girl while her father has meetings.

Tonight, though, she is with her father, Meyer Lansky. He sits at the head of the table, his usual spot—the one on the left as you enter, where the waiters treat him like a king. But tonight, there’s something different. He’s more serious than usual, his eyes locked on the man across from him—Socks Lanza, the undisputed boss of the Fulton Fish Market. Sandi, wide-eyed and curious, takes in the sight of Uncle Joe, as she calls him. He’s five foot two, but his presence looms large. With short, thick, dark hair, baby fat still in his face, and the kind of body that seems carved from granite, he looks like someone you wouldn’t want to cross.

Socks, despite his position atop the seafood world, won’t touch a bite of fish. A massive steak sits before him, and his brown eyes glint as he talks in his heavy Sicilian accent. They’re discussing “Salvatore” and Dannemora prison—names that hang in the air like a secret code Sandi can’t quite crack.

The war is never far from anyone’s mind, but tonight the conversation shifts to something even darker—sabotage. Normandie, lying on her side at the pier, had made the stakes clear. The war wasn’t just overseas anymore. It had come to New York’s doorstep.

Uncle Joe, still thick with old-world habits, talks about using his influence—his immense power over the dockworkers—to root out traitors. Thousands of Italian longshoremen work the waterfront, and some could still be loyal to Mussolini, just as the Yorkville Germans are rumored to have sympathies for Hitler. If anyone can find the saboteurs, it’s Joe. He’s got the muscle, the reach, and the loyalty of the docks behind him.

Sandi watches, half listening, half lost in the swirl of chatter and clinking glasses, as her father and Uncle Joe cook up their plan. They speak of patriotism, of saving America, but there’s something more. Behind the talk of rooting out traitors and stopping sabotage, there’s an ulterior motive: freeing Charles “Lucky” Luciano from Dannemora.

Peenemünde, Germany—February 1942

Despite the constant setbacks at Peenemünde, V-2 rocket chief engineer Dr. Wernher von Braun and guidance control expert Dr. Ernst Steinhoff seemed undeterred. Fall and winter had seen multiple explosions, and the program was racked by delays, political hurdles, and scathing rebukes from the head of the program, Walter Dornberger. Still, the team pushed through.

Steinhoff, a key figure and trusted friend, had impressed both von Braun and Dornberger during a test launch in 1939. His innovative thinking quickly secured his place among the program’s pioneers. Just months after joining,161 he submitted a proposal to the Reich Air Traffic Ministry titled “Flights at Enemy Targets with Unmanned Aircraft.” In it, Steinhoff proposed using small, guided aircraft to deliver heavy warheads over long distances—a vision that became the foundation for the V-1 jet-powered guided bomb. He soon focused on advancing rocket technology at Peenemünde, eventually leading von Braun’s specialized Department of Instruments, Guidance, and Measurement. That day in February, the two scientists have much to discuss.

The immediate concern is the A-4 rocket’s continued setbacks.162 Recent explosions—largely attributed to inexperience—are causing a major delay. Another failed launch the previous month, where the missile collapsed out of its frame on Test Stand I, sparked another tirade from Dornberger. He criticized Peenemünde-East’s organization and warned that the team’s showmanship was detracting from their mission to develop a simple missile quickly. The program’s delays also threaten to reduce their share of scarce materials, especially aluminum, which is in short supply.163

August’s demonstration for Hitler had initially been considered a success, but the increased demands were overwhelming. After witnessing the rockets in action, Hitler demanded “hundreds of thousands” of rockets monthly—a staggering expectation. Von Braun’s team now faces the enormous challenge of getting the A-4 airborne, despite its many technological “childhood diseases.” Yet von Braun hopes they can have it ready for a test by month’s end. Adding to the pressure, Hitler has recently appointed a new minister of armaments, Albert Speer, a ruthlessly ambitious figure who may keep the rocket program high on the funding priority list.

Securing funding is the key reason for today’s meeting. Ernst has an idea he is eager to share—one sparked after a recent visit with his younger brother, Friedrich, or “Fritz.” The two had just celebrated the birth of Fritz’s second son, born only days after Ernst’s thirty-third birthday.164 Close in age and upbringing, the brothers often discuss current events and wartime challenges.

In December, Fritz had been promoted to Kapitänleutnant and given his first command, the long-range Type IXC U-boat, U-511. His career had begun in the German Merchant Marine before he joined the Kriegsmarine as an officer cadet in 1935. He served in the Fourth Minesweeper Flotilla and later with the Coastal Defense Group in Norway, before undergoing U-boat training and joining U-96 under Kapitänleutnant Heinrich Lehmann-Willenbrock for sea trials.

Discussing the recent flood of propaganda about U-boat life,165 including articles by war correspondent Lothar-Günther Buchheim, Ernst good-heartedly teased his brother’s Adonis-like face, which was featured prominently in recruitment materials and news—adding a unique layer to their conversation and his newfound idea.

The idea struck Ernst, a man known for his innovative problem-solving. Observing the heavy projectiles developed by Dornberger’s department, he wondered: could a rocket be launched from a submerged vessel? Such a capability might give them crucial access for shore bombardments. He discusses the concept with Fritz in detail, and together they decided to present it to their superiors.

Intrigued by the potential and recognizing the possibility that “if a rocket can work in space,166 it can work in water,” von Braun agrees to bring the idea to Dornberger, hoping they might gain approval to use Fritz’s U-boat for future development tests.

America—February 23, 1942

From homes to military barracks, the radio’s hum unites the nation—workers, soldiers, and families all following Roosevelt’s voice. “Look at your maps,”167 he instructs, explaining the war’s stakes in both the Atlantic and Pacific theaters. In every corner of the country, people stare at tiny dots and lines, while trying to visualize the faraway battles Roosevelt describes. His tone is calm but serious, invoking the bleakest days of the American Revolution, when General Washington fought against overwhelming odds. “Selfish men, jealous men, fearful men proclaimed the situation hopeless,” Roosevelt reminds them, drawing a direct line between Washington’s perseverance and America’s current struggle against the Axis powers.

He has the audience in a spell, reassuring them even as he warns of the grueling road ahead. “This is a new kind of war,” he explains, a war demanding “tremendous daring, tremendous production.” Factories must hum day and night. Americans must abandon the ordinary, throw every ounce of energy and determination into the cause. “We can lose this war only if we slow up our effort or if we waste our ammunition sniping at each other.” His words ripple through the living rooms and factories across the land, a call for unity, for relentless dedication. But far from these scenes of gathering resolve, trouble is already slipping past America’s shores.168

Unseen, a Japanese submarine lurks off California’s coast. The Western Sea Frontier has been quiet since December, but tonight, as the president speaks, I-17 glides through the Santa Barbara Straits. Its captain watches the glowing coastline—oil storage tanks, towering derricks, even the headlights of cars on coastal highways, all signs of an America unprepared for invasion.

At precisely 7:10 p.m., just as Roosevelt’s words echo, “Now, look at your maps!,” I-17 ’s assault begins. Workers along the shore spot the vessel, but mistake it for an American submarine. The sub is anchored opposite Elwood, an oil field near Santa Barbara. The first shell crashes into the cliffs, its boom startling diners at Wheeler’s Inn. “Target practice!” a soldier jokes. But as more shells fly, some near the oil tanks, fear sweeps the coast. The explosions thunder, shaking the ground. By 7:18 p.m., frantic calls flood the Santa Barbara sheriff’s office.

For nearly thirty minutes, I-17 bombards the California coast, shells scattering across ranches and fields, as panicked horses bolt under the night sky. By 7:37 p.m., the submarine vanishes into the blackness, leaving before authorities can even mobilize. Back in homes and factories, Americans remain fixed on Roosevelt’s voice, oblivious to the attack unfolding miles away. The president’s message grows even more urgent. “This generation,” he says, “has come to realize . . . there is something larger and more important than the life of any individual . . . something for which a man will sacrifice, and gladly sacrifice, not only his pleasures, not only his goods, but his life itself.” His words ring out, a rallying cry now made starkly real.

At 7:58 p.m., radio stations sign off. Moments later, news of the attack filters in, followed by a blackout sweeping from Goleta to Carpinteria. A destroyer races to intercept the Japanese submarine, but I-17 is long gone.

Two days later, the United Press catches a Domei News Agency broadcast, proclaiming, “Imperial Headquarters today said that the Japanese submarine raid on the night of February 23 on the coast of California proved to be a great success.” The physical damage may be minor, but the psychological blow is deep.

And the tension doesn’t let up. Just past midnight on February 25, US military radar picks up something unusual 120 miles west of Los Angeles. Alarms blare, and all hell breaks loose. The Navy issues a Green alert, and soon reports claim more than two dozen planes are approaching Long Beach at twelve thousand feet. Los Angeles plunges into blackout. By 3 a.m., anti-aircraft guns in Santa Monica fire on a flare-carrying balloon; chaos erupts as 1,400 rounds are unleashed. By dawn, confusion reigns. The Army insists planes were sighted, but Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox dismisses it as “jittery nerves,” and The New York Times charges that it was “expensive incompetence and jitters,”169 and questions why ground guns and American planes alike failed to intercept the mysterious invaders. This strange night will be known as the “Battle of Los Angeles.”

This “battle” becomes yet another reminder of the nation’s vulnerability and the challenges ahead. Roosevelt’s Fireside Chat had aimed to prepare Americans for the long fight, but the events that followed showed just how real, and close, the war had become.

Main Navy Building, Washington, DC—February 1942

Commander Joseph Wenger moves with a newfound sense of urgency as he strides into the familiar halls of OP-20-G. His vision was clear even before the war: the old ways were no longer enough.170 “The field to be covered is so wide, the personnel and equipment so limited, intercept stations are so far removed from sources of material, and demands on speed are so great, that only by the closest possible organization can we hope to accomplish our task.” And he has a large task indeed. As far back as the mid-thirties, Wenger knew that intelligence research activities had171 “a two-fold purpose—one having to do with maintaining the security of our own communications; the other with compromising that of the enemy’s communications.” And now, with the U-boat threat growing exponentially, the time has come to put his long-held maxims into action.

But as soon as he settles into his new position, Wenger is faced with chaos. Leadership changes have thrown OP-20-G into confusion. Aggie Driscoll, once the backbone of their cryptanalytic efforts, has grown withdrawn, guarding her work on Enigma with an unsettling possessiveness. She insists it’s for security, but Wenger suspects otherwise. Her reluctance feels like something else—an unwillingness to let go of old methods. It opens a fissure between them. Wenger remains courteous with her, but the clock is ticking, and he doesn’t have time for locked safes and secrets.172

Wenger pursues a parallel path and pulls together a new special research team known as the “M” group, led by Howard Engstrom, a laid-back yet brilliant mathematician from Yale. This group, including young talents like John Howard, Lawrence Steinhardt, and Robert Ely, aim to do what’s never been done before: crack the German Enigma using advanced mathematical techniques. He tasks them with creating a new machine, the American Bombe. As part of this effort, Joe Desch’s team at NCR is asked to deliver a sample project.173 It’s a small cabinet of his fast-counting tubes intended to suss out the “M” group’s theories. Wenger believes that NCR might be the key to building a machine capable of cracking the Enigma codes, a machine that could turn the tide of the war in the Atlantic.

This is more than a technological race—it’s a fight for survival. Every missed opportunity, every bureaucratic delay means more Allied ships sunk, more men lost to the cold, unforgiving waters of the Atlantic. For Wenger, this isn’t just about advancement or innovation; it’s about saving lives, and he will stop at nothing to ensure that OP-20-G rises to the challenge.

By mid-February, Wenger’s transformation of OP-20-G is in full swing. The halls buzz with activity, as mathematicians, engineers, and cryptanalysts race against time. Wenger is everywhere—meeting with Engstrom, coordinating with Ely, pushing NCR, and quietly keeping an eye on Driscoll. The enemy may hold the advantage, but Wenger believes that with the right people, the right machines, and the right mindset, they have a fighting chance.

The war in the Atlantic won’t wait. Neither will Joe Wenger.

***

WHEN RAVEN ARRIVED,174 AGGIE’S operation was unlike anywhere else he had been assigned. She had one room. Four or five people, max. Raven remembered the first time he stepped into that room—tight quarters, a single safe where Aggie kept her secrets, and an air of absolute control. The “Witch of OP-20-G” they called her, and not without reason. “If she didn’t like the look of a sailor, he was sent to Hawaii. Period.”

It hasn’t changed much since then. Raven sits in the same room, day after day, surreptitiously observing Aggie and her team. They work in silence. All communication is done by notes—no one is allowed to speak without Aggie’s permission. If you need to use the restroom, you pass a note to Aggie. If you want to ask a question, another note. It’s like being back in grade school, except Aggie is the principal, the teacher, and the hall monitor rolled into one.

Raven observes Aggie’s methods closely, watching her work with slips of paper that replicate the Enigma machine’s inner workings. The process is painstakingly slow. “It [is] a trial of exhaustion,” as each incorrect guess requires resetting everything and starting over. Raven clenches his fists under the table, frustration mounting. The method, though meticulous, relies too much on assumptions, like guessing the right wheel order or notch pattern. If any variable is off, the entire process unravels. Raven can’t shake the feeling that Aggie’s system isn’t just slow—it’s wrong.

Eastern Sea Frontier—February 27, 1942175

Lieutenant Commander Hugh D. Black sits across from Lieutenant Commander Louis Farley in the office of the Eastern Sea Frontier headquarters. The room is quiet except for the distant murmur of teletypes in the hall, which never seems to stop these days. Black has just handed over his report on the sinking of the freighter Marore. “She went down fast,” Black says quietly, shaking his head. “Struck just off Cape May. Twenty-two men lost, only ten pulled out of the water.” His voice catches. “The sea was freezing. They didn’t stand a chance.”

Farley glances at the report, but his attention quickly shifts. There is no time to dwell on one sinking when another looms larger in their minds. “Esso Resor,” he says, eyes narrowing as he pushes a map across the desk. “She was hit at six thirty this morning, just as the sun came up.”

The attack on Resor is something different. The massive pall of black smoke rising from the tanker has been visible from the New Jersey shore all morning, attracting crowds who could do nothing but watch the ship burn. Resor is no ordinary tanker—she is an Esso-class—one of the most advertised ships in the world.176 Chosen as the first “Federal Tanker,” she was built on speculation, a bold move that helped revive tanker construction in the 1930s and breathed new life into the marine and allied industries. People know her name, and now they know her fate.

A German U-boat’s torpedo had ripped through her side, igniting the fuel she carried. The flames shot into the sky, turning the dawn into a burning hell. Witnesses described a fireball rolling across the ocean, followed by the haunting sight of debris and oil slicks. Most of her crew never stood a chance.

Farley leans forward, the lines of his face etched deep with concern. “Manasquan Inlet Lifeboat Station has sent word. They’re still searching, but it looks grim. I want you to head out, Black. Help with the recovery, but more importantly—find that U-boat.”

Black nods. The orders are clear, but they carry a weight beyond mere duty. These attacks are no longer surprises to the men of the Navy or merchant mariners. Day by day, the U-boats tighten their grip on the coastline. Still, Black senses an urgency in Farley’s voice. They’re no longer just cleaning up the aftermath; they’re being hunted themselves.

“I’ll take Jacob Jones out at once,” Black says, rising from his chair. Before he departs, he makes his way upstairs to the office of Rear Admiral Andrews. The admiral greets him with a nod.177 They had served together back in 1938 at the Bureau of Navigation, but the war has changed them both. Andrews looks older, more burdened by the relentless assaults happening on his watch. For the Third Naval District, the hope lies in men like Black and their ships. Owing to her speed, agility, and arsenal of depth charges, Jacob Jones—a destroyer built for the hunt—stands as one of the few ships capable of slowing down the U-boat onslaught.

“Stay sharp out there, Hugh,” Andrews says, offering his hand. “Bring us back some good news.” Black returns the firm handshake, fully aware that they are now hunting Resor’s killer.

***

HOURS LATER, BLACK STANDS on the bridge of Jacob Jones178 as she cuts through the cold Atlantic waters. The sea is calm beneath a darkening sky. Reports of the Resor’s aftermath trickle in—charred wreckage, bodies caught in the oil-slicked waves. But the U-boat is still out there, lurking somewhere beneath the surface.

They comb the area, but as night falls, there is nothing to report back. The ocean remains ominously silent, hiding its secrets in the depths. Black knows this isn’t the end. The U-boats are prowling, picking off targets with chilling precision.

The night passes without incident, and the next morning brings a fragile calm. Dawn breaks over the horizon, casting a faint light over the water. Black allows himself a moment of hope, but it is shattered in an instant.

Without warning, Jacob Jones is hit.

The explosion rips through the ship, the deafening roar of the torpedo reverberates as it slams into her side. Black is thrown against the bulkhead, his world spinning in a violent whirl of heat and smoke. Alarms blare as men scramble on deck, shouting orders lost in the chaos. Water rushes in, flooding the compartments below.

Black struggles to his feet, trying to make sense of the destruction around him. The bow of Jacob Jones is already gone, blown apart by the force of the blast. Flames lick at the shattered hull, and debris rains down as men are tossed overboard into the freezing sea. Black watches in horror as his ship and his crew are torn apart before his eyes.

“Abandon ship!” he hears someone yell, but it’s already too late for many. Jacob Jones begins to sink, and the unforgiving Atlantic swallows her whole. Black sees the faces of his men, desperate and terrified, some clinging to wreckage, others pulled under by the cold grasp of the sea. He fights to stay afloat, his lungs burning, his heart pounding, as the water closes in around him.

Within minutes, Jacob Jones disappears beneath the surface, leaving behind only a scattering of wreckage and oil. The U-boat that claimed her slips away, unseen. Black and the other survivors cling to life in the icy water, hoping for a rescue that may never come.

Aboard Eagle 56, of the Inshore Coastal Patrol, John Charles Merk, a twenty-four-year-old fireman first class,179 pushes the aged tub to nearly her limit at twelve knots. In the fire room, John and his crewmates endure the grueling conditions—hard work, deafening noise, and temperatures soaring to 150 degrees. Stripped to the waist, they tie rags around their heads to keep sweat from their eyes. Spurred by the rising seas and the unsettling presence of an enemy submarine, urgency and perhaps a hint of fear creep into their mission. However, in this critical moment, none of that matters—they’re on a rescue mission.

Earlier, Seaman Joseph Lydon Jr., exhausted from a long night watch, had barely joined his friends in the radio room when a frantic message came through. An Army observation plane had spotted life rafts in the water and delivered coordinates to Eagle 56. They were the closest ship in the area. Lydon, along with the rest of the crew, immediately sprang into action, scrambling to battle stations, knowing men were fighting for survival in the icy waters off the Jersey coast. Eagle 56’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Commander Frank W. Parsons, USNR, promptly altered course based on the plane’s guidance, unaware that the downed ship had already met its demise nearly two hours prior.

As Eagle 56 charts her course toward the given coordinates, George W. Neugen stands on the deck, imbued with a profound sense of purpose, his gaze sweeping across the morning sea. His capable hands firmly grip the ship’s railing. George, one of the tallest crew members at six feet, his robust frame carrying 180 pounds, stands beside Seaman First Class James B. Todd. While George is seasoned and weathered, James, at twenty-two, is fifteen years his junior. Yet, despite the age gap, a strong camaraderie exists between them. In many ways, George has assumed the role of a fatherly figure for James, who tragically lost his own father at the tender age of twelve.

On this compact vessel, the crew forms a tight-knit unit, and with their crucial mission looming, their collective focus remains unwavering. An empty raft drifts into view, a disheartening sight that raises the question: is the Eagle crew too late? To be certain, they continue their patrol of the area.

The sinking of Jacob Jones is different. Unlike merchant ships lost to the U-boats, she is a man-of-war, a Navy destroyer—one of America’s own. The loss strikes a deeper chord. For the men attempting to rescue her crew, the tragedy isn’t just another wartime casualty; it’s personal.

Atlantic City, New Jersey—Late February 1942

Gill Robb Wilson stares at the telegram180 in his hands, his pulse quickening. Major General John F. Curry’s orders are clear: he is to establish the first coastal base in Atlantic City. The Atlantic seaboard is a battleground. Merchant ships burn on the horizon, their oil-slicked wreckage marking graves for men lost to the frigid waves. Tanker losses cripple the war effort. A single tanker can carry enough crude to refine 2.4 million gallons of diesel—fuel for more than thirteen thousand Sherman tanks. Without it, armored divisions stall, and railroads strain to fill the gap. Something has to be done. Now.

Wilson had faced challenges before. A World War I pilot turned aviation editor and preacher, he is no stranger to pressure. But this is different. The Civil Air Patrol, freshly granted a ninety-day trial to perform patrols of the coastline, is a makeshift force of civilian pilots with no (or long-since-forgotten) experience in military operations.

The finalized CAP plan has them setting up two patrol bases to monitor the East Coast. The first base at Atlantic City operates six aircraft equipped with two-way radios, conducting two-hour patrols fifteen miles offshore from Barnegat Light to Cape May, New Jersey. The second base at Rehoboth has two units of three planes each, covering Cape May to Cape Henlopen, Delaware, and Cape Henlopen to Chincoteague Inlet, Virginia.

Their mission isn’t just to watch for German U-boats, which have been decimating supply lines, but to offer some semblance of hope to the merchant ships and Navy men braving the deadly shipping lanes off America’s East Coast. More than that, the sight of air cover may keep the lurking submarines submerged—blind, deaf, and unable to strike. A U-boat can attack only on the surface; forced below, she is little more than a hunted steel coffin.

New York—March 1942

In the heart of downtown, amid the towering structures and bustling streets, the Third Naval District, Section B-3 (Investigations) operates from its discreet enclave on the fourth floor of the distinguished 90 Church Street building. The very same building where Admiral Andrews commands the Eastern Sea Frontier, from the fifteenth floor, and his operations center and the First Bomber Command conduct naval operations just one floor below.

Inside, Lieutenant Commander Rad Haffenden sits in the usual clutter of his office in New York Naval Intelligence, a maze of files, maps, and surveillance notes. Known for his unorthodox style, he’s a man who stirs either admiration or ire, depending on whom you ask.181 “He cut away from the rules regardless of probable criticism,” one civilian agent said. “But what difference does it make if you talk to a hoodlum or a bank president if you get the information?” Haffenden’s willingness to bypass protocol makes him a magnet for controversy, and he knows it. But today, he has bigger concerns. His eyes keep straying to a new file on his desk—Normandie.182

Once the pride of the French luxury fleet, Normandie lies gutted at her dock, rolled onto her side like some ghost ship. Flames had devoured her grand interior, leaving only a smoking ruin. La Guardia and Admiral Andrews had been on the scene, watching helplessly as the ship succumbed. Theories about what happened range from a welder’s torch to sabotage. The FBI claims a key suspect is under surveillance, but Haffenden can’t shake his doubts. Was it an accident, or did someone slip past their defenses? As he wrestles with these questions, a commotion erupts outside.

“Captain MacFall wants you, Marzulo, and O’Malley upstairs—now.”

Minutes later, Haffenden stands before MacFall, who’s barely containing his rage. “We’ve lost one of our own. Captain Black.”

The news hollows the air around them. Captain Black had been more than a colleague—he’d been a friend, a man Haffenden respected deeply. Black had crossed paths with MacFall for years, from Annapolis to DC, even during the Long Beach earthquake in ’33183 when Black helped lead the Navy’s relief efforts. The thought of him gone feels surreal.

MacFall’s voice breaks through his thoughts. “I want that plan you’ve been working on set into motion. Now.”

Haffenden hesitates, caught off guard. “The waterfront operation?”

“Exactly. O’Malley will meet with the new district attorney to discuss port security. But once everything’s in place, you’ll lead the operation. We need to use every tool we have—even if it means working with the devil.”

Marzulo, silent until now, shifts uneasily. He’s made his disapproval clear.184 “I feel that since they haven’t been good citizens, it’s doubtful they’ll be of any constructive service to our war effort.”

MacFall cuts to the chase.185 “Too many ships are going down, and now this. We can’t afford to wait for a perfect plan. Haffenden, get moving on it.”

Haffenden nods and glances at Marzulo, whose doubts mirror his own. It’s a risky strategy, but they’re past the point of caution. He steels himself as he steps out, knowing the operation won’t be clean, but it may be their best shot.

Atlantic City, New Jersey—March 1942

The 104th Observation Squadron airmen lounge against the wind-beaten hangar, their jackets zipped tight against the biting chill. Boredom as thick as the overcast skies hangs in the air. Their attention snaps to a tiny speck slipping out of the clouds—a little yellow Fairchild,186 its red, white, and blue Civil Air Patrol insignia barely visible against the gloom. The men squint, then snicker.

“That,” one of them exclaims, pointing, “is what’s supposed to chase Jerry’s pig boats away?”

The Fairchild, with its plump, high-winged shape, resembles a portly old woman, more suited to tea parties than coastal patrols. It crabs awkwardly through the air, like it doesn’t belong there at all, before thudding down onto Bader Field. The army fliers, men who had only recently traded in their civilian lives for sleek O-47 observation planes, stand in mocking silence as the Fairchild comes to a stop in front of their hangar.

Wynant Farr squeezes out of the tiny plane, his worn leather jacket stretching tight over his rounded belly, Army surplus pants billowing around his legs. He strides toward them, utterly unconcerned with their derisive glances. One of the airmen smirks, and nudges his buddy. “That old Maytag will need a tune-up after one trip over the ocean.”

Farr, undeterred, marches right up to Major Charles Masson, the 104th’s commander, and introduces himself. “Where do we park our ships?” he asks with a cheerful brusqueness. “We’ll be ready to fly tomorrow.”

The airmen exchange glances. They can’t believe it. This rotund man, with his civilian clothes and weathered gear, is their new commander?

A moment later, the skies open up again, and a sleek Grumman amphibian glides smoothly out of the clouds. The pilot, a dapper millionaire named Tommy Eastman, disembarks, and pulls a white handknitted scarf from beneath the collar of his fur-lined flying coat. He takes in the soggy turf, the gravel runways pocked with rainwater, and the high-tension wires bordering the airfield. “This,” he says dryly to Farr, “isn’t much.”

Farr, however, smiles wide. “This is it.” This ragtag group of flyers and their mismatched planes is the CAP Coastal Patrol—an unlikely team preparing to take on a dangerous mission none of them had ever anticipated.

Bader Field in Atlantic City has become Gill Robb Wilson’s makeshift operating base for the Civil Air Patrol Coastal Patrols. The small municipal airport, hastily repurposed, mirrors the patchwork collection of planes and pilots under his command.187 Radios are so scarce that Wilson had to pull favors with his friends at DuPont just to fashion custom radio crystals for the mismatched fleet. The whole operation feels like an air show that has lost its way—a Grumman Widgeon, a Sikorsky, and a few civilian planes that seem barely airworthy.

Nature intervenes before CAP can prove their worth. A fierce storm hits the Atlantic City base with near-hurricane force, testing the mettle of the men and their fragile aircraft. For two relentless days, wind howls across the airfield, threatening to tear the planes from the ground. The men, soaked and shivering, fight to keep their aircraft grounded, clinging to wings and tails as gusts batter them.

Meanwhile, in Washington, General Hap Arnold battles to integrate CAP into the military. James M. Landis, now leading the Office of Civilian Defense, recognizes that keeping CAP alive is essential for morale.188 William Mason, a CAP pilot and manager of Sun Oil’s Marcus Hook Refinery, pitches his idea to company president J. Howard Pew, suggesting that CAP patrols might bolster the spirits of tanker crews. Pew guarantees $10,000 to fund the effort.189

Rehoboth, Delaware—March 5, 1942

Two Fairchild 24 “wave scrapers” take off from Task Force No. 2—embarking190 upon the first CAP patrol. Major Hugh Sharp Jr., piloting one of the Fairchilds, admits, “We had never flown across anything wider than the Delaware River up to this time, and we were scared stiff.” For more than an hour they scour the waters, looking for any sign of the enemy. The patrol yields no sightings of U-boats, only distant freighters inching through dangerous waters.

Back at Bader Field, the storm has passed, but the real trial is just beginning. March 10 brings the first patrol from Atlantic City, but it doesn’t go as anyone expects. Major Wynant Farr, the stout New York cardboard salesman turned base commander, takes the lead in his yellow Fairchild. His copilot, Al Muthig, a bald, cigar-chomping flier who rarely speaks, sits beside him.

Fifteen minutes into the flight,191 they spot the tanker Gulftrade—or what remains of her. The vessel’s hulk is torn open, a grim testament to U-588’s attack that very morning. “Christ,” Farr breathes, tightening his grip on the controls. Muthig keys the radio: “Mayday, mayday, we’ve got a torpedoed ship, survivors in the water.”

For nearly two hours, the Fairchild circles the wreck, keeping vigil over the remains of Gulftrade and her crew. They watch helplessly as a Coast Guard cutter arrives, and begins pulling men from the water. Some are alive, their pale faces turning toward the circling plane as they wave feebly. Others, face down and unmoving, are beyond help.

Five hours after takeoff, the Atlantic City skyline reappears over the horizon, its tallest buildings rising into view as the Fairchild draws closer to shore. Back at base, Wilson paces the field,192 his brow creased with worry. But at last, he sees them coming—and it’s a beautiful sight.

At the subsequent debriefing, all express disappointment that no submarine had been sighted. Despite their inexperience flying over open ocean, none feel they faced a challenge beyond their capacity to handle.

Shortly after, Wilson receives a phone call. “Are you the man in charge of a group of civilian pilots at Atlantic City?” a voice demands. Wilson confirms, and the response comes at him, as he later says, “with both barrels”: “One of your pilots has made a scatterbrained report of a ship sinking. It was obviously false, but we had to send destroyer patrols to check on it. The whole coast was in an uproar.”

Wilson pushes back, insisting the report is accurate. But the Navy has never heard of them, revealing two glaring problems: there’s no liaison between the CAP and the Navy, and further, the Navy is censoring facts.

The blowback isn’t over. Wilson soon finds himself on the phone with the former secretary of war, George Dern, responding to a complaint about “blasphemous and derogatory remarks” made by his officers about a high-ranking naval officer. He is referring to two naval officers who had been there that day when the ship was spotted, and felt Wilson was unfairly berated. The officers had taken it upon themselves to defend Gill and the CAP pilots, further stirring the bees. Wilson takes the blame, calling himself “just an excitable civilian.” He confirms that there’s nothing to worry about. After a moment of silence, Dern says, “You don’t know how you have relieved my mind, Mr. Wilson. Thank you very, very much.”

In the weeks that follow, CAP patrols become more organized. Security tightens, patrol schedules are no longer made in advance, and preflight inspections grow meticulous. But the memory of that early chaos—and the Navy’s skepticism—stays with Wilson, a reminder that they are civilian volunteers doing the best they can in a war where so much depends on the untested.

Eastern Sea Frontier—March 1942

USS Eagle PE-56 bears the weight of a mission that still lingers in every crew member’s memory—the search for survivors from USS Jacob Jones.193 Just days before, George Neugen watched, grimly, as they scoured the icy Atlantic and rescued what remained of Jones’s crew from the water. James Todd, the youngest sailor aboard Eagle 56, still cannot shake the image of the lifeless bodies drifting on a raft. He had stared at them, as if by sheer will he could bring them back to life. But the horrors of war leave little room for sentiment and no time to process difficulties. Already, the crew has another mission, another U-boat to hunt, and now, another crew to rescue.

The morning is calm; the Delaware coast is a deceptive sheet of stillness under a leaden sky. Eagle 56 prowls the waters, her sonar probing the depths for any sign of an enemy. War comes to these shores, relentless and unyielding, and every creak, every faint pulse from below, sets the crew on edge.

Then comes the news: the British freighter Gypsum Prince limps into port then sinks suddenly, barely moments after arrival. No torpedo trail, no U-boat surface in sight—just silence. Orders come down swiftly, and Eagle 56 prepares to stand by for any survivors.

Without warning, a violent jolt tears through the ship. Seaman Joseph Lydon Jr. staggers as the deck heaves beneath him. What hit them? It isn’t a torpedo, but the impact sends tremors as though it were. Men scramble, their hearts pounding, and scan the sea for any sign of an enemy—but there is none.

The realization comes slowly, and it is almost too strange to believe. Below them, invisible in the shadowed depths, lies the wreck of Gypsum Prince. As Eagle 56 passes overhead, the two ships collide—metal against metal. Fireman First Class John Charles Merk rushes to revive the engines, but it is futile. The ship’s propeller shears clean off. Eagle 56 lies dead in the water.

For hours they wait, anchored above the wreck. The irony does not escape them—the ship they had come to rescue has taken them down. Only the arrival of USS Allegheny offers salvation, as she hauls them back toward Philadelphia, their mission cut short by this strange twist of fate.

Rear Admiral Andrews feels the sting just as the men do. This isn’t another loss to a U-boat but an incident of pure misfortune—a bruise to American pride when every vessel is precious and needed. Repairs begin at once. They hoist Eagle 56’s stern high above the water, keeping her bow sunk in mud to steady her. Crews work through the night, cannibalizing parts from a sister ship in Boston. In less than a week, Eagle 56 is patched up, with her keel true, and sent back out to patrol. There is no time to dwell on the past when war waits offshore.

***

AS GERMAN U-BOATS PROWL the Eastern Seaboard on March 5, 1942, Alfred Stanford, commodore of the Cruising Club of America,194 strides into the Eastern Sea Frontier headquarters with a daring proposal. He offers to loan “thirty auxiliary sailing yachts between 50 and 90 feet long, with experienced skippers and skeleton crews” for Navy use in patrols and anti-submarine warfare. Captain Ralph Hungerford, an anti-submarine specialist on Andrews’s staff, listens intently, intrigued by this bold experiment.

The idea isn’t entirely new. In June 1939, Congress passed the Coast Guard Reserve and Auxiliary Act, bringing together motorboat and yacht owners to assist the Coast Guard. As global tensions rose, President Roosevelt declared a National Emergency in September 1939, followed by an Unlimited National Emergency. By February 1941, these civilian vessels were tasked with neutrality enforcement and harbor duties.

Commander Vincent Astor, USNR, had already devised the “Ships Observers’ Scheme”195 in January 1942, equipping civilian fishing boats with radios to report submarine sightings. Captain Roscoe MacFall at the Third Naval District explains, “Some larger fleets had ship-to-ship & ship-to-shore telephones, including codes used to guide ships of one fleet to places where the catch was good. . . . Naval Intel. worked out a confidential cooperative arrangement & code with them as part of submarine lookout system.”

Stanford’s proposal expands on this, explaining that “a boat under sail gives no warning to a submarine of her presence or approach.” His initial offer soon grows to include “seventy seagoing yachts and 100 smaller ones.” Stanford recommends Commander Astor, a reputable Naval Reserve officer and respected yachtsman, to lead this experimental fleet.

President Roosevelt, ever the naval enthusiast, suggests to Admiral Andrews on March 9 the idea of repurposing old ferryboats for patrol duties. “If I were in your place,” he writes, “I would buy (for junk prices)196 a lot of old ferry boats. . . . Cut off their overhangs, build up a wooden bow, put a bulwark around the stern, take off the top hamper, and the silly looking things will be able to patrol. . . . All it needs is one radio, one light gun and half a dozen depth charges.”

Meanwhile, the Civil Air Patrol (CAP) has already made significant contributions, ultimately flying one hundred scheduled flights daily197 across fifty routes and delivering 3.5 million pounds of cargo to military bases in seventeen states. Their versatility extends to rushing critical medical supplies to disaster areas and airlifting Red Cross and military personnel.

On March 7, 1942, a breakthrough occurs in US aviation history.198 The Chicago Defender announces the formation of the 111th Flight Squadron of the Illinois Wing, the first racially and gender-integrated flying unit in American history.199 Led by Cornelius R. Coffey and including Willa Brown, the nation’s first licensed African American female pilot, this squadron of twenty-five flyers, black and white, male and female, shatters barriers and offers a vision of unity in the skies.

***

ASTOR, ENVISIONING A “SCARECROW” patrol of civilian planes,200 proposes a coastal defense network with fourteen thousand personnel and four thousand planes. He argues that even unarmed, these planes would deter submarines from surfacing. “It is hardly likely that a submarine would remain long on the surface for the purpose of determining the nature of an approaching plane,” he writes to Roosevelt.

However, resistance emerges within Navy ranks. Admiral King dismisses the idea of yacht patrols,201 calling the civilian volunteers “bloody amateurs.” The Navy, he asserts, is “sincerely apprehensive that, far from being any help, they would become a nuisance, getting into all kinds of predicaments from which the Navy would have to extricate them.”

Despite this, Astor’s ideas gain traction. Admiral Andrews strongly supports the Civil Air Patrol’s coastal patrols, emphasizing their effectiveness in intelligence gathering. In interviews with the Bureau of the Budget, he stresses CAP’s discipline and success, stating, “The greater the number of eyes we have in the air,202 the fewer sinkings we are going to have.”

As the spring of 1942 unfolds, Astor’s vision, backed by men like Stanford, begins to take root. Then comes the report—a blunt warning from the Petroleum Industry War Council:203 if the sinking rates of the year’s first three months hold, “125 of the 320 tankers available on the [East Coast] will be destroyed. With them, 3,000 lives would be lost.” Tankers ablaze just miles from American beaches are no longer headlines—they’re a pattern. The cost, in oil and blood, is climbing too fast to ignore. Civilian mariners and aviators, united by patriotism and ingenuity, deem this “intolerable” and stand ready to defend their nation’s shores. Unofficially, thousands of volunteers—already in the air and at sea—have begun their patrols, marking the beginning of a unique chapter in American naval and aviation history.

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—March 1942

Despite his doubts, Raven can’t openly challenge Aggie. He is a “wet behind the ears” JG,204 and there is “all this brass, and Aggie’s a power in the Navy.” It isn’t just her technical expertise, either. Aggie has connections—admirals who’ve known her since the First World War, senior officers who owe her favors. “There wasn’t a regular Navy officer except Safford, and Safford had left by then, who had the guts to say ‘boo’ to that gal. If you crossed her, you’d be on the next ship to nowhere.”205

Tasked with investigating her work, Raven began working night shifts, using the hours when Aggie wasn’t around to access her safe. Inside, he found British correspondence—hard copies of communications, technical reports, and key lists. There was no solution among the documents, but Raven understood their significance. “By God, he wouldn’t know that if he hadn’t read it the hard way,” he thought. Raven was convinced the British were reading Enigma. And more than that, he had found the solution too. The more he read, the more convinced he became that Aggie’s painstaking manual method was nothing but a smoke screen. She wasn’t the one cracking Enigma—the British were. And they had been for a while.

Raven can’t keep this to himself. He brings Bob Ely into the loop and tells him everything. “I’m not nuts, am I?” Raven asks, needing validation. Ely agrees with him. Aggie’s solution isn’t the real deal. Then comes Prescott Currier, who had gone to England in March 1941 with the Sinkov team and knows the game as well as anyone. Currier reviews Raven’s evidence and hesitates. Raven sees right through him.

Currier is hiding something. Raven, Ely, and Currier had been friends since their Purple days, when they’d worked together on Japanese cryptographic problems. They still met for lunch regularly, a tradition that hadn’t faded even in the chaos of wartime. But now, Raven has a gnawing suspicion that Currier isn’t being honest with them. He presses him about his trip to England, innocently enough at first, just gathering information. Ely does the same. For ten days, the two of them play their game, asking questions, comparing notes, looking for inconsistencies.

And there are plenty. Pres’s answers don’t add up. One day at lunch, Raven and Ely confront him.206 “Pres, you’re lying.” Currier turns white as a sheet and “practically had a hemorrhage” right there at the table. He storms out, furious, but Raven and Ely are on to him—he has been holding something back.

A few days pass before Pres cools down enough to talk. When he finally does, the secret comes tumbling out. “I’ve seen the solution to the Enigma.”207

New York—March 7, 1942

Captain Roscoe MacFall strides into the district attorney’s office on this cold, drizzly morning. His uniform crisp, his posture sharp.208 He’s flanked by Lieutenant James O’Malley, one of his reserve officers assigned to the ONI following the breakout of war. Yet, beneath MacFall’s sharp posture, there’s an underlying concern for a man who until now, always went by the book.

The smell of old leather and varnish hangs in the air. The overhead light flickers against the polished mahogany desk, where Frank Hogan, the new district attorney of New York County—“Father Hogan,” famed for his role in convicting Lucky Luciano—sits. His thoughtful gaze reinforces the quiet authority he’s known for. The assistant DA, Colonel Murray I. Gurfein, is beside him, his posture rigid, eyes focused.

The past few months have taken a heavy toll on MacFall. He’s seen too many ships—some of which he once commanded—attacked, and lost good men, including his friend Hugh Black, to the unforgiving sea.

MacFall wastes no time exchanging pleasantries. “The function of Naval Intelligence is to obtain information from all available sources,” he says, his words measured but insistent. They need information: troop shipments, supplies, and ammunition are at risk, not just from the ocean but from enemy agents that might be operating onshore. “The entire waterfront situation is a matter of concern,” he adds. “Naval Intelligence is greatly interested in determining whether enemy agents are being supplied with fuel or information, and whether they’re being landed on our coast.”

Hogan considers this. He understands the gravity of MacFall’s mission. Since being sworn in on January 1, his role as DA has been a tightrope. Now, with the world at war, Hogan faces a challenge far larger than mere issues of racketeering—he must safeguard New York’s harbor, a vital artery in the American war effort.

Hogan speaks with quiet determination. “Captain, you have our full cooperation. There’s nothing in this office the Navy can’t have.” His words are followed by an immediate order to Gurfein. “I’ve instructed Colonel Gurfein to provide you with any sources of information we’ve gathered—or will gather—that might help you.”

Gurfein picks up the thread. “We’ve accumulated a great deal of evidence on the waterfront,” he says, tapping the stack of files in front of him. “The piers are largely controlled by ex-convicts. These men know more about the goings-on than the shipping officials themselves.”

There’s an implicit acknowledgment here: they are about to partner with men whose moral compasses are not aligned with the law. “A lot of these men are loyal to America,” Gurfein continues. “They’re no fans of Mussolini.” MacFall knows that, despite their dubious reputations, these racketeers have proven useful before. Some even helped dismantle the German-American Bund and put a stop to Nazi sympathizers in the city.

Hogan leans back in his chair, his fingers steepled. “We’ll review our files, consult our sources, and meet again to share what we find. This is as much about preventing sabotage as it is protecting the harbor from enemy infiltration.”

MacFall brings the conversation back to logistics. “Lieutenant Commander Charles Radcliffe Haffenden will oversee the Navy’s side of the operation,” he says. “O’Malley will act as liaison between our offices.”

The meeting concludes, and the plan is set into motion. The New York waterfront is a labyrinth of corruption, secrecy, and danger, but they have no other choice. If the underworld can help stop the sinking of ships and prevent another Normandie, they’ll take the risk.

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—March 1942

Raven is on fire,209 and not just from the late nights spent rifling through Aggie Driscoll’s safe. He’s uncovered a web of pride, secrecy, and deception in OP-20-G. The Enigma has been cracked by the British. Raven knows it. His gut screams it, and the documents he’d bootlegged confirm it. But Aggie? She is hiding it from everyone—her pride, her desperate need to break the code herself, has delayed the Navy’s effort by months.

Raven storms into Wenger’s office, bypassing the normal chain of command. He’s prepared to lay it all out. Wenger isn’t a cryptanalyst, and Raven doubts he even understands the technicalities of what Aggie Driscoll has been doing. “I honestly don’t think he had the slightest idea about the solution to Enigma. He didn’t know the British were already reading it. But Redman and Safford knew some. They must have.” But Raven explains it anyway, breaking down Aggie’s methods, showing him how flawed they are, how her paper models of Enigma are nothing more than a slow, laborious shadow of what is truly possible.

“I explained everything to him,” Raven said, “but I don’t think it all sunk in.”

Raven and Bob Ely had cornered Prescott Currier with their carefully crafted questions. Currier, a man of honor, had lied—not maliciously, but because he had sworn an oath.

“He revealed everything without meaning to,” Raven recalls. “We called him a liar, and he had no choice but to tell us the truth.”

Currier admitted that he had seen the British solution to Enigma, but he hadn’t been able to tell anyone unless the Navy was ready to mount a serious attack against the code. The Navy, tied up in its own bureaucracy and Aggie’s iron grip, hadn’t been ready. And Aggie? She knew. She had known for months. Raven can feel the anger building inside him as he thinks about it—thousands of lives lost in the Atlantic, merchant ships sunk, Navy personnel killed, all because Aggie had refused to share what she knew.

“If Currier had spoken up a year earlier, before Pearl Harbor,” Raven said, “we would’ve been reading Enigma without the British. We would’ve had the advantage, and we would’ve saved countless lives.”

But Aggie had convinced herself she could do it without the British, without the machines, using nothing but her paper models and willpower. The pride of one woman has cost so much. Raven and his crew of cryptanalysts can’t stomach this nonsense anymore.

“I want to fight a war,” Raven tells Wenger. “I don’t know whether the British have got the solution or not, but something stinks. And as far as I’m concerned, it’s going to take special-purpose machinery and five million dollars to fix this mess.”210

Wenger sits there, hemming and hawing, clearly uncomfortable with what he is hearing. Raven expected as much. “The most absurd thing I’ve ever heard,” Wenger exclaims, “is the idea of spending five million dollars on cryptanalysis!”

Raven isn’t surprised, but he’s done with the charade. “Do I have your permission to work on the Japanese Navy, sir?” he asks.

“If that’s the way you feel, go ahead,” Wenger dismisses him, irritated, and unwilling to fully grasp the scale of what Raven is proposing.

That night, Raven walks back into the room where his crew is working on German Navy codes, the same room where they had been fighting an uphill battle for months, using Aggie’s methods. He looks around at the faces of his team, men who are tired, frustrated, and just as angry as he is.

“Boys,” he announces, “as of the evening watch tonight, you’re working on the Japanese Navy.” Raven will no longer waste his group’s efforts on Aggie’s dead-end solution.

New York—March 1942

The luxurious furs slip from Grace Buchanan-Dineen’s shoulders as the buzzer pierces the silence of her modest room at the Pickwick Arms Hotel.211 Her room is nestled in a vibrant Midtown neighborhood, just a stone’s throw from the iconic Pickwick Pharmacy, a favorite haunt for both locals and celebrities like John Steinbeck and the enigmatic Greta Garbo.212

Grace opens the door to find two stern figures in the hallway. Special Agent Jack Bugas flashes his badge, and its metallic glint is reflected in her wide blue eyes. “We want to talk to you,” he says curtly.

“Please, come in,” Grace responds, her voice barely concealing a tremor. She steps back, gesturing toward the small quarters of her Single Room Occupancy space.

Bugas enters with Special Agent Percy Foxworth, and their sharp gazes assess the woman before them. Grace’s small frame—barely five feet and slim—seems213 to pulse with an electric energy amplifying her elegant exterior. Her stride falters with a knock-kneed wobble, her right arm swings too freely, just shy of erratic. Beneath the polished exterior, cracks emerge—small, telling imperfections that, to a keen observer, unravel the illusion of poise.

She isn’t what they had expected. The agents spent hours attempting to unravel the mystery that is Grace Buchanan-Dineen. Jack personally takes charge of the interrogation, understanding that deciphering Grace’s motivations is crucial to dismantling the Detroit spy network. “Miss Buchanan-Dineen, we have substantial evidence of your involvement in espionage activities,” he states calmly.

Grace smirks, her fingers tapping against the divan. “What are you going to do about it?” she replies, her tone dripping with impatience. “I have no regrets for my actions, if that’s what you’re fishing for.”

Agent Foxworth’s expression hardens. “Your country is at war with the Axis powers, Miss Dineen. Surely, you understand the gravity of what you’ve done?”

Grace’s laugh is low and bitter.214 “My country? I may have been born in Canada, but that doesn’t make it my country. I’m French Canadian. A countess of Neen, with roots in Brittany. We have no sympathy for your precious Allied cause.”

“Are you saying you support the Axis powers?” Foxworth presses.

Grace’s eyes blaze with defiance. “I am very definitely in sympathy with the Germans and their program, yes. For intellectual reasons. The Germans are smart people; they have the advantage in this war.” She pauses, then adopts a casual tone. “Besides, I’m here for friendly purposes, lecturing on European manners and style. Nothing beyond that.”

Jack remains soft-spoken but persistent.215 “Would that be Miss Theresa Behrens?” he asks, watching her reaction. “And what of your other new friend in Detroit? Dr. Fred Thomas?”

Grace’s confidence cracks; her eyes dart to the agents, her tone unsteady. “I did nothing wrong,” she stammers, though her gaze flickers toward the letter Bugas produces from his coat.216

“This letter? Dated two days ago.” He holds it at an angle for her to see. “Written in secret ink, addressed to an apartment associated with Ludwig. You know him, yes? Recently convicted of espionage right here on US soil.”

As Grace’s gaze locks onto the letter, her face drains of color like a canvas suddenly stripped of its vibrancy. For the first time, she seems to grasp the gravity of her situation. She’d been found out, but how long had they been watching?217

The initial tip came from a troubled sailor at the Grosse Ile Naval Base in Michigan, Bertrand Hoffman, whose encounter with the Office of Naval Intelligence led him to reveal details about a mysterious “Miss Smith.” It was then that she showed up on Jack’s radar. But it was Nadya Gardner, the censor in Bermuda, who uncovered the real breakthrough: a letter flagged for secret writing that pointed them to Grace.

“Who are you, Miss Grace Buchanan-Dineen, really?” Jack inquires, his gaze locking on to hers, unyielding.

“It’s Grahss.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“My name does not rhyme with ‘ace,’ you neanderthal, it’s ‘Grawwws’,” she overemphasizes, holding eye contact with the senior agent.

Jack, unfazed, doesn’t break his rhythm. “Fine, ‘Grawwws.’” He spells out their evidence: her travel, meetings with Nazi sympathizers, her role in transmitting sensitive information abroad. “You’re caught, Miss Dineen. This isn’t a game. Your crimes? They carry serious consequences—imprisonment. . . . Or worse.”

Grace rises and moves toward the window. The hum of the Second Avenue El and the chatter of passersby outside continue unabated, a stark contrast to the turmoil unfolding within her. Her gaze hardens, but a flicker of something else passes through her expression. “Of course, you got me in a point here where I have no alternative. If you say work for you, I either work for you or go to the penitentiary for thirty years.”

“We’ll give you time to think it over,” Foxworth says. “The director himself will want to speak with you. When you’re ready, let us know if you choose cooperation.”

With that, he sets a pack of cigarettes on the table,218 leaving the “arrogant, willful, clever” woman alone with her thoughts. The chess game between the seasoned FBI agent and the supercilious spy enters a critical phase. Grace is caught between disdain and desperation. She calculates her next move in a game where the margin for error is razor-thin.

***

THE COLD NIGHT AIR bites219 at Joe “Socks” Lanza’s face as he stands on the corner of West 103rd Street and Broadway with his attorney, Joseph K. Guerin. It’s just past 11:30 p.m., and the city’s usual bustle has died down. Suddenly, a taxi horn pierces the stillness. They turn to see an arm waving them over from a cab’s open door.

Inside sits Assistant District Attorney Murray Gurfein. Lanza squeezes his large frame into the back seat and is uncomfortably pressed against the door. No one speaks at first. As they ride to Riverside Park, Lanza’s unease grows. He’s rarely out of control, but tonight is different. The man sitting across from him, Gurfein, is not just here to discuss the war effort—he’s also the one investigating Lanza for charges of conspiracy and extortion, which could put him behind bars for life.

It had been just a few weeks since the first meeting between Naval Intelligence and the district attorney’s office, which had set everything in motion. All stemming from an idea that Lieutenant Commander Rad Haffenden, head of B-3, had conjured up in the early days of war. It was more than a bold approach, but Naval Intelligence was desperate. “Let’s use the underworld,”220 Rad had proposed, knowing full well how much trust and secrecy this plan would require.

Now, as the three men step onto the damp grass near Grant’s Tomb,221 Gurfein’s voice cuts through the night air. “We need you to help stop these U-boats,” he says, outlining the Navy’s suspicion that U-boats are being refueled off the Eastern Seaboard. He explains they’d tried placing undercover officers to haunt the waterfront bars and listen for tips. But nobody was talking. They need a man like Joe, who has a stranglehold on the Fulton Fish Market and who can tap into underworld networks. “You know the captains, the fishermen, the docks. This is where we need your help.” Gurfein reiterates what had been made clear before—there will be no favors, no help with Lanza’s ongoing indictment.222

Without hesitation, he agrees: “I go along 100 percent.”223

This is about patriotism, plain and simple. Plans are put into place: Lanza will be working with Rad, meeting him at his office at the Astor Hotel to keep things discreet, and Joe will be his point man. When they finally rise and go their separate ways, the cold night air is still heavy with the unspoken risks that lay ahead. Lanza can’t help but feel a mixture of pride and deep responsibility for what he’s agreed to. His network of seamen, barge captains, and fishermen now have a new purpose, one that could matter in the war effort.

Brandenburg, Germany—March 1942

At Quenz Gut Farm, nestled deep in the woods, a group of men is being carefully molded into saboteurs. The estate is picturesque but secluded, surrounded by thick trees and set on the shimmering edge of a lake. Its quiet beauty contrasts sharply with the sinister purpose it now serves. Once owned by a Jewish shoe manufacturer, the property has been seized by the Reich and repurposed for destruction. Behind its stone and wire fence, the main farmhouse hums with activity, housing both the school’s personnel and the caretaker’s family. The surrounding buildings—classrooms, a laboratory, a gymnasium, and shooting ranges—form a secretive, isolated campus.

In the cozy meeting room, George Dasch sits back, listening to Walter Kappe, now an officer of Abwehr II, in charge of the sabotage division.224 After months of interviews and eliminations, Kappe has selected these men for the mission. Now, with all present, he explains the nature of what lies ahead.225 The codename for the project is “Pastorius,” after Francis Daniel Pastorius, the leader of one of the first groups of German immigrants to land in the United States nearly 260 years before.

As Kappe speaks, George’s mind drifts. He thinks about the past few months, working alongside Kappe to recruit some of these men. He’s not sure they’re all cut out for this mission, but that’s part of his plan. The challenge is knowing whom to trust. Each man wears his own mask, and distrust coils through the room like an unseen draft.

His eyes fall on Edward Kerling, sitting closest to Kappe. Kerling, with his quick speech and ever-present grin, is the model Nazi, but George isn’t fooled. There’s something unsettling there beneath the surface. George’s attention shifts to Herbert Haupt, or “Herbie,” the youngest of the group. Haupt’s athletic build, broad shoulders, and wavy black hair—slicked back with pungent brilliantine—give him a larger-than-life presence. He checks his reflection at every opportunity. To him, this mission is just another thrill.

Sitting quietly beside him is Richard Quirin, more reserved but clearly conflicted. Quirin spent more than a decade in the United States, working as a painter and machinist. His American accent is almost gone, but his loyalties remain torn. Quirin has a wife waiting for him back in America, and the weight of leaving her behind seems to have left him conflicted.

George understands. Perhaps more than anyone. News had arrived: the British had intercepted the Spanish liner carrying his wife and other German families bound for the Reich. They had taken them off the ship and detained them in Bermuda. Snooks is safe, but interned.226 His only hope now rests on the success of this mission. Pushing the thought aside, he turns his attention back to evaluating his team.

Heinrich Heinck is slow-moving and seemingly indifferent. His stolid demeanor makes him hard to read, but George senses similar uncertainties with him too. At the back, Werner Thiel sits, lost in thought.227 George recalls those early meetings before they arrived at the school—how Thiel once tried to excuse himself from the mission. It’s a stark contrast to the man he once knew, the fervent Nazi who had made George’s life miserable during their trip to Europe last year. Now Thiel seems hollow, a shadow of his former self.

Kappe’s voice cuts through George’s thoughts. He’s explaining how the men will be split into two groups—one under George’s command, the other under Kerling’s—and sent to America by U-boat. George’s group will land on Long Island, New York, while Kerling’s team will head for Ponte Vedra, Florida, just south of Jacksonville.

George’s attention shifts again, this time to Ernest “Peter” Burger, a man who has seen the worst of Nazi brutality. Burger had once been part of Hitler’s inner circle, serving under Ernst Röhm. But when Hitler purged the party during the Night of the Long Knives, Röhm was killed, shattering Burger’s faith in the Führer. After being arrested by the Gestapo and imprisoned in a concentration camp, Burger endured seventeen months of hell.

As Kappe reveals the mission, shock ripples through the group. They had anticipated roles as spies or observers—not saboteurs. Many have deep connections to America. George watches as Hermann Neubauer, visibly uneasy,228 finally speaks up. “I don’t like it. My wife was born there, her family is there, and I don’t think much of being a saboteur.” He pauses before adding, “If you’ve been a soldier, you don’t think much of agents or saboteurs either.” Neubauer tries to argue that the FBI knows him, but Kappe dismisses his concerns with chilling indifference: “Never mind. You’re just not going to be picked up; that’s all there is to it.”

Later, as the men head to dinner at a nearby restaurant, George catches up with Burger.229 Still bitter about his time in the camp, Burger mutters, “Those dirty bastards certainly beat me up bad and I’d like to—”

George cuts him off. “Keep your trap shut,” he says. “The time will come when we’ll talk about this. But not now.” He looks at Burger, seeing a man broken by the system, desperate for a way out. “Kid, you are a godsend. God brought us together. We are going to make a team.”

But even as he says the words, George knows this team is hanging by a thread. And George? He’s still trying to figure out who will stand with him—and who might bring his downfall.

Eastern Sea Frontier—Late March 1942

The American coast remains in chaos, surpassing even February’s turmoil. The Fifth Wave of Admiral Dönitz’s U-boats lurks beneath the waters like sharks, slicing through vital shipping arteries and making the Atlantic treacherous. Oil tankers suffer greatly, with March seeing the highest number of ship losses and casualties yet.

Admiral Stark’s relief from duty as CNO in early March surprises many, though the decision comes directly from President Roosevelt. By executive order on March 12, the offices of CNO and COMINCH are combined under Admiral King, now shouldering the weight of America’s naval war.230

The tragedy of W. L. Steed, a Standard Oil tanker torpedoed in February, still haunts the coastline. Fifty-one days after the disaster, a report reveals that the only survivor from the final lifeboat died aboard a rescue ship. Of the thirty-eight souls who abandoned ship, only four ultimately survive, their story worse than the Allan Jackson’s loss in January.

A poignant dedication in the Jersey Standard Tanker Officers Association Review captures the sacrifice:


These stark figures tell a story of heroism and devotion that words can never express or portray. . . . No stripes or bars, to show that war was their profession. It was not. Yet war came to them in its most tragic form as they followed their chosen work—the sea.



The U-boats continue to strike relentlessly in March. SS Olean, Ario, Australia, Gypsum Prince, W. E. Hutton—all fall within days of each other. Reinhard Hardegen, commanding U-123, returns to claim more victories, including the British Empire Steel and the US tanker Muskogee. A crew member captures a photo of the Muskogee survivors pleading for help, but none is given and all hands are lost.

Perhaps the most disheartening of these losses is USS Atik, America’s first Q-ship.231 The Q-ship program, initiated with great hope, had aimed to fool the Germans by disguising armed vessels as defenseless freighters. Just three days into her first patrol, Atik successfully lured Hardegen’s U-123 in for an attack, but was sunk along with her entire crew of 141 men by a single torpedo. The incident underlined the inadequacy of World War I tactics against Germany’s elite U-boat force.

Hardegen, flush with pride, receives word directly from the Führer that he has been awarded the Oak Leaves to his Knight’s Cross, the highest honor of Nazi Germany. He has stalked American waters with eerie efficiency, adding ship after ship to his tally.

Then, on the night of March 28, the passenger ship City of New York is lost. As the ship’s lifeboat is tossed by heavy seas,232 Desanka Mohorovicic gives birth to an eight-pound baby boy. Mother and child miraculously survive forty hours in the open boat. Upon rescue, the boy is named Jesse Roper in honor of USS Roper, who had rescued them.

Some hope arrives when twenty-four British trawlers, including HMS Bedfordshire, arrive to assist the beleaguered American coastal patrols. These sturdy corvettes bring experience from years of battling U-boats, along with British flags to honor fallen English merchant men.

For Admiral Andrews, one of the most important lifelines comes in a top secret dispatch on March 14. Admiral King orders the planning of a long-overdue convoy system233 along the Eastern Seaboard and into the Caribbean. Partial coastal convoys—“bucket brigades”—will begin in April, with full convoy protection in place by May 5.

CAP pilots contribute notably to these convoys, providing air coverage along the coast. Their slow, low-level patrols are ideal for spotting small objects and deterring U-boat surface operations.

By April 1, the list of ships sunk since January climbs past a hundred.234 The very next day, another disaster unfolds ten miles off the coast of Ocean City, Maryland. The master of SS David H. Atwater, eager to deliver his four thousand tons of coal, sails on through the night, despite warnings about sailing after dark. His decision exposes the unarmed freighter to the prowling U-boats, putting his crew of twenty-seven at risk.

Taking advantage of the dark, Erich Topp surfaces his U-552—the Red Devil Boat—after patiently stalking Atwater. Creeping to a distance of just six hundred yards, Topp orders his deck gunners to open fire.235

Shells tear through Atwater’s bridge, killing her officers instantly.236 The crew has no chance. She isn’t armed. She isn’t even zigzagging. Men scramble for the lifeboats, but the U-boat’s deck guns don’t let up. Ninety-three rounds hammer through the ship, and flames race through her hull.

Desperate sailors leap into the Atlantic, choosing the freezing water over fire. Some make it to the lifeboats. Then comes the moment that even hardened seamen will struggle to believe. U-552 reportedly machine-guns the survivors—a brutal war crime. Bodies slump over the gunwales. Others vanish into the deep.

USCGC Legare reaches the wreckage just after the gunfire stops. Her crew rescue three men and retrieve the dead. In strict secrecy, they bring the bodies to Chincoteague and Ocean City.237

The next morning, life in Ocean City moves on as if nothing unusual has happened. Seven-year-old Constantine Mengason finishes his chores early and rows his small boat through the marina—his favorite escape from the family restaurant and Surfside vacation cabin business. As he paddles toward the inlet, he spots a crowd along the beach and thinks they’re probably just talking about all the oil that’s washing up again. It happens all the time now, and he isn’t sure why. He just knows it ruins his shoes and gets him in trouble when he tracks it into the cabins.

Meanwhile, on the shore, seven-year-old Richard Knowles and his brothers race toward the crowd at the water’s edge while their parents unpack. Frank Knowles Jr., who oversees production at a DuPont facility in Delaware, has brought his family to Ocean City for a vacation. His plant manufactures nylon and neoprene—two essential materials for the war. The work is dangerous, and in the rush to meet wartime quotas, accidents at the plant happen frequently. A recent mishap took the life of his close friend. A snapped, tethered lead had severed the unlucky man in two. Frank Jr. held him as he died. Trauma from the event lingers, and this trip was meant to be an escape.

However, Frank’s sons find the last thing he wanted to see on this family retreat. Despite the adults trying to push them back, the boys forge through the crowd and stop short at the sight before them—two bloodied and burned bodies in a bullet-riddled raft, pulled to shore under the cover of darkness by the Coast Guard.

The government won’t announce the attack for weeks. But the locals—and the Knowles boys—have already seen the truth.

Through April 10, more ships fall victim to U-boats, but somehow, hope grows with the changes that are underway. Coastal blackouts, finally approved, offer some respite by denying U-boats the silhouettes of ships against illuminated shorelines. Anti-submarine warfare schools are being established to train the “Donald Duck Navy”—the motley assortment of civilian craft pressed into military service. The convoy system is coming, reinforcements are trickling in, and plans are underway for a civilian auxiliary fleet under Coast Guard command. The tide might just be turning, but the battle for the Atlantic is far from over.

Jacksonville Beach, Florida—April 10, 1942

A cool breeze rolls off the Atlantic, carrying the sound of crashing waves through the moonlit night at Jacksonville Beach, in Florida.238 A pair of Ferris wheels twirl squealing children and amorous teenagers around their brightly lit spokes. The city’s Volunteer Fire Company Ball, the biggest social event of the spring, attracts an exceptional crowd to the pier. The bingo parlors, bars, and movie theaters teem with boozy patrons—typical for a Friday night—all completely unaware of the fiery introduction they are about to get to World War II.

Four months had passed since the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, yet tourists and sailors still stroll the boardwalk without concern. Alive with glowing lights, laughter, and good times, the twinkling cityscape glitters behind the passing ships. The horrors of war in Europe and the Pacific seem impossibly far away.

But for the Scheich family, the war has arrived. In their weatherboard home on the edge of town, Alberta sits frozen at the kitchen table. Ingredients for the evening’s supper languish on the stove, long since cold. Sounds from the bustling Friday night carry into the front room on a breeze that billows the gingham curtains around the open windows. Alberta and her son Louis, the two remaining members of the family, sit in shock, having just heard about the death of William Jr., their “Billy.”239 The much-loved antics of her son would never brighten Alberta’s home again, and she realizes that ten years after losing her husband,240 now she will suffer again through the loss of her eldest son. She and Louis reminisce about happier times when all four of them broke matza bread around their table. The smile kindled by the memory quickly drops from Louis’s face as he struggles to comprehend his new reality as the man of the house. His big brother, serving aboard the Esso tanker Baton Rouge in the US Merchant Marine, should have been safe. In disbelief, Louis asks to hear the story again and again, and each time it ends the same unbelievable way. Billy, cruising on his oil tanker just an hour away from home, was killed instantly by a German torpedo.

***

NOT FAR TO THE north of Jacksonville, near St. Simons Island, Georgia, Baton Rouge had sailed with all her ports covered,241 totally blacked out. Nearly impossible to see under the diminished moon, her wake barely broke the surface. On April 8, just after two in the morning, the crew picked up four intermittent white lights, ahead and to the right. The slight southeast breeze and fair weather had given them good visibility and calm seas, but despite the easy sailing, fears continued to mount on their journey from Baytown, Texas, to New York, making their few days underway feel much longer. The whole crew knew the rumors. German U-boats lurked freely along the undefended coastline, taking out any merchant ship they happened across. Had they heard that right: “Thirty vessels lost in as many days”? The Navy and government-furnished protection for ships like Baton Rouge was dismal, at best.

Volunteers in the Civil Air Patrol, a few of them women, flew their own single-engine planes along the shore, paying for their own fuel, and making their own lunches. The locals called them the “sandwich and suicide patrol.” Gill Rob Wilson, CAP’s national executive officer, admitted,242 “We may not sink any submarines, but we might be able to frighten them into staying below the surface. That would reduce their speed, and the accuracy of their fire would suffer, giving our shipping a fighting chance. They wouldn’t be knocked over like sitting ducks as they are now.” CAP pilots wouldn’t be the only ones defending the shores. To fill the gap, other civilians also stepped in, participating in volunteer beach patrols on horseback, or taking up watches in private yachts and boats. They kept an eye out for conning towers and periscopes, hoping they wouldn’t be obliterated in a one-sided sea battle if they actually did spot a U-boat.

At sea, the crew of Baton Rouge turned to crafty means to help ensure their survival. They built wooden “gun platforms” aft and on the fo’c’sle head. The realistic-looking “guns”—a four-inch aft, and a three-inch forward—wore battleship gray paint.243 Master James S. Poche, the commanding officer of Baton Rouge, figured his idea might bluff an enemy submarine into staying at periscope depth. To sell the ruse, the crew even maintained two-man “gun watches” at each platform during daylight hours, playing pretend against the serious dangers that lurked everywhere in these waters. The knowledge that they sat only feet above a floating bomb filled with 101,500 barrels of heating and lubricating oil only deepened their unease. But what else could they do? At least the fake gun shields provided good shelter from the wind.

So when a deafening boom shocked the frame of the ship, and fountains of water splashed over the rails, most crew members believed their numbers were up.244 Twenty-four-year-old Ordinary Seaman Frank Trubisz saw nothing of the approaching U-boat. He had trouble sleeping and had just gone on deck for a smoke when the explosion, almost directly under him, knocked him unconscious and tossed him in the air. The clamor shook people awake in the nearby beach village of St. Simons Island, Georgia. Trubisz came to in excruciating pain, yelling, “Please God, help me now!”

***

AFTER WITHDRAWING U-123 TO a safe distance away, the watch on the bridge, including Kapitänleutnant Hardegen, could see Baton Rouge245 foundering and dropping by the stern. This was their encore performance for the night. A little more than an hour earlier, they had torpedoed SS Oklahoma in the same fashion. The scene playing out before them began to seem almost routine. Both ships presented themselves as easy targets and didn’t have far to sink—only forty feet to the muddy bottom.

Back on board the sinking Baton Rouge, general alarm was sounded, sending all hands rushing to their boat stations. They quickly released three lifeboats and climbed aboard to enjoy relative safety. One of the sailors tried to lighten the mood, joking, “Hell, I think I’m going to join the army. It’s safer.” By the time everyone was accounted for, three men were reported dead or missing.

Since the explosion had disabled the ship’s radio, the crew did not have the opportunity to send out a distress signal. They would have to hang on, praying that rescue might arrive before the U-boat circled back and opened fire, surely killing them all.

Fortunately for the crew, Georgia State Guard pilot Lieutenant Colonel Robert Ferguson spotted246 the explosions from his tiny plane, circled the scene, and flew back to land to get help . . . somehow. Scanning the neighborhoods below his little plane, he spotted a man outside of his home in a field. In his cramped cockpit, Robert scribbled out a note detailing the demise of the tanker. He tied it to a wrench and dropped it as close as he dared to the stranger in the field. Hardly a formal call for help, it would have to do! After unwrapping the wrench and reading the hastily drawn note, the stranger, Olaf H. Olsen, sprang into action.247 He operated a shallow-draft charter boat and knew the hazards in the local waters. Charging ahead of the Coast Guard, he reached the survivors first and took under tow all three lifeboats with fifty-four souls aboard.

***

IT HAD TAKEN TWO days for the sad news to make its way back to Billy’s family in Jacksonville. Billy was gone. His best friend, Frank Trubisz, had survived—clawing his way onto a lifeboat after the engine room went up in flames—but Billy wasn’t as lucky. He’d been trapped below deck, one of two men who never made it topside when the torpedo hit. The news stole the air from their lungs, leaving Alberta and Louis struggling to grasp the reality that Billy, just an hour off their shores, had died in the war.

Now, sitting in their weatherboard home, the family can’t escape the weight of their grief.

What they don’t know is that just off their beach, a German U-boat lurks in the darkness. And Gulfamerica, a massive tanker, is sailing unknowingly into her sights.

***

FOR UNKNOWN REASONS, OSCAR Anderson, the experienced master of Gulf Oil Corporation’s newest tanker, SS Gulfamerica, decides to abandon the classic zigzag maneuver that merchant vessels normally use to spoil torpedo attacks. Still on her maiden voyage from Port Arthur, Texas, she carries ninety thousand barrels of fuel oil. Proceeding without escort, she makes about twelve knots. What Master Anderson doesn’t know is that ever since passing St. Augustine, he has been followed.248

Though the sounds don’t carry that far, the lights from Jacksonville Pier and the Ferris wheels skip across the rippled surface, creating an almost surreal reward for Hardegen, who watches the shoreline with quiet satisfaction. Fully silhouetted against the bright lights of Jacksonville Beach, the tanker SS Gulfamerica trundles along. Through his periscope, Hardegen sees one of the big wheels slowly turning in the amusement park, surrounded by motorcar headlights, behind the darkened hull of the tanker. He will add a note to his war diary later, “There is a big dance on the pier tonight.” This hunt promises to be a rare show for the tourists.

The ship’s clock shows 10:20 p.m. on April 10. With a torpedo armed and loaded, Hardegen focuses on the task at hand. He checks the bearing to the target, calculates the range one final time. His attack plan calls for a strike on his target at 30°14'N, 81°18'W with a single torpedo. The weapon will approach from the starboard quarter, about thirty-five degrees off the tanker’s stern. Orders pass quickly and sharply from Hardegen to his second officer and to the crew. Hardegen gives the command . . . “Los!” Then they wait.

***

IN THE SCHEICHS’ HOME, Louis has only just begun sharing249 another memory of Billy when the night itself seems to rupture. Light floods the kitchen, washing the walls in an ochre glare, while shadows leap like startled figures across the room. “What was that?” Both Louis and his mother jump up from their table. Seeking a better view, Louis runs down to the beach, and when he gets there, he sees a ship ablaze. He has no way of knowing, but Gulfamerica had just fallen prey to the same U-boat that had killed his brother three days ago.

***

THE GERMAN TORPEDO, EXPLODING on contact with the tanker, raises a wall of water on the starboard side of Gulfamerica250 near the engine room, sending oil and steel skyward. The vaporized oil ignites instantaneously, launching a massive fireball into the night that attracts attention from miles around. Crowds gather on Jacksonville Beach, entranced by the brilliant red, flickering light from the blazing wreck.

The wind carries the fire and smoke from the explosion toward land, obscuring the target enough that Hardegen cannot fully assess the damage. Bringing his sub completely to the surface, he maneuvers to within 250 meters of the burning hulk. In his estimation, he has inflicted enough damage that he does not need to waste another valuable torpedo but still feels he should do something to seal the ship’s fate.

Choosing to conserve the last of his twenty-two torpedoes,251 Hardegen decides to finish the job with gunfire and orders his crew to man the deck gun. The night’s events unfold so close to shore that Hardegen and his crew can see a sizable crowd on the beach. Dozens of approaching motorcars now shine even more light on the scene than before the torpedo attack.

As every marksman knows, “Be sure of your target, and what’s beyond it.” Hardegen knows he can’t shoot at the ship from the seaward side because a shell ricocheting off the waves might explode on the beach, risking innocent lives. He maneuvers his boat between the coast and the burning ship so he can fire seaward. This proves risky. The wind pushes his fully surfaced boat ever closer to the beach and the shallower water, while the burning oil encroaches on his position. He acts fast, assuming the American military will quickly respond to a sinking this spectacular.

The crowd watches in shock as the unmistakable outline of a German U-boat, with its silhouetted gun crew preparing their deck gun, materializes between them and the flames pouring from the wounded ship. Tourists at the Florida resort, who have rushed from hotels and bars to watch, are rewarded with an eerie view of their enemy outlined against a fiery backdrop.

Carpenters Mate Third Class Howard Grisham, a twenty-three-year-old Naval Reservist252 stationed at Mayport, has liberty that night. As usual, he stops by a local bar at Jacksonville Beach. When the explosion occurs, everyone leaves the bar and runs to the oceanfront. Grisham knows they will need him back at the base as soon as possible. Anticipating a long night, he makes a quick stop for one final drink, finding the bar open but completely deserted. He mixes his own beverage, slurps it down, and leaves an IOU.

***

ABOARD THE BURNING GULFAMERICA,253 Master Anderson calls for all engines to stop and orders the other forty-seven members of his crew to abandon ship. Radio Operator William Meloney sends out distress calls, and those still able lower the lifeboats. Robert Watson, a sixteen-year-old gunner,254 attempts to return fire on the German sub. The flames surrounding Gulfamerica prevent him, having heated his gun to the point it can’t be touched.

The crew, composed only moments earlier as they lowered the lifeboats with practiced calm, now breaks into chaos as tracer rounds from U-123 rake their port side in a shriek of metal and flame. In the panic, more than half the ship’s complement throw themselves overboard, vanishing into the black water. Men not in lifeboats struggle to escape the flames, but their cork life jackets, meant to save them, instead drag against their movements, clumsy and buoyant. Matters worsen when a slick of fuel and leaking chemicals fans out across the water. It swirls around them like a pack of starving eels, their oily bodies wrapping tight and biting into flesh with invisible teeth, leaving skin blistered and raw.

Unmistakable from shore, the muzzle flashes from U-123’s deck gun spark genuine terror in the crowd even before the reports of the gun reach the beach. Louis stands among the shocked spectators, wondering if his mother, distraught from the news about his brother, has followed him to the beach and is seeing this too. Should he go back?

The combined impact of the scene before him and the recent loss of his brother nearly overwhelms the twenty-year-old man. Louis is ready to fight against this newfound enemy. He can’t remain silent. “Why is he doing that?” he cries out, to no one in particular. “The ship is burning, the crew is helpless, and they’re definitely trying to get off!” He knows everyone around him feels the same—helpless and equally enraged. They watch as the ship burns while simultaneously suffering under machine gun and shellfire. The helplessness in the crowd quickly turns to anger,255 and shouts of “Nazi!” and “Monster!” rise from the horde. These cries are tame compared to the many other sentiments and epithets yelled from the beach that night. Others turn and run, convinced that once the submarine finishes tearing apart Gulfamerica, it will turn its guns toward shore and shell the city itself. But once U-123 finishes pummeling the tanker, it moves on, disappearing into obscurity. What began as an average Friday night has erupted into utter chaos for those who, only moments before, doubted that the war would ever arrive at their doorstep.

Left to the mercy of God and the sea for hours, the survivors of Gulfamerica wait. Three of the lifeboats made it successfully into the water, but the No. 4 lifeboat capsizes and stubbornly remains so. Those in the lifeboats circle to the port side of the ship, searching for men in the vile-smelling water, but they have to withdraw when the oily flames threaten to engulf them.

Hours later, a group of men arrive from Naval Station Mayport in an old wooden Chris Craft,256 a small boat with a center wheelhouse. Lacking life jackets or any useful equipment, their orders are to ram anything that appears hostile. They charge toward the smoky scene and find the heat so intense that they cannot approach without endangering their own lives. Their efforts pay off when they finally spot and rescue a sailor from Gulfamerica.

Carpenters Mate Howard Grisham, who by now has probably forgotten his IOU at the bar, and another sailor do their best to resuscitate the young man. Their valiant attempt to save the seaman’s life ultimately fails, leaving the small group of rescuers devastated. Without any effective resources available, the government commandeers private yachts and shrimp boats for the ongoing rescue effort. Alongside the Coast Guard, they pick up twenty-four men—including Master Anderson with a shell splinter in his arm. Of the forty-eight aboard, two officers, two of the armed guards, and fifteen of the merchant sailors lose their lives.

Word of Jacksonville’s violent night spreads through town in the following days, and people drive to the beach to catch a glimpse of the wreckage. Those who witnessed Gulfamerica’s end or saw the carnage that washed up on their shore will never forget the sight. Louis Scheich returns to the beach along with many others. They can’t see the ship anymore, but the formerly white sand around them has turned black with thick tar from the ship’s cargo. Charlie Hamaker, an eight-year-old local boy, can’t keep the sticky sand from caking on his feet as he walks. He tells his mother, “I think I’m growing an inch taller every block!”

***

ABOARD U-123, KAPITÄNLEUTNANT REINHARD Hardegen’s luck has finally run out. After carrying out successful attacks for weeks, Hardegen is finally being hunted himself. Georgia State Guard pilot Robert Ferguson,257 the same pilot who had bombed Olsen with the note-bearing wrench, alerted USS Dahlgren (DD-187) about a U-boat in the shallow waters off St. Augustine. Lieutenant Commander Robert Cavenagh sounds the alarm. Bells ring, signals flash. After detecting Dahlgren’s approach, Hardegen orders: “Dive! Fast!”

Dahlgren converges on U-123’s position. Churning the surface, she initiates an attack run with depth charges. On the ocean floor, seventy-two feet below, the U-boat lies still, like a mouse playing dead in front of a tomcat. A particularly close sledgehammer-like blow causes everything to shudder. Machinery protests. Practically everything breaks down inside the U-boat. Another blow snuffs out the lights. Four more depth charges follow. The hull is not breached, but the boat will not survive long under this onslaught. The submarine crew can only wait in silence, accepting the punishment. Once again, Dahlgren crosses over their position, only a few dozen feet away. Hardegen can’t understand why she doesn’t drop more charges.

Hardegen has no way of knowing, but while he lies helpless in the shallows, the destroyer above sights wooden deck plates and oil floating on the surface. They believe their job is done. Apparently not noticing the steady streams of rising bubbles, or perhaps misinterpreting them to mean that the sub has been destroyed, the ill-trained Americans abruptly secure from general quarters, believing they’ve scored a kill, and head northeast at 3:58 a.m. on the 11th, confident in their supposed victory. They leave the shell-shocked and crippled, but still living, U-boat behind, abandoning what should have been the US Navy’s first successful attack on a German submersible of the war.

Hardegen observes in his war diary:258 “Why the enemy didn’t wait for the commander’s cap as proof of its kill is entirely incomprehensible . . . it shows how inexperienced the defense forces are.” U-123 creeps away to nurse its wounds and fight another day. Their luck had not run out, after all . . .

***

THE GULFAMERICA INCIDENT CAUSES Governor Spessard Holland to institute the first mandatory blackout along the East Coast259 the day after the attack. Jacksonville’s beaches go dark. Residents extinguish all lights at sundown, and when lights must remain burning inside, the windows are covered instead. Everyone acquires a sense of vigilance—putting blackout shades in their homes, using car lights only on low beam, and even building wooden walls to shield lights on streets facing the sea. On the same day Governor Holland initiates the blackouts, Admiral King issues an order halting all further oil tanker traffic along the East Coast. As far as oil is concerned, Hardegen’s attack on Gulfamerica is the last straw. No oil will move in tanker hulls for the remainder of the month. What once flowed swiftly in steel hulls must now crawl by rail and truck, inching across the country at a fraction of the speed.

Shore watches are even put into place, requiring locals and tourists to carry identification at all times. Carpenters Mate Howard Grisham’s duties now include patrolling260 both public and military beaches while enforcing the blackout. He, along with other guards, stands on top of the sand dunes along the oceanfront, armed with an antiquated Marlin machine gun that seldom fires more than once before jamming. Most nights, the “saber-toothed” mosquitoes pose a bigger threat to life than the enemy. But tonight, Howard catches a glimpse of a “light of recognition,” a briefly winking signal coming from the sea. He knows that before flashing out their messages in code—anything from beacons for navigation, a code for a supply drop, or even a silent confirmation that safe harbor waits ashore—German subs must first alert their contacts ashore of their presence. Using this type of signaling, the German subs also contact the spies that, by now, many believe prowl American beaches. Howard overhears a boatswain’s mate from the Shore Patrol interrupt a family as they walk along the boardwalk. Have they seen a light shining back from the beach anywhere? They acknowledge that they have, and direct the bosun’s mate to a nearby house. Howard takes the initiative to review the security logs and discovers that numerous reports of “lights of recognition” have previously been filed for that house. He spends most of that night compiling a report detailing his discovery. The following morning, he submits his report to the Officer of the Day. To his dismay, the Officer refuses to accept the report, and with the dozens of other seemingly false reports that have come, deposits it in the circular file on the floor next to his desk.

The Outer Banks, North Carolina—April 13, 1942

“Cap’n” Quinn leans against the rail of Sea Roamer,261 eyes fixed on the horizon. Twenty miles off Nags Head, the sea has turned into a different kind of hunting ground. “There’s a U-boat out there,” he mutters to his crew before reaching for the radio. Only his inner circle knows that Quinn is part of Commander Vincent Astor’s Observers, armed with a radio and code words to report sub sightings. The message is short, cryptic: “Josephina Portofino . . . two tons of halibut.”

Quinn’s call reaches Norfolk quickly, and soon USS Roper, a trim destroyer, slices southward. When they arrive, the radar picks up a weak contact. The night off Hatteras is crisp and clear, stars strewn across a black sky. Lieutenant Commander Hamilton W. Howe moves cautiously at the helm,262 aware of the enemy lurking nearby.

“Target spotted,” the radar operator says, breaking the quiet. “Two thousand seven hundred yards.”

As Roper closes in on U-85, the situation changes abruptly. “Torpedo close aboard, port side!” The warning snaps like a whip. A torpedo narrowly misses them. The U-boat, now fleeing on the surface, veers away from the beach, trying to escape back into the Atlantic depths.

At three hundred yards, Howe gives the order: “Turn on the searchlight!” The beam flares to life, revealing U-85 stark and unmistakable in the glare. On U-85’s deck, German sailors rush to man the deck gun, but Roper’s men are faster. The chief boatswain’s mate swings Roper’s machine gun into action. The first hail of tracers lights up the night, tearing into the U-boat’s hull. Then Roper’s gunner scores a hit with a three-inch/.50-caliber gun. The sharp scent of cordite mixes with salt in the air. The submarine is sinking at the stern. A ripple of disbelief runs through Roper’s crew.

The German crew jumps into the water, shouting for rescue. Meanwhile, Howe believes they’ve picked up another sonar contact, though it’s likely the sinking U-85. Fearing the presence of more U-boats, as they often operate in packs, Howe doesn’t want to take chances. Instead of rescuing the German sailors, Howe orders Roper to steam through the mass of men in the water, dropping eleven depth charges to ensure U-85 is destroyed. The blasts kill the entire U-boat crew.

At dawn, Roper returns to the scene. Dive crews search the wreck for one thing: a German Enigma machine. It’s their best hope for cracking the German codes. But after hours of combing through the debris, they find nothing.

As the sun climbs higher, Commander Howe stares out at the waves, his expression unchanged. His crew had done their duty—the enemy is gone. But the cost lingers, with bodies drifting in the water, ghastly reminders of the night’s brutality. Should they have rescued the Germans, or would their efforts have cost Roper’s crew their own lives?

Despite the exaggerated or deliberately misleading reports claiming that dozens of U-boats had been sunk in the Battle of the Atlantic, this is, in truth, the first U-boat destroyed by American forces in their own waters.
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Japan—April 18, 1942

Over Tokyo, the sky trembles—then splits with the thunder of engines. Sixteen B-25s streak in like iron-winged ghosts, their shadows rippling across rooftops below. At the helm, Lieutenant Colonel Jimmy Doolittle flies like a man chasing fate, his bomber leading the charge into legend. They drop their payloads on Japan’s industrial heart, then vanish into the horizon, heading west for China.

Washington, DC—April 18, 1942

As jubilant crowds celebrate the bold strike against the enemy, a hunched, limping figure makes his way through the Navy halls in Washington, DC. Rodger Winn, the mastermind behind Britain’s OIC, has arrived from London with a mission: to convince the US Navy to adopt a similar system. The real challenge is Admiral Ernest King.

Since February, the British have struggled under a darkening horizon. Germany’s fourth Enigma rotor had crippled ULTRA, rendering vast networks of intelligence suddenly mute. Winn knows the solution lies beyond intelligence; it lies in operational foresight. For years he’d tracked U-boats, his quiet persistence saving countless ships. But here, amid America’s towering bureaucracy, he’ll have to push through walls of protocol and persuasion.

His first battle isn’t with King himself, but with Commander George Dyer,1 who manages the Navy’s information room. “It’s not only practicable to forecast U-boat movements,” he argues on the third day with a fierce conviction, “it’s essential for anti-submarine and merchant routing.” Dyer, skeptical but worn down, relents.

Next, he faces Rear Admiral R. S. Edwards, King’s deputy. Edwards, stiff and skeptical, shakes his head. “It’s impossible to forecast U-boat movements,” he scoffs, “and routing based on that is pointless.”

Winn doesn’t flinch. “The trouble is, Admiral, it’s not just your bloody ships you’re losing—it’s ours too.”

Edwards pauses, then laughs boisterously. “Maybe you’ve got a point.”

Winn is ushered to King himself, who listens and sizes him up. Winn outlines his vision: a tracking room under King’s direct command to analyze U-boat strategies in real time. King, famous for his independence, surprises Winn with his sharp, decisive nod. Moving with surprising speed and efficiency,2 King orders an OIC based on Winn’s recommendations, to be assembled immediately.

Meanwhile, Admiral Francis “Frog” Low, architect of the Doolittle Raid,3 anxiously awaits news from China about the mission’s outcome. Doolittle’s men are crash-landing or bailing out, some rescued by Chinese allies, others captured by the Japanese. In that tense moment, the call from Edwards’s office breaks through. “It’s not a question of whether, but when—and that means now. Get the right man and get going.”

***

JOHN TILTMAN, ANOTHER BLETCHLEY Park boffin with a herculean task in front of him, labors over the final touches of a memo with some very controversial recommendations. Writing from a borrowed desk in the musty halls of Washington’s OP-20-G cryptology department, he’s traversing a diplomatic tightrope. On the one hand, he’s trying to convince Commander Edward Travis—who recently succeeded Alastair Denniston as head of Bletchley Park—to open up and cooperate with the Americans. On the other hand, he’s trying to appease Travis’s reputation for tight security and even stricter oversight. If the two countries’ cryptology departments end up at odds with each other, the war could extend into the foreseeable future, and Tiltman would see it as a personal failure.

April had been unforgiving. Tiltman vividly recalled Palm Sunday,4 when an unexpected blizzard blanketed the city in seventeen inches of snow, forcing him to wade through knee-deep drifts to reach the Main Navy building days later. The cold outside matched the chill inside, where tension dominated the conference.5 He had expected a routine meeting—but he found an inquisition. Americans, led by Aggie Driscoll, Joseph Redman, and Joseph Wenger, arrived with pointed expectations, demanding transparency on British progress with Enigma. And why shouldn’t they? Their coasts were ravaged by U-boat attacks, with devastating losses mounting each month. Why had British intelligence slowed to a trickle? Where was the progress on Enigma?

Tiltman stood on the auditorium stage, eyes fixed on the sea of American Army and Navy officers, technical experts who ruthlessly grilled him for specifics. They wanted to know everything about “the British effort against Enigma,” but he had little to give. He’d hardly worked on the machine—his expertise lay elsewhere. He could offer no defense for the silence. What he couldn’t say was the truth: the Germans had added a fourth rotor to their Enigma machines, rendering British efforts futile. The British weren’t withholding intelligence—they simply couldn’t read the U-boat codes anymore. Redman, persistent as ever,6 demanded a working Enigma machine and all German minor systems, convinced this was justified after the Americans had shared Purple.

Tiltman, who had advocated for the Americans in 1941, now absorbed the blows in silence, focusing on preserving their fragile alliance. A fractured partnership would only buy the Germans more time, as U-boats sank Allied convoys with impunity. As the meeting wore on, Tiltman found himself impressed with Wenger’s more measured approach. Wenger, unlike Driscoll or Redman, seemed genuinely interested in finding a solution rather than pointing fingers.7 Tiltman had been staying at Joseph and Mary Wenger’s home for the past ten days, and they’d often spent their evenings together, discussing the challenges facing both their cryptographic efforts. Tiltman appreciated that Wenger was disciplined and thoughtful, the kind of man you wanted on your side in a war like this.

One night, as they sat in the study,8 Wenger confided in Tiltman about the difficulties he faced with the old guard—figures like Driscoll and Safford—who resisted the necessary changes. The Navy’s cryptographic efforts stagnated because of internal opposition, and Wenger felt the strain of balancing respect for his superiors with the need for progress. Tiltman understood all too well.

Wenger wanted to know how they could improve, how they could close the gap between their work and the British efforts at Bletchley. Tiltman had been frank—their biggest weakness was the lack of a well-trained, experienced research group. Wenger had already made some headway by creating a research team under Commander Engstrom,9 but he knew more was needed. That was when Wenger proposed sending two or three of his officers to GC&CS to study the British methods firsthand. Tiltman agreed immediately. Two officers would travel to Bletchley that summer to study under the British cryptanalysts and gather all the details they could. This mutual exchange cemented their growing bond, a hopeful sign of true collaboration. But Tiltman knew that none of it would happen without Travis’s approval.

What Tiltman hadn’t been aware of was that Americans were already pushing ahead. Bob Ely, working closely with John Howard under Engstrom’s direction, had been in constant communication with his superiors, outlining what they needed to crack the Enigma. The need for a breakthrough from Engstrom’s “M” group within OP-20-G was only growing.

Ely and his team had been refining a new Bombe design—an all-electronic machine10 that promised to be faster and more efficient than the British version. The Navy’s Bureau of Ships, with Ralph Meader serving as liaison, backed their effort, hoping for radical innovations. The British, on the other hand, had built on Polish breakthroughs,11 but in 1939, when the Poles shared their techniques, the Americans weren’t in the loop. Alan Turing had divulged some of his improvements on the Poles’ methods during the Sinkov mission in the spring 1941. However, the information brought back by the mission never made it past Aggie Driscoll’s desk. As a result, Ely’s team had no working model, no firsthand knowledge—just scraps of information and raw ingenuity. The Polish Bombe had automated Enigma decryption, but for Ely’s team, it was a distant blueprint, not a foundation. They also didn’t know that Driscoll’s secrecy had cost them months of progress on this topic.

John Howard, an MIT engineer tasked with addressing their hardware problems, had already reached out to Joseph Desch at NCR. Desch’s expertise with thyratron tubes made him the perfect candidate to help, though he had no idea what the larger project entailed.

The Americans’ effort was advancing, but with limited information.12 The April 1942 OP-20-G directive revealed only a partial understanding of Enigma, with many holes in their knowledge about the four-wheel version known as “Shark.”

Still laboring over his memo,13 Tiltman pens his final statement to Commander Travis. “Unless full details of the machine solution were made available to the Navy Department . . .” and “. . . unless a rapid and satisfactory solution is found, the high command will insist on their Naval Cryptanalysts attempting to duplicate our work on Enigma.”

New York—Late April 1942

In another unlikely collaboration, Meyer Lansky, once the mastermind behind Murder Incorporated, now cherishes the 6 p.m. dinner ritual with his family14 in their Upper West Side apartment. His wife, Anne, and their children, Buddy, Paul, and Sandi, gather around the table. His life had changed dramatically since the chaotic days of street fights, bootlegging, and breaking up German Bund meetings. The Mob’s Accountant had shifted his focus to building an empire around horse racing and casinos, with his eyes on a small venture in a nowhere place called Las Vegas.

Sandi heads outside to ice skate on the balcony while Lansky watches. His phone rings. It is Moses Polakoff, kingpin Charlie “Lucky” Luciano’s former lawyer. Polakoff delivers the news: Socks Lanza, the overlord of the Fulton Fish Market, has been working with Naval Intelligence to help with the war front. In his grease-stained fish-market overalls, Lanza is obeyed and, in his domain, worshipped. But outside of those docks, the threat against the waterfront and New York Harbor requires more resources, and Socks has hit a wall.15 Polakoff needs Lansky’s help to get to Luciano. Lansky smiles to himself—this is no surprise. He has been aware of Socks’s involvement with the Navy well before the lawyer ever made the call. After all, he is still the man at the top of New York’s underworld.

“I’ll help,” Lansky replies with conviction.16 “I’ll be more than happy to play any part I can.”

They agree to meet the next day at Longchamps to discuss it further. The next morning, Assistant District Attorney Murray Gurfein, head of the rackets bureau, is introduced to Lansky.17 Polakoff explains that Socks is having some difficulties, relaying Socks’s worry that “They think I’m just trying to save my own skin.18 If Charlie would tell them it’s for the war effort, that it’s for real, maybe they’d stop resisting.”

Gurfein asks if Luciano can be trusted. Lansky doesn’t hesitate.19 “I feel he can be trusted,” he says. “His whole family’s here—his mother, father, two brothers, sister, and her children. He has everything to lose. I’d like to go up and see him, ask him myself.”

Polakoff speaks up then: “I’m willing to put the responsibility in his hands.”

Gurfein acknowledges this but stands firm that there’s no offer of leniency toward his sentence. This is “purely on the basis of a patriotic service.”20

The group moves on to the Hotel Astor in Times Square’s heart. In a quiet suite on the mezzanine, Lansky is introduced to Rad Haffenden,21 head of the operation. “Welcome to my ‘off the record’ office,” Haffenden quips as they enter. “Church Street’s the official place, but here, things stay discreet.” After some discussion of logistics, they decide that any steps involving Luciano will wait until they have approval from New York Commissioner of Corrections John Lyons.

But Lansky’s mind is already moving, considering other ways he can help. First, he thinks of Johnny Dunn—a man he trusts implicitly. Dunn knows the waterfront as well as anyone, with solid connections along the Hudson, exactly the kind of man Haffenden needs. He’d be able to position men along the piers, inside the bars, on the docks, always listening, always watching. Lansky’s role is clear now: while the authorities work out Luciano’s involvement, Lansky will set the introductions, smooth the connections, and ensure Socks has the right men for the job. As Lansky leaves the Astor and steps out onto Broadway, in mere hours, a mandated blackout will descend upon the city, shrouding its iconic luminescence in wartime darkness.

Detroit, Michigan—April 1942

The crisp sound of champagne glasses clinking echoes through the elegant apartment along East Jefferson Avenue.22 Grace Buchanan-Dineen stands amid the lavish setting, her guests, Theresa Behrens, a slender, sad-faced confederate, and her fiancé, Gustave Froehlich, at her side. The words accompanying the toast carry a weight beyond mere festivity—“Sieg heil!”

The past few months have upended Grace’s world. In March, she was just another name on a list—an interrogated suspect, her fate teetering between deportation and something far worse. After the agents showed up at her hotel, she had been brought into the New York FBI office for further interrogations.23 The FBI had planned to send her back to Canada,24 but intervention by the FBI’s Detroit senior special agent, Jack Bugas, changed everything. The Detroit chief convinced J. Edgar Hoover she was too valuable to discard. Instead of a prison cell or a refugee line, Grace was offered a deal:25 work with the Bureau, infiltrate the circles of Theresa Behrens and Dr. Fred Thomas, and avoid the looming threat of a concentration camp.

This decision was not taken lightly;26 but her connections and persona made her an ideal candidate to infiltrate and gather intelligence on the growing German espionage ring operating in Detroit. Bugas put it plainly in his reports:27 “Miss Buchanan-Dineen’s personality and extensive travel made her an excellent conversationalist, a person of interest to many socially prominent people.”

Since then, she has been welcomed among Detroit’s elite, slipping seamlessly between luncheons at the city’s finest clubs, fashion shows, and Red Cross lectures. Her Oxford accent and polished charm make her a fixture in the society pages, lauded for her grace and charity. Over champagne toasts and opulent hors d’oeuvres, despite a nationwide rationing effort in effect, she is listening—watching—waiting.28

Dr. Thomas hands over amidopyrine tablets and 90-proof alcohol—ingredients for invisible ink bound for German hands. New contacts slip in and out of her apartment, each carrying whispers of intelligence. Even Bert Hoffman, the man who first tipped off the FBI about Grace, is back in the fold. Recently discharged from the Navy under murky circumstances, he now eyes the Merchant Marine, hoping to secure shipping schedules—information that could put American vessels in the crosshairs of the German navy.

Behind the scenes, Special Agent Bugas and his team work tirelessly to dismantle Nazi networks within the city.29 By May, they’ve carried out more than fifty raids, sweeping into homes of German immigrants on suspicion alone. These searches uncover stockpiles of weapons, shortwave radios, and clandestine communications. The arrests come quickly, and the convictions stack up even faster. Bugas asserts to the press, “We’re using every method we can to counteract the efforts of the Nazis, and we feel completely justified.”

The FBI’s strategy is paying off, and Grace remains at the center of this complex web, her charm and charisma masking the cold machinery of espionage churning just beneath the surface.

Theresa, curious as ever, can’t help but inquire about the choice of Detroit over New York. Grace, with a chuckle, responds, “Have you seen my view?! I’m sure the gardens will be splendid in the spring.” The luxury of her surroundings, however, carries a covert price.30 Grace may move through Detroit’s high society with ease, but she is never alone. The FBI ensures her compliance with round-the-clock surveillance—far beyond what she was told. Hidden microphones and cameras turn her apartment into a listening post, as they record every whispered conversation.

Agents maintain a constant watch from an adjacent unit,31 peering through a two-way mirror with an unbroken view of her living room, dinette, and hallway. Their equipment remains, in their own words, “always in perfect condition” to capture “everything said and done by Detroit socialites and members of the so-called intelligentsia.”

The layers of surveillance are seamless, woven into the fabric of her life, unseen but ever-present.32 Yet Grace plays her part flawlessly. “As it turns out, I find the Big Apple to be pretty rotten anyway.”

Gustave, exuding warmth, extends a genuine welcome on behalf of Detroit. “Prost!” As the champagne flows and the atmosphere buzzes with a blend of camaraderie and war-related gossip, Gustave proposes to extend the festivities with a visit to Max Stephan’s restaurant, followed by drinks at the Roths’. Theresa, sharing an embrace with Gustave, welcomes the idea. “I know the doctor and his wife have been anxious to meet you, Grace. They are very loyal to the cause.”

New York—May 4, 1942

Alfred Stanford, Commodore of the Cruising Club, finally sees his long-sought vision take shape. Desperation likely plays a part—East Coast shipping losses in April show little improvement from March.33 The Eastern Sea Frontier War Diary acknowledged with grim candor that “April was almost an exact repetition of the preceding month” in terms of U-boat attacks, branding the area as “the most dangerous for merchant shipping in the entire world.” Vice Admiral Andrews, promoted just days ago, urges Admiral King for more planes and ships to combat the growing U-boat threat. He pushes for coastal convoys, intending to launch the system within weeks, but warns that without more escorts, losses will remain “extremely critical.”

Perhaps what finally tips the scale, though, is the pressure Stanford and his civilian fleet34 exert on Washington. Frustrated by the Navy’s inaction, they take their case to Congress and the press. The resulting public outcry becomes too loud for Admiral King to ignore. In May, he reluctantly gives in, asking the Coast Guard Auxiliary to organize Stanford’s volunteers, with additional support provided by Commander Vincent Astor,35 a man King trusts—someone with the ear of FDR. The path is further cleared the following month, when an amendment to the Coast Guard Reserve and Auxiliary Act gives the Commandant authority to enroll reservists for temporary duty. It loosens age and physical standards and allows boat owners to serve aboard their own vessels—many of which will soon be stripped of polish and painted haze gray. And so, a new force emerges along the American coastlines, one that while necessary, is unconventional.

The personnel of this “Corsair Fleet,” as the Coast Guard dubs it, are as eclectic as the vessels they command.36 The fleet is a ragtag collection of “seagoing buffs, Great Lakes navigators, college boys, and Sea Scout leaders,” alongside “beachcombers, former bootleggers, and ex-rumrunners,” not to mention the pedigreed yachtsmen. Many have been rejected from regular service due to physical disabilities, but their passion and expertise make them invaluable.

Still, the Navy remains skeptical, denying officer commissions to most of the picket patrol skippers. Even seasoned yachtsmen and distinguished citizens find themselves serving under ratings far below their abilities. One such case is the schooner Primrose IV, captained by a sixty-year-old Harvard professor and former naval reserve officer from World War I—relegated to the rank of chief boatswain’s mate.

Yet, the volunteers embrace their roles with pride. Stanford, despite his leadership position, accepts his rank as lieutenant commander with good humor. Their collective spirit is defiant: “Who cares if the odds favor Goliath?” Arm the faster fishing boats and pleasure craft with machine guns and depth charges, and these volunteers will prove the Navy wrong.

The primary tasks of the Corsair Fleet are observation and rescue. From dawn to dusk, these boats patrol the coastline, responding to distress calls and checking on suspicious vessels. Many return from their patrols with survivors plucked from torpedoed freighters and tankers.

This group of sailors is as motley in appearance as it is in personnel. Before uniforms become standard, they dress in a hodgepodge of weather-beaten mackinaws, Cape Cod oilskins, and hip boots. Their vessels, too,37 are an odd mix of “clumsy old sea tubs” patrolling alongside “luxurious yachts” and “racing yawls under jib and jigger.”

From the Delaware Capes to the Eastern Shore, past Cape Hatteras, and down to Florida, the little gray boats carry on their daily patrols, ready to act at a moment’s notice. The professional Navy and Coast Guard men look on skeptically, scoffing at this ragtag fleet. “What good are they?” they grumble. “These hooligans aren’t worth the powder to blow them to hell.”

But the picket men have their answer ready: “Call us the Hooligan Navy if you want.”

***

MEANWHILE, THE CIVIL AIR Patrol (CAP) pilots face their own struggles. The Coastal Patrol has grown to five bases, with more on the way. Their command is strict about following orders and wearing official CAP uniforms, but many pilots prefer their comfortable Sears and Roebuck khakis and sports shirts. Before long, their scarlet-tabbed uniforms, however, become the butt of jokes from Maine to Florida. Everywhere they go, they are greeted with jeers—“Here comes the Salvation Army!”38 or “Look at Swanky Frankie!”

The CAP fliers bear it all in silence, as they are forbidden to speak about their secret operations. Their mission is simple. Spot enemy submarines and friendly vessels in distress.39 The German naval rulebook requires U-boats to crash-dive at once if an aircraft is flying directly toward them, and that’s exactly what the CAP planes do, drive them under and away from Allied ships. But soon, just spotting submarines won’t be enough.

To make matters worse, the oil tanker Norlindo is torpedoed off Key West—marking the start of Dönitz’s brutal Gulf campaign.

***

THE WATERS OFF THE Florida coast ignite with flames over the breaking dawn.40 The Mexican tanker Potrero del Llano, torpedoed by a U-boat, is burning in the Gulf Stream, her cargo of oil creating a ring of fire around the ship. Civil Air Patrol pilot and intelligence officer John A. Keil circles above, his camera clicking away, capturing the wreck below. These images, raw evidence of the U-boat menace, are wired to the Mexican government by Earle Johnson at the request of Army leadership. After U-106 torpedoes a second neutral tanker, Faja de Oro, Mexico declares war on Germany the following day.

From the radio, Keil relays the tanker’s position, and the “Hooligans” of Commander William Mansfield’s41 Coast Guard Auxiliary flotilla spring into action. Their small gray boats, manned by civilian volunteers, race toward the inferno, white wakes cutting through the turquoise water.

As Mansfield’s boys steer into the flames, the overwhelming heat risks setting ablaze or melting every fitting and plank on their boat. One errant spark could ignite the gasoline stored onboard, but they press on. Desperate crewmen are flailing in the water, some diving through the flames in a grim cycle of survival—splash, gulp air, dive under the surface. The Hooligans thrust their arms into the fire, grabbing survivors and pulling them aboard, away from deaths too agonizing to imagine.

Above them, CAP aircraft circle, guiding the rescue boats to more survivors and keeping a watchful eye for the U-boat that might still be lurking. Though not yet armed, their presence alone deters the submarine from surfacing to finish the job.

Onshore, a Red Cross mobile hospital waits. The Auxiliary Reserve boats rush back, carrying burned and battered survivors. Medical teams tend men pulled back from the brink of death, their skin scorched by fire and saltwater.

For hours, the grisly task continues. Auxiliary boats patrol the flaming wreck, searching for any last survivors, while CAP planes orbit, bearing witness to the destruction below. Potrero, her fate sealed by the U-boat’s attack, drifts with the current like a funeral barge, flames flickering as she slowly sinks.

As night falls, the tanker disappears in a final cloud of steam. The pyre fades, but the danger remains. The auxiliary boats stay on station, warning other vessels to avoid the wreck, and the CAP planes continue to scan the dark ocean for signs of more U-boat activity. This daring rescue is a watershed moment for the Coast Guard Auxiliary. Only months before, the idea of a civilian coastal defense force had been conceived, but many naval officials had dismissed these volunteers as a “landlubber armada,” skeptical that civilians could make a difference against the powerful U-boats. Now, that skepticism is gone.

The Hooligans—doctors, lawyers, businessmen, white- and blue-collar people—have proven they are more than a makeshift fleet. Their boats, once pleasure craft, are now painted battleship gray, armed with whatever weapons they could find, including rifles and shotguns. These civilian volunteers have been thrust into the heart of a war that is no longer distant, but on their doorstep.

As U-boat attacks continue along the shores, the Coast Guard Auxiliary Reserve works hand in hand with the Civil Air Patrol. These “Sunday Skippers,” as they are sometimes called, join forces with the “Swanky Frankies,” extending the coastal defense in a desperate race to protect American shores.

Off the Coast of North Carolina—May 9, 1942

The Coast Guard cutter Icarus42 glides through the coastal waters, her engines humming like a lullaby on a drowsy Saturday afternoon. Sunlight glints off the waves; crewmen lounge at their stations, alert but at ease. Suddenly, the sonar operator detects a faint, “mushy” contact about two thousand yards off the port bow. The air snaps taut. Shouts echo. Boots pound steel. In a blink, the cutter transforms—calm stripped away as the crew rushes to battle stations.

Lieutenant Maurice Jester, commanding officer of Icarus, orders evasive maneuvers just as a torpedo explodes two hundred yards off the port quarter. The hunt is on. Jester skillfully maneuvers the cutter, dropping depth charges in textbook patterns. The crew listens intently as the sonar operator tracks the submarine’s movements.

After a tense cat-and-mouse game, large bubbles break the surface, indicating the hull has been breached. Moments later, U-352 emerges with serious damage. Icarus’s gun crews open fire and their shells find their mark. Within minutes, the submarine begins to sink, and her crew abandons ship.

The German sailors struggling in the water present an unexpected dilemma. There’s no precedent for picking up survivors in this situation. Lieutenant Jester contacts both Norfolk and Charleston, seeking authorization to rescue the enemy combatants.

After finally receiving approval, Icarus begins plucking the survivors from the sea, almost overcrowding the open deck of the tiny ship. Icarus is half the size of the U-boat they just sank. Among the survivors is Kapitänleutnant Helmut Rathke, the U-boat’s commander. The Germans, expecting to be killed, are surprised by the humane treatment they receive.

As the adrenaline subsides, Jester composes a terse message: “Contacted submarine. Destroyed same . . . Have 33 of her crew members on board. Proceeding Charleston with survivors.”

Icarus steams toward Charleston, her decks now home to the first enemy combatants captured by US forces in World War II. This encounter is not just a military victory, but a moment of unexpected humanity amid the brutality of war.

***

BUT WAR RARELY LETS compassion linger. Just three nights later, on May 12, U-558, under Gunther Krech, surfaces off the coast of North Carolina. A lookout spots Bedfordshire—one of twenty-four British trawlers sent to help guard America’s vulnerable shore. U-558 strikes without warning and Bedfordshire explodes, sinking in an instant. No one survives.43

Days pass before two bodies wash ashore—Sub-Lieutenant Thomas Cunningham, RNVR, and Ordinary Telegraphist Stanley Craig—and it is only then that anyone realizes the ship was gone. When Cunningham procured the British flags that had crossed the Atlantic, tucked into the hold of a modest corvette, he could not have imagined how quickly they would be needed—nor that one would cover his own lifeless form.

Mount Vernon, Virginia—May 1942

The windowless bus carrying the captured crew of U-35244 weaves through dense woods outside DC. As the bus creeps toward a gravel drive, it slows, then jerks to a halt at a guard post. Armed military police scrutinize the paperwork before waving the bus through. It stops inside a fenced area where hammering and shouts signal ongoing construction.

Disoriented prisoners step out, blinking against the bright light. They find themselves at a location known only as PO Box 1142—the grounds of Fort Hunt, a former part of George Washington’s estate now transformed into a secret intelligence center.

Every morning, buses with blacked-out windows transport staff from Alexandria and Washington to Fort Hunt. Sworn to silence, the workers don’t discuss their roles or location. For the prisoners, these arrangements keep them guessing, surrounded by secrecy from their first steps into the camp.

Commander John Riheldaffer, a tall, broad-shouldered officer with years spent in Germany, oversees the program.45 His vision for OP-16-Z is clear but quietly radical: a facility equipped to intercept every scrap of information from enemy lips. This enigmatic branch operates under the innocuous name “Special Activities Branch.”

Within Fort Hunt’s growing maze, civilian contractors wire the structures with concealed microphones, creating barracks, mess halls, and recreational areas that will become interrogation tools themselves. Lieutenant Commander Ralph Albrecht, fluent in German and a skilled lawyer, joins Riheldaffer’s team, where he applies a keenly psychological touch to draw intelligence from their disoriented captives.

The prisoners from U-352 are held in sparse quarters with rough wooden bunks and few amenities. Every corner, every bunk, and every interaction is a piece of Riheldaffer’s design to make the prisoners talk.

Great Meadow Correctional Facility, New York—May 15, 1942

Meyer Lansky straightens his tie, anticipation simmering beneath his calm exterior. He’s minutes from seeing his old friend Lucky Luciano—Charlie, to him. Today’s meeting may determine the security of New York’s harbors, weaving an unlikely alliance that neither man could have foreseen.

Joined by Luciano’s former lawyer, Moses Polakoff, Lansky steps into the cold, windowless vistors room. The concrete and iron walls are built to crush a man’s spirit, but when Luciano catches sight of his visitors, a spark of life flickers in his eyes. Not fear or suspicion, but something closer to joy crosses his hardened face. He rises, and with an unexpected warmth, greets his childhood friend with a strong embrace.

“What the hell are you fellows doing here?” Luciano says, surprised and happy to see them.

Lansky returns his smile but quickly settles into a serious tone. “Charlie, we’ve got a lot to talk about. You might want to sit down for this.”46

They take their seats, and Lansky dives into the reason they’ve come, recounting the events that led him here—the district attorney and Office of Naval Intelligence forming an alliance against a common enemy, the very thing that’s opened this door. Luciano leans back, his eyes closing as he absorbs Lansky’s words, a habit that signals he’s listening closely, analyzing every detail.

“Socks and his new enforcer, Ben Espy, have been combing the waterfront,” Lansky explains, his voice low. “They’ve teamed up with Haffenden’s undercover ‘Ferret Squad.’ They’ve talked to every fishing boat captain, chandlery, every supplier on the docks, pulling them into a network of informants—loyal to Socks and, in turn, to the war effort.”

Lansky’s words settle in the room. “They’ve set up a network of fishermen to watch for U-boats. Any unusual fuel or food purchases get reported straight back. Haffenden’s agents are even sailing with mackerel fleets, up and down the coast—Maine, Florida, Newfoundland. Those fleets are our first line of defense against the subs now.”

He pauses, watching as Luciano processes this web of undercover operatives. “Socks’s got no-show union cards set up, Italian and German speakers working long-range fishing vessels, gathering intel under the Krauts’ noses. Hell, Socks and Espy are even making their own ‘fishing’ trips, recruiting informants along the way.”

Luciano nods, a faint smile tugging at his mouth. “And the docks?” he asks, knowing the true power lies in controlling the ports.

Lansky’s face hardens. “That’s where it gets tricky. Socks’s got pull, but he can’t cross all the lines. We need Anastasia for Brooklyn. The Irish boys hold the West Side.”

He looks at Polakoff, who doesn’t hesitate. “Socks says he’s reached his limit, Charlie. His exact words: ‘If Charlie came into the picture, I’d get all the cooperation I want from every guy in New York.’”

Luciano’s brow furrows as Lansky describes how Socks and Espy’s men blend into fishing communities up and down the coast, disguised as union organizers, invisible yet watchful. Everywhere they go, they gather intelligence, protect the waterfront under the guise of day-to-day work.

“The Navy believes you could be the key, Charlie. Socks—he’s not big enough to pull this off alone. But you . . . you’ve got influence. You can bring in Italians no one else can reach.”

Silence falls between them, Luciano’s face unreadable. Finally, Luciano opens his eyes, sharp and calculating. “I’ve got a deportation order over my head,” Luciano says quietly. “If I help and word gets out, I’m a dead man when I land in Italy. Nobody knows how this war will end.”

Lansky leans forward, his tone gentle but firm. He assures Luciano that if he helps, he can choose his visitors, and more than that—aiding the Navy could be his ticket to early release.

Luciano taps his fingers on the arm of his chair, thinking. Finally, he speaks. “All right, but on one condition—my involvement stays secret. No public acknowledgment, no records. If I go back to Italy, I can’t be a marked man.”

Lansky nods, knowing the risk his old friend is taking. He describes the layers of operational secrecy Commander Haffenden has already put in place, codenames shielding each informant, their true identities known only to a select few.47

They make plans for Socks Lanza to join them for the next meeting. Rising to leave, Lansky feels a rare satisfaction. In that moment, they are not just men of the underworld; they are protectors of a country that they’ve adopted as home.

Washington, DC—May 16, 1942

Joe Desch sits in the cramped Naval Intelligence interview room.48 His eyes sting from the lack of sleep, yet the interrogations drag on, each session more grueling than the last. The monotonous repetition of names, dates, and vague insinuations claw at his patience. What is so secretive about this project that it demands this kind of inquisition?

Joe sighs, rubbing his temples. He needs a Chesterfield—his favorite brand of cigarette—and if he is being honest, a stiff drink wouldn’t hurt either. It doesn’t matter that it isn’t yet 10 a.m. Lord, these questions. They kept coming in waves, designed to wear him down. Over and over, they ask the same things: Where were you born? Dayton, Ohio—he’d lived there his whole life. Your mother was a German immigrant? Yes, she came to America at thirteen. Is she still in contact with her family in Germany? Of course, they’re family.

Then come the more insidious questions. What about your uncle, Friedrich Zimmerman in Germany? WHO? Joe has no uncle by that name, he insists repeatedly, but still, they feed him more details, pushing, probing, trying to catch him in a lie. And soon, Joe learns more about this supposed relative than he’s ever known. Zimmerman isn’t an uncle—he is a great-uncle, a relic from a previous marriage on his grandmother’s side. A Munich postmaster. A Nazi. And what about your family here, in Dayton? A cousin, named after your mother?

Joe bristles. His interrogator hits a nerve. His cousin, who’d emigrated when Joe was in college, is a complicated subject. His mother had wanted Joe to marry her—half-first cousins be damned. But Joe wouldn’t have any of it. She ended up marrying a man by the name of Burger, who openly sympathizes with the Nazis and who listens to Hitler’s speeches on the radio in his Dayton living room. Joe had kept his distance from them, from the mess they represented. But his interrogators don’t care about that. They press him hard—Is there a familial connection to the Bund? Joe isn’t sure. Maybe. Probably. But Joe has nothing to do with it, nor does his immediate family. Yet the questions keep coming.

They dig deeper into his past. You grew up speaking German at home, didn’t you? Yes, his school taught some classes in German. How can you not be loyal to your heritage? Joe knows where they are going with this—trying to paint him as some kind of Nazi sympathizer because of his heritage, his language, his upbringing. But Joe’s world is Dayton, Ohio. He grew up a stone’s throw from the Wright brothers’ house, in a working-class neighborhood of craftsmen, immigrants, and people trying to make something of themselves. How can they not see that?

Then they move on to his education. His scholarships, his time at the University of Dayton. How does a man from such humble beginnings gain access to the elite academic circles? The implication hangs in the air. Is he being paid as a German spy? They inform Joe that his financial records are being scrutinized. Is his salary enough to rub elbows with men like billionaire Alfred Loomis, Edward Deeds, and Charles Kettering? Joe sits stunned, the accusations twisting in his gut. He’d worked for everything he had, climbed up from nothing. He’d gone to Emmanuel Grade School, won a scholarship to the prep school, and worked his way through college by taking night shifts at Day-Fan Electric, inspecting radios.

As the questioning drags on, one of the officers leans forward, his voice sharp. You’re a Catholic, right, Joe? The question is accusatory. But what about that letter? The one you and Bob Mumma wrote to Bishop Hobson on June 3, 1940? America First—was that it? Anti-war sentiments? Joe’s jaw tightens. He’d written that letter after Hobson advocated sending men to die. This isn’t what the Bible says, Joe had argued. We felt the need to speak up.

But nothing is enough for these men. Not his background, not his sacrifices. Finally, they come to his military service. You were an officer in the reserves? Yes, he had been. A crack shot, too. He’d trained men. But then the interrogator’s voice turns cold, as they ask the question that makes Joe’s stomach drop: Why did you resign your commission just after war broke out in Europe? Did you feel guilty about the men in your unit who had died?

The words send Joe reeling. He’d only heard about a few losses—Stanley was still missing in action. Who else is gone? Joe demands to know more, but the officer remains silent, letting the cruelty of his thoughts simmer. Guilt churns inside him. He should have been with his men. He’d trained for it. He was good at it. But here he is, sitting in this godforsaken room, enduring belittling questions for a job he isn’t even sure he wants, while his comrades were dying.

Joe’s blood boils. He clenches his fists. And then, the final question: What makes you think you deserve to work here, in the safety of this office, when men like the ones in your unit are out there dying?

That was it. Joe slams his hand on the desk, the sharp sound echoing off the walls. His tie feels suffocating. He yanks it loose, rising to his feet with such force that the chair topples backward. He storms out of the room. Out in the hallway, his friend Joseph Wenger is waiting for him. Joe’s voice is raw with fury. “Dammit, Wenger. This job can go to hell. I’m done here! I’ve done half a dozen security clearances, signed my life away with oaths and commitments to security, and now you’re going to let them beat me up in that room, for what?!”

Wenger doesn’t flinch. “Joe, you had the job two days ago. We just had to see how far we could push it before you broke.”

Zoo Tiergarten, Berlin—May 21, 1942

Across the Atlantic, in the Forest Room of the exclusive Zoological Garden,49 a covert group of men are prepared to take the biggest risk of their lives. Nine German operatives, Abwehr’s handpicked saboteurs, raise champagne flutes, wearing finely pressed civilian clothes. Around them are generals and spymasters, scientists and trainers, all privy to the plan. Rumors hinted that Hitler himself may appear at the celebration. But in his place comes a figure of importance—Dr. Mueller.

Unknown to the men, Dr. Mueller is in fact Generalmajor Erwin Lahousen,50 the Abwehr’s Section II chief, camouflaged in civilian attire. He knows their mission, every perilous detail, yet he also knows its futility, marred by ideological fanaticism.51 He had talked about it extensively with Admiral Canaris, the head of the Abwehr. Canaris had expressed his frustration after Walter Kappe’s bombastic presentation about the operation. He’d called the plan “utter madness,” his voice weighted with resignation. “But what can we do?” he had muttered to Lahousen, shoulders sinking, after Kappe’s departure. “Those clever boys in the Party have taken the whole thing out of our hands. Lahousen, this will cost these poor men their lives.” Nonetheless, Lahousen presses on, hoping for the best, despite the odds.

“Think as the Americans think in everything. Forget entirely what you’ve learned of politics here.” The mission, he reminds them, is one of subterfuge, not ideology. Their sabotage efforts will target power lines, famous landmarks like the Horseshoe Bend rail line, the Hell Gate Bridge, and industrial plants.

George Dasch sits quietly at the edge of the group, his thoughts drifting back to the demanding weeks they spent training together. Dasch had never fully fit in. He arrived late, and kept his hands shoved in his pockets while the others snapped perfect Nazi salutes. He would often choose civilian clothes over the standard-issue black uniforms. Peter Burger had noticed,52 and confronted Dasch about his strange behavior. “My nerves are getting to me, Pete,” Dasch had admitted. “I can’t force myself to go through with something I hate.”53

Training was grueling, the days a blend of mixing chemical compounds and early-morning drills, each task harder than the last. In the lab, under the watchful eye of Dr. Schulz, they learned to mix volatile chemicals, to set charges with a precision that defied their civilian roots. Even the most hardened among them flinched when a controlled explosion sent shock waves through the building, a terrifying preview of what they intended for American cities.

As they trained, small alliances and fractures emerged. Quirin and Thiel,54 the radio men, had known each other since their days as guards for the New York Bund, but the intensity of the mission was straining even their long bond. In the thin hours between lessons, they shared glimpses of the lives they’d left behind. Neubauer’s twitch surfaced at the sound of explosions, a souvenir from a Russian attack that had nearly killed him. Thiel, younger, spoke often of his brothers—one blind from injuries, another recently killed.

And then there was Haupt, the youngest, barely twenty-two. He spoke of fleeing to Mexico in a rusted Chevy, of run-ins with border guards, of how his charm and humor kept him afloat. The group laughed, a welcome escape, but they knew that beneath his stories lay the weight of choices made too young, risks taken too soon.

Burger, seated near Dasch, is a seasoned figure among them, his past tangled in the political violence of Hitler’s early rise. He’d marched with Hitler in the failed Beer Hall Putsch, served with the SA—the paramilitary “Storm Troopers” led by Ernst Röhm—and narrowly escaped the purge that followed. Years of Gestapo work had left him jaded but loyal—now working for a regime that once betrayed him.

As Lahousen’s voice fades, the room falls into a solemn hush. Dasch raises his glass with the others, his mind lingering on the faces around him, men who, like him, might not return. He suspects some of the others share his reluctance.

In less than three weeks, they will arrive on American soil. For Dasch, there’s a strange hope, a fleeting thought of a different path—one that echoes with the story of William Sebold, the German American spy who dismantled the Duquesne ring from within.

Eastern Sea Frontier—May 1942

U-boats continue to ravage America’s coastline with deadly efficiency. In May 1942 alone, they send more than one hundred merchant ships55 from Third Naval District ports to the depths, turning the East Coast into a graveyard of twisted steel and burning oil. Yet Admiral Andrews holds on to hope. May 14 marks a turning point—the first coastal convoys set out, a strategic effort to guard America’s vulnerable shores.

For nearly a week, ships had gathered in Hampton Roads,56 awaiting the signal. At dawn, the first convoy moves south from Cape Henry, forming a protective chain along the coastline. The following day, a northbound convoy stands out to sea. Soon, ships will glide like clockwork, north and south, as if on rails.

Aboard Eagle 56, the crew scans the horizon as she joins the first coastal convoy. Her destination is Key West, where she’ll soon provide at-sea training for the Navy’s sonar school. The rising U-boat threat in the Gulf has drawn her south, where she’ll take on vital sub-chasing and rescue patrols.

Meanwhile, after the Potrero del Llano57 incident and a series of U-boat attacks off Florida’s coast—where survivors reported no Navy aid and Army bombers had “no bombs, and no authority to do anything but reconnaissance”—frustration reaches a breaking point. One report describes a submarine “in such shallow water that it required some 20 to 25 minutes to get clear. All this time one of our small reconnaissance planes was yelling for help while it circled above.” General Hap Arnold, head of the Army Air Forces, decides it’s time to strike back and gives CAP pilots a trial by fire, authorizing the “puddle jumpers” to carry bombs.

At Task Force No. 1 in Atlantic City, a new problem emerges—mounting bomb racks on aircraft never designed to bear the load. Major Wynant Farr’s yellow Fairchild once again serves as the test subject. Engineers fasten a 225-pound bomb to her frame, testing the very bones of her design. On the runway, Farr climbs into the cockpit, his orders clipped and absolute: “Take her up and see if her wings stay on.”

He doesn’t just take her up—he hurls her into the sky. The Fairchild rolls, dives, spins, her airframe groaning under the strain. The bomb’s weight drags at her belly, but she holds. Farr yanks the stick, pushing harder, faster. Wind screams past the canopy. If she breaks, she dies. If she holds, she fights. He levels out, heart hammering. She’s ready.

Back at base, a message awaits him—a convoy, just twenty-five miles offshore, needs aerial escort to New York Harbor. With the bomb still strapped to her belly, Farr wastes no time. He signals to Lieutenant Jim Gibson, and they’re off. “Maybe we’ll see some action this time,” Farr mutters, more to himself than Gibson, as they roar down the gravel runway and climb into the open sky.

Fifteen minutes later, the convoy appears—a snaking column of ships, pushing north, their wakes etching ghostly scars on the ocean’s surface. They’re packed tight, three columns stretching five miles, moving as the ocean swells rise and fall beneath them.

Farr’s CAP plane zigzags around the convoy, dipping low in protective sweeps. But then he smells it—smoke. It’s faint at first, the acrid bite of burning wire. His eyes flick to the radio. Thin tendrils curl from the dashboard, twisting upward like ghostly fingers. Something is burning, and he’s trapped in the sky.

“Damn it,” Farr snarls, gripping the stick as flames lick hungrily beneath his seat. Gibson grabs the fire extinguisher, blasting quick bursts, but the flames leap higher, crackling between their feet.

“We’ve gotta turn back!” Farr shouts, yanking the plane into a hard, gut-churning arc. The Fairchild groans, her wings protesting, but she holds. Farr pushes her faster, racing the flames, his thoughts a jumble of calculation and prayer. Smoke chokes the cockpit. Heat sears through the seat.

Back at the base, the ground crew spots smoke trailing the plane. Mechanic Bob Stephenson’s shout cuts across the field, “Farr’s afire!” Engines rumble as the crash truck rushes to intercept.

Farr slams onto the runway. The crew swarms the Fairchild and douses the cockpit in foam. Hands wrench the door open as flames creep toward the fuel tank. A heartbeat later, and it would’ve been too late. Scorched but intact, Farr’s Fairchild will fly again.

The test is deemed successful, and CAP planes are soon fitted with bombs. Major Lester G. Orcutt at Morrison Field designs custom racks for CAP’s planes:58 Grumman amphibians, Piper Cubs, and Stinson Voyagers now carry demolition bombs and depth charges. Smaller planes barely clear the ground, sometimes dragging bombs for the first fifty yards. For these volunteer airmen, each mission is a dangerous gamble, but they accept the risks willingly. There’s no other choice.

Lorient, France—May 1942

George Dasch sits on the dock, staring at the sleek hull of U-202.59 After months of planning Operation Pastorius, the moment has arrived, yet doubts swirl in his mind. Two days earlier, Kerling’s half of the team left in U-584 for Florida. Now it’s his turn.

Strained camaraderie marked their train journey through Paris over the past few days. The saboteurs and their minders stayed in a special carriage, apart from other German military passengers. Six large crates of fuses and explosives rattled with each bump, a constant reminder of the risks they faced. Kappe told Dasch, “Everyone else seems to have the right spirit. Hermann’s the only one who doesn’t60 seem to like much.” Hermann Neubauer wasn’t ready for this mission, and Dasch knew it. Most of them weren’t, but they kept it together, performing the roles they’d been assigned.

Even Kerling, the other group leader, seemed to harbor doubts.61 Dasch overheard Kerling speaking to Burger near the Navy Ministry. “What do you think of your group?” Kerling had asked. Burger’s reply had been blunt. “Heinck isn’t a hundred percent saboteur. And Dasch . . . he’s no leader for this kind of mission.” The words didn’t sting; they echoed what Dasch already knew.62

At the Deux Mondes Hotel in Paris, Kappe ordered them to stash the explosives and, in an unexpected gesture, handed out French francs and encouraged them to explore. Dasch, reluctant, watched as the others tore through the city like careless tourists. The final night in Paris spiraled into chaos. Herbie Haupt and Joseph Schmidt had brought women back to the hotel, setting off a series of disturbances that escalated into shouting matches, in English. Officers burst into the halls with revolvers drawn, assuming British agents had infiltrated the building. By morning, suspicion ran high among the hotel staff, and Paris was no longer safe.

Once in Lorient, Schmidt, a German Canadian, revealed he’d contracted a venereal disease63 during their last night in Paris. He was sent back to Berlin in shame, leaving Dasch and the others one man down.

Then came the money. Tensions flared as Kerling discovered some of their bills were counterfeit, including Japanese-marked currency and worthless gold certificates.64 Kappe dismissed his concerns. “You can’t get out now,” he’d said sharply. “Throw the bad bills out.”

Dasch clashed with Kappe after Kerling’s team departed. Kappe criticized his lack of enthusiasm, calling him overly cautious. Dasch fired back—there was no need to begin their sabotage work immediately in America. The argument left the group fractured, their trust hanging by a thread as the day of departure finally arrives.

Dasch now watches the crew of U-202 make their final preparations. Dread settles deep, heavier than the crates of explosives they’ll take to America, a place he called home for nineteen years. His mission, entangled in deception, doubt, and danger, feels surreal. But in mere hours, U-202 will carry them all toward an uncertain future.

Pearl Harbor, Hawaii—May 1942

“I’ve got something so hot here it’s burning the top of my desk.”65 Commander Joseph Rochefort sets down his phone, having asked his boss to come and see what he’d discovered in the cramped quarters of Station HYPO, deep in the basement of the administration building. Joseph is surrounded by the busyness and cacophony of noises in his small department. Papers are strewn across tables, ink-smudged from restless hands. The “dungeon,” as the cryptanalysts call it, has been their battlefield for months, where they unravel the tangled web of Japanese communications.

It all began with “AF”—two letters that pointed to a mystery. The Japanese were planning something big, but the location was unknown. In late May,66 Rochefort made a gamble that the next major battle would take place at Midway. He instructed the American base there to send a message about a water shortage, uncoded, baiting the Japanese. Soon after, the enemy fell into the trap—“AF” is suffering from water problems. The breakthrough is like a lifeline in the flood of unbroken code. “AF” is Midway.

For Rochefort, this moment is the culmination of years spent unraveling enemy codes. Since joining the Navy’s Code and Signal Section67 in 1925, he’s been immersed in the shadowy world of cryptology—learning under Laurance Safford’s guidance, breaking Japanese naval codes alongside Agnes Meyer Driscoll, piecing together transmissions pulled from stolen consulate codebooks. His time in Japan, his instinct for patterns, all of it prepared him for this. He knows exactly the right thing to do in this moment.

By May 27, the signals leave no doubt.68 Frank Raven’s team in OP-20-G69 provides decrypts of intercepted transmissions that reveal not only the attack’s location but its exact timing. Rochefort rushes to inform Admiral Chester Nimitz. The enemy is going to attack Midway. Now, it’s up to the fleet.

***

IN THE PLACID WATERS near Midway Atoll, on the flight deck of USS Yorktown, pilots fidget with their flight suits, their eyes scanning the eastern sky. The crew waits for the signal. Some men thumb prayer beads, while others grip the edges of their aircraft. They’ve been told to prepare for a potential Japanese attack, but the specifics remain a mystery. To these sailors and airmen, their presence here is simply another command to be followed, another day in the unpredictable flow of war, one in which they have been always a step behind the enemy.

As June 4 unfolds, everything is in motion. The US Navy’s dive bombers descend from above, falling like iron rain onto the Japanese fleet. Akagi, Kaga, Soryu, Hiryu—all of them, the pride of Japan’s navy, are taken out. Black smoke rises as flames consume their decks. Come nightfall, ships are scuttled by Japanese torpedoes, Hiryu refusing to sink until morning.

As the battle subsides, the Americans, though bloodied, have won. The balance of power in the Pacific shifts with the sinking of those once-dominant Japanese carriers. And Rochefort, still seated in the dungeon of Station HYPO, allows himself a moment of quiet satisfaction.

Peenemünde, Germany—June 4, 1942

On the same day, off the coast of the small island of Usedom in the Baltic Sea, two brothers prepare a test that few believe possible. Ernst and Frederick “Fritz” Steinhoff make final preparations aboard U-511. These tests could make Dönitz and Hitler’s dream of bringing the war to American shores a reality.

Ernst Steinhoff, the head of Peenemünde’s guidance and control laboratory, watches with anticipation as technicians wrap up their work—some brandishing a cigarette in one hand, and a welder in the other.70 Throughout the morning, the men have been busy securing a series of six rocket-launching racks to the deck of his brother’s new Type IXC long-range submarine, U-511. The rockets, each approximately four feet in length, weighing 279.4 pounds71 with a 98.3 pound high-explosive warhead, have ranges of a little less than three miles. This sea-launched adaptation of the Do-38 rocket pays homage to Generalmajor (Dr.) Walter Dornberger, the commanding officer of the Peenemünde research center. The rockets are mounted in a launch rack designed to fold flush with the U-boat’s aft deck. At periscope depth, still submerged, they will tilt up to a forty-five-degree firing position. If all goes well, this will be the first underwater ballistic missile launch.

In the company of Dr. von Braun and a group of twenty scientists, civilian technicians, and German military officials, Ernst awaits U-511’s arrival at the designated testing location, a half dozen miles into the Baltic from Peenemünde. After months of design and development at Peenemünde, Ernst’s concept for submerged rocket launches is ready for sea trials. He is happy that his younger brother, Kapitänleutnant Fritz Steinhoff, is the U-boat commander who will assist with the tests.

This endeavor took shape as “Projekt Ursel,” operating under the auspices of the German Army. Ernst brought the initial concept to Dornberger when he realized that the powder rockets for the Nebelwerfer detachments—specialized German Army units equipped with multi-barreled rocket launchers designed for firing smoke, gas, and high-explosive projectiles—had a remarkable capability to function underwater. That prompted the exploration of the novel weapon about to be tested at Peenemünde.

A couple dozen rockets, armed with incendiary fuel or high explosives, are strapped on to the open frame, ready for launch, without any intervention or unpacking by the U-boat crew that will feel “nothing whatever” from the launchings. A short distance from the island, the U-511 submerges, levels off with its deck about twenty-five feet below the surface, and fires.

For Dornberger, it is a “staggering sight,”72 witnessing the six rockets rise “with a rush and a roar, from the calm waters of the Baltic.” The trajectory of the projectiles is excellent; in fact, dispersion is reduced and range is slightly increased by the initial motion of the missiles through the water, which acts like guide rails. Cheers of excitement roll through the facility as test after test is concluded successfully. German propaganda teams capture footage for newsreels over the next several days. The team feels that if approved by leadership it won’t be long before submarines can attack while remaining submerged and undetected a few miles off the enemy shore. They could safely discharge their rockets against oil-tank installations and industrial facilities along the American coast. This rocket breakthrough, along with the long-awaited A-4/V-2 rocket test, finally justifies several long years of hard work by the Steinhoff brothers and the rest of the technical teams at Peenemünde. The next question is what American target will Hitler choose to strike first?

East Coast of the United States—June 1942

Barely three months have passed since CAP launched their coastal patrol bases at Atlantic City, Rehoboth, and West Palm Beach,73 and Major Earle Johnson is beaming with pride at the national headquarters, fueled by glowing reports from both the Army and Navy on his desk. The little civilian planes—mocked as “puddle jumpers” only months ago—are now keeping U-boats at bay. Patrols are risking their lives daily to protect vital tankers and cargo ships from German submarines.

During this time, Gill Robb Wilson, the visionary74 behind CAP’s creation, returns to his civilian role as commissioner of aviation for New Jersey and as a celebrated writer for The Herald Tribune. His journalism often serves as a cover for covert investigations, like his 1936 trip to Germany where, under the pretense of being a civilian flight enthusiast, he quietly studied the Luftwaffe—a mission that ultimately inspired the formation of CAP. Now, as Wilson steps aside, confident in Earle Johnson’s leadership, whispers circulate of new “journalism assignments” awaiting him.

Johnson, no stranger to politics or public relations, has positioned himself well. His connections have brought him to the forefront of CAP’s operations, culminating in his presidential commission as a captain in the Army Air Forces. It’s a role that allows him to act as the essential bridge between CAP volunteers and the War Department, strengthening CAP’s presence and, more important, its credibility.

But as Johnson basks in the success, a telegram lands on his desk,75 its urgency undeniable:


CAN’T PAY OUR BILLS. BEING EVICTED FROM OUR BOARDING HOUSES.



The message is signed by Major Wynant Farr, commander of Coastal Patrol Task Force No. 1 in Atlantic City. The news hits hard—Farr’s men, the same civilian volunteers who fly dangerous missions over the ocean daily, are now on the brink of financial ruin. For twelve weeks, these men have risked their lives without pay, using their own planes and purchasing their own fuel. Their heroic efforts have gone unnoticed by the creditors demanding payment for food, lodging, and supplies.

Farr’s squadron is emblematic of CAP’s volunteer spirit. Men like Ben Berger, a former bread-wagon driver with no income and an invalid mother and father back home in Denver, serve without compensation, sacrificing their livelihoods to fly. Their wives work in factories to keep the families afloat. Many volunteers can barely scrape by, but quitting is not an option. They have sworn to protect America’s shores, even as their personal debts pile up.

Despite the existence of an $18,000 fund on the Office of Civilian Defense’s books, the money has never been released. The reason? Bureaucratic red tape. No disbursing procedure has been established, and without proper channels, the funds remain inaccessible. Farr’s men are on the verge of abandoning the mission, ready to return home, disillusioned by the government’s inaction.

Johnson springs into action. He storms through Washington, demanding assistance. He pleads with the Office of Civilian Defense, the Army, and the Navy, but each agency is sympathetic without offering concrete solutions. In the quagmire of bureaucracy, CAP’s needs are pushed aside, with promises that if a requisition is submitted through the regular channels, the money might eventually arrive.

But Johnson knows there is no time to wait for “regular channels.” Desperate for an immediate solution, Farr turns to the Sun Oil Company, whose tankers his men have saved time and again from U-boat attacks. Farr presents a simple yet compelling argument to the district manager in Atlantic City: “Without my boys, your gasoline supplies would be cut off. We’ve saved your tanker crews and your business. Now we need your help.”

The oil company responds swiftly. Within hours, a thousand dollars is collected from cash registers in gas stations across the district. Farr distributes the money to his men, enough to stave off the creditors for the moment. By the end of the day, the mood at Task Force No. 1 has transformed. The financial lifeline reinvigorates the volunteers, reminding them that their efforts are not in vain. The following day, Sun Oil provides another thousand dollars, enough to pay off the remaining bills. The base is solvent, at least for now, and the men’s resolve is renewed.

Yet, the issue of funding extends beyond Atlantic City. New coastal patrol bases are being established daily, and all are facing the same financial struggles. At Parkesley, Virginia, the volunteers arrive to find no airfield, only an abandoned chicken farm overgrown with scrub pine. With no other option, these men—many of them middle-aged businessmen who haven’t done manual labor in years—roll up their sleeves and begin clearing the land themselves, one tree at a time.76

CAP’s move to Parksley stretches the limits of these volunteers, working with little federal support. To help bridge the gap, Sun Oil combines its original $10,000 with about $5,000 each from eight other oil companies to create a Tanker Protection Fund—money used to get Parksley operational and to equip other bases with essentials like life preservers, engines, and radios. The fund also helps sustain the bases when promised federal money fails to arrive on time. The challenges are immense, but the spirit of CAP’s volunteers remains unbreakable. Turning their backs on comfort and safety, they carry on—determined to keep submarines down and America’s coastlines safe.

Great Meadow Correctional Facility, New York—June 1942

The meeting between Lucky Luciano,77 Socks Lanza, Meyer Lansky, and Moses Polakoff marks a turning point in the covert operation known as Operation Underworld. Luciano, recognizing the potential benefits to both his criminal empire and his personal freedom, gives his blessing to the operation.78 “Joe, you go ahead,” Luciano says. “I will give word out, and everything will go smoother.”

With Luciano’s approval, Lanza and the others begin assembling a network of influential figures across New York City’s diverse neighborhoods and industries. On the West Side of Manhattan, where the troop ships are being loaded, they need to control the Irish-dominated docks.79 Lanza reaches out to Joe Ryan and Jerry Sullivan, leaders of the International Longshoremen’s Association. These connections are vital, as the Navy is devoting all its convoy defense to troop-carrying ships, prioritizing their safety over all others.80

Ryan and Sullivan nudge Lanza toward Johnny “Cockeye” Dunn—a name that hits like a crowbar behind the knees. It was Dunn who ended the longshoremen’s strike that had paralyzed war shipments to England. The police arrested him, but with war on, the government needed the docks running more than they needed him behind bars. Dunn was released the previous February, and his hearing has been kicked a year down the line, so Haffenden wastes no time: Dunn becomes his muscle on the West Side. His men roam the piers like sentries, scanning for saboteurs, and making the message plain—“Loose lips sink ships,” and if you forget it, you get more than reminded.

In Harlem, Luciano taps “Tough” Willie McCabe,81 who runs the numbers racket and has extensive union connections. McCabe’s legitimate vending machine business in midtown Manhattan provides an excellent cover for gathering intelligence and maintaining control over potential subversive activities in the area.

The Camarda brothers own the Brooklyn waterfront.82 The “Italian Locals” run a busy military area, where thousands of longshoremen load war supplies onto Allied merchant ships. Joe Adonis is the man to help secure the Camardas’ cooperation. This ensures that the Brooklyn docks remain under control and free from labor disruptions that could delay vital war shipments.83

Frank Costello, Luciano’s acting boss and one of the most well-connected gangsters in New York, is brought into the operation to leverage his extensive network of corrupt policemen, judges, and politicians. Costello’s influence proves invaluable in smoothing over any legal or political obstacles that might arise during the course of Operation Underworld.

With Meyer Lansky, Joe Adonis, and Frank Costello on board, Luciano assembles what he calls his “board of directors” for Operation Underworld. This group of powerful underworld figures work in concert to keep the Port of New York secure and operational.

The impact of this collaboration is felt immediately.84 Lanza, energized by Luciano’s support, returns to Fulton Fish Market the following day, confident in his ability to contact anyone necessary to aid the Navy’s efforts. He proudly reports to Commander Haffenden that the entire waterfront of the Port of New York is now within the Navy’s grasp.

Throughout the city,85 the mob’s extensive network of informants, from bartenders to union officials, keep their ears open for any hint of enemy activity or potential sabotage. This web of surveillance, combined with the mob’s ability to quietly “persuade” potential troublemakers, creates an environment where enemy agents find it nearly impossible to operate effectively.

Aboard U-202, Atlantic Ocean—June 1942

The boat is well into the fourteen-day journey,86 as the commanding officer, Kapitänleutnant Hans-Heinz Linder, regales the four German saboteurs with tales of peril. He recounts a harrowing attack with depth charges, recalling how his submarine narrowly survived the treacherous Straits of Gibraltar. His words fill the tight quarters with both dread and admiration.

The crew and their clandestine passengers fall into a rhythm, though it’s far from comfortable. Heinck finally bridges the quiet gap between the saboteurs and the crew. He notices the small, unassuming porcupine emblem on the crew’s caps.87 It’s a good luck charm, painted on the side of U-202 itself. The crew explains that it’s a symbol of protection as they navigate the dangers of the Atlantic. After some time, the crew gifts each of the saboteurs one of these charms, in a gesture of goodwill.

Meanwhile, Dasch’s curiosity is piqued by the technology on the sub. He studies the array of communication devices, including a cipher machine with several turning wheels that fascinates him. He learns the boat’s speed capabilities—10 to 14 knots on the surface, 2 to 3 underwater—and quietly files away each new piece of information, knowing it could prove useful later.

On one occasion, the crew shares about their past patrols. One sailor recounts how U-202 was resupplied by UA, a U-boat converted into a supply tanker. It’s a precursor to the Milchkühe boats,88 the massive supply submarines capable of keeping small attack U-boats like U-202 at sea for months on end. The sailor describes the intricate coordination it took to connect the vessels, to transfer fuel, food, and supplies. George listens intently to every word. Burger notices that Dasch is always poking around, trying to find out more than the mission calls for.89

They navigate against the Gulf Stream toward Newfoundland, intending to land between June 11 and 13. As they approach Long Island, a thick fog descends, forcing U-202 to reduce its speed on the surface.

On the eve of their arrival, Dasch distributes money belts to his men, each containing $4,000 with further instructions of what they must do upon arrival at Amagansett, New York. Now, all they can do is wait.

Amagansett, Long Island, New York—June 13, 1942

As the submarine breaches the surface,90 Dasch and his three companions—Heinrich Heinck, Peter Burger, and Richard Quirin—brace themselves. The sea, veiled in a ghostly mist, seems to stretch endlessly, but the beach is close, a mere quarter mile away. Dasch’s pulse quickens as he steps into their rubber raft. Two members of the U-boat crew join them to help with the bags of American cash, explosives, clothing, and gear. The captain’s parting words linger in Dasch’s mind: “You bring the bodies back, and we’ll feed them to the fish when we get out to sea again.” A grim reminder that George and his men are expected to eliminate any threats they encounter once ashore.

The fog swallows them immediately. All signs of the submarine disappear behind them. The muffled sound of the surf plays tricks on their ears, distorting their sense of direction. For a moment, they can’t even tell if they’re paddling toward shore or drifting farther out to sea.

Then, a break in the haze. White sand. “We made it, boys!” Dasch cries out, leaping from the boat in excitement—only to vanish beneath water deeper than expected. He thrashes, trying to keep his head above water, his heart racing as his companions pull him back into the boat. A few more strokes and his second jump lands him in waist-high surf.

They move quickly. As the men unload the boat, George scrambles up the beach, scouting ahead. No lights, no sounds. Nothing but thick fog and an uneasy sense of isolation. Satisfied, he returns to the two U-boat men, who struggle with the raft while the others take cargo up on the beach.

Then, a light cuts through the fog. Dasch freezes. A flashlight bobs slowly through the gloom with a faint silhouette of a figure behind it. The light draws closer. Distancing himself from the boat, Dasch strides toward the light, pulse hammering.

A voice cuts through the night. “Who are you?”

A young coastguardsman,91 Coxswain John Cullen, appears before him, his flashlight catching Dasch’s face. “Who are you?” Cullen yells, turning his flashlight in the direction of the strangers. He notices George’s unusual attire: a red woolen sweater with a zipper, a gray mechanic’s coat, gray-green dungarees, white socks, tennis shoes, and a dark brown fedora hat. His clothes are visibly wet. The moment stretches.

George, his mind racing, responds calmly, his accent barely noticeable. “Fishermen. From East Hampton. We were trying to get to Montauk Point, but our boat ran aground. We’re waiting for the sunrise.”

Cullen stares, confused. “Montauk Point? Do you even know where you are?”

George acts evasively. “I don’t believe I know where we landed. You should know.”

“You’re in Amagansett. That’s my station over there.” Cullen motions toward the lifeboat station, its silhouette barely visible through the dense night air. “Why don’t you come stay there for the night?”

George hesitates. “All right,” he mutters, stepping forward—only to stop abruptly. “I’m not going with you.”

Cullen stiffens. “Why not?”

George hesitates again. “I have no identification card, and no permit to fish.”

Just then, Burger appears from the fog, speaking first in German before quickly switching to English at the sight of Cullen. “Is there a problem, George? Do you need help?”

George wheels on him, his voice clipped, sharp, “Go back to the others. I’ll handle this myself.” Cullen is obviously alarmed. George shifts his tone, forcing calm. “Don’t you see, everything is all right. Go back with the boys and stay with them.”

Realizing the situation is spiraling out of control, Dasch makes a desperate gamble with Cullen. “Now listen, how old are you, son?”

“Twenty-one,” Cullen answers.

“You have a mother?”

“Yes.”

“A father?”

“Yes.”

George’s voice drops, low and edged. “Look, I wouldn’t want to kill you. You don’t know what this is all about.”

He reaches into his left pocket and pulls out a tobacco pouch containing a thick wad of bills. “Forget about this,” he says, peeling off cash. “Take it. You can have a good time.” He presses money into Cullen’s hand and says, “Take a good look at me. Look in my eyes. One day, you’ll see me again, or you’ll hear from me from Washington.”

Cullen, conflicted and afraid, stutters out his response. “No, I don’t want your money.” But more bills follow, bringing the total to $300. His resolve cracks. “Yes, sir,” he says finally. “Now, please get away from the beach.” They part ways. His mind whirls as he hurries back to the Coast Guard station.

George watches Cullen disappear into the fog, heart pounding in his chest. He returns to the group, where the others are hurriedly burying their uniforms and explosives in shallow graves.

Quirin growls, “We should’ve killed him.”

“Mind your own business,” George snaps, forcing authority into his voice. “Now boys, this is the time to be quiet and hold your nerves. Do exactly what I tell you. Each of you get a box and follow me.” They all want the same thing now—to get the job done and get out of there.

***

AT THE COAST GUARD station,92 Cullen bursts in, gasping for air. Boatswain’s Mate Second Class Carl Jennett listens,93 wide-eyed, as Cullen spills the tale of his run-in on Amagansett’s fog-choked beach. His voice stumbles, but the message gets through. Men had come ashore—strangers, Germans. He holds up the money, as if needing to convince himself it was real.

Jennett doesn’t hesitate, and reports the situation to his supervisor. Next, he yanks Cullen and the others to the storeroom, and they dig out .30-caliber Springfield rifles—which none of them has ever been trained to fire. He shoves the rifles and ammunition into the hands of Cullen and six others. Nervous fingers wrap around the unfamiliar weapons. Jennett quickly loads each rifle, checks their safety switches, and delivers a brief, breathless crash course on how to shoot.

Rifles slung over their shoulders, they retrace Cullen’s steps. Silence blankets the beach, thick, smothering. The spot where Cullen had found the strangers is empty. No enemy, no trace of danger. Just the fog, swallowing them whole.

The moment Lieutenant (jg) Fred Nirschel picks up the phone at the Coast Guard Intelligence office in New York, he knows the gravity of the situation. He instructs Jennett from Amagansett to keep everything “entirely secret”94 and admit no one to the station. Nirschel and another lieutenant,95 Sydney K. Franken, then jump into a station wagon, urging the driver to keep the pedal down until they reach the Hamptons. Before leaving Manhattan, though, Nirschel reported the incident to the FBI. His report was largely ignored. Then, he called Captain Roscoe MacFall, the Naval Intelligence officer for the Third Naval District. He stressed the urgency, though MacFall, weary from months of false alarms,96 remained skeptical. Reports of mysterious flares, lights, and strangers had become routine since Pearl Harbor, and often proved to be nothing.

Still, MacFall notifies Rad Haffenden,97 head of his Investigations Unit. Jolted from sleep, Haffenden’s mind races as he listens to the urgent message: potential enemy soldiers had landed on Long Island. Their location? Unknown. Haffenden must get to the Riverhead ONI branch immediately. Darkness still shrouds the quiet streets of Flushing, Queens, as he speeds toward the shore. Ninety-five miles lie between him and what could be a new front line in this war.

***

ABOARD U-202,98 THE ELATION of a successful mission curdles into a creeping panic. The landing had gone smoothly under the cover of thick fog—the perfect shield for the party ashore. The two crewmen finally return to U-202, guided by flares through the mist. Kapitänleutnant Linder is furious when he learns that they encountered a patrolman but didn’t capture him as ordered. His anger quickly fades as a more pressing danger becomes clear. U-202 is stuck.

Linder’s submarine is stranded on a sandbar, just a few hundred yards from shore. The tide is receding, leaving U-202 trapped and vulnerable.

Linder runs the engines at full power—first the noisy diesels, then the electric motor—but nothing happens. He orders the torpedoes removed to lighten the bow and dumps diesel fuel overboard. Even with the tanks blown, U-202 barely shifts, as smelly diesel drifts into the surf. “No Luck,” Linder writes in his log, she “hops around like a frog,” but doesn’t break free. They don’t know the nature of the building, but they are almost directly offshore from the Amagansett Naval Radio Station, with its two towering masts visible above the fog in the distance. Automobiles pass on the road nearby, but none of them stop. The Americans, mistaking the diesel engine sounds for aircraft, sweep the skies with searchlights instead of the ocean surface.

Linder, calm but grim, orders his men to prepare for the worst—ready the scuttling charges, destroy the Enigma machine. If they can’t free the boat soon, they will have to scuttle it and surrender.

***

THE EASTERN SEA FRONTIER’S Submarine Tracking99 Room lies dark and unmanned at 90 Church Street. Lieutenant Harry Hess, its sole operator, left hours ago when his shift ended. The room, meant to pulse with constant vigilance, now stands still—a stark reflection of the Navy’s stretched resources. Hess has fought for more staff, knowing the need for round-the-clock tracking is critical, but his pleas have been ignored.

Even worse, the secure phone lines, intended to link Washington and New York for real-time assessments of U-boat movements, remain uninstalled. Communication gaps yawn wide, trapping vital intelligence in bureaucratic limbo.

The chart in the darkened tracking room shows U-202 twenty-eight miles south of Amagansett at 8:53 p.m. the previous night, its position determined by Huff-Duff100 equipment on Long Island. At this moment however, Chief Radioman Harry McDonald at the Amagansett station can not only see the U-boat on his equipment—he can hear the diesel engines roaring and smell the fuel. His warnings meet with indifference.101

By the time McDonald’s report reached Church Street, it was 11:30 p.m. Hess was long gone, leaving the surface controller to pass the alert to the Third Naval District’s operations officer. The response? A promise to send a Coast Guard cutter . . . soon. Meanwhile, U-202 wallows stranded on the sands just two hundred meters from shore, mere steps from McDonald’s radio listening station.102

U-202 once again transmits an update on the mission to Germany, unnoticed. Without the ability to decode the German Naval communications since the implementation of the fourth rotor, Allied intelligence remains blind to the unfolding drama. The opportunity to stop a menacing U-boat—literally on the American coast, a short drive from New York City—slips through layers of missed connections and complacency. Hess’s frustration at the lack of respect for his work, dismissed as little more than “tea leaves and a Ouija board,”103 has never felt more justified.

***

ABOARD U-202, KAPITÄNLEUTNANT LINDER’S insides twist into knots104 as he witnesses the increasing activity on land—vehicles darting by, a dog’s incessant barking, and the dancing flashlights at the radio station and three other points on the island. Probing beams of light slice through the murky air, mercifully aimed too high, perhaps scanning for incoming aircraft. His U-boat lies vulnerable, tilted at a nauseating forty-degree angle. Linder feels the noose of fate tightening around them.

“Prepare for demolition,” he commands, his voice heavy with grim resolve. His crew readies to scuttle their steel coffin and make a desperate bid for survival.

As the tide inches higher, Linder makes one last, frenzied gambit. “Blow all ballast! Both diesels ahead, full power!” The engines roar to life, straining against their sandy prison.

For an eternity compressed into seconds, nothing moves. “We will make one last try to free the boat,” he announces. “If it fails, we will go together to captivity. Remember the first commandment: silence is golden.”

He orders all hands aft, hoping to lift the bow clear of the sand. Then, as if by divine intervention, the boat inches seaward with each swell. After four more pulse-pounding attempts, they break free. A wave of euphoria sweeps through the U-boat as they slip into the murky depths. Linder, awash with relief, muses, “That was the utmost and final time for us to get away, otherwise we could march along at tomorrow’s Flag Day parade in New York!”

***

INSIDE THE AMAGANSETT NAVAL Radio Station,105 Chief Radioman Harry McDonald’s heart races as the roar of diesel engines intensify outside his tower. The thunderous noise crescendos, then abruptly ceases, leaving an eerie silence in its wake. Fearing that “a landing party is being put ashore to destroy the radio station,”106 he makes the decision to evacuate his family, sending them to the relative safety of friends’ homes.

McDonald turns back to his radio, desperation mounting as he dials all the numbers he knows. The Coast Guard, the Army—someone has to take this seriously. When he finally reaches an Army post, the voice on the other end scoffs.107 “What are you doing, trying to start something?”

Out in the dunes, Dasch and his men crawl low, making their way inland. The damp sand clings to their hands and knees. They’ve put about a half mile between themselves and the shore, but it’s not enough. Ahead, shadowy houses loom against the thinning fog. Dasch raises a hand. “Lay still,” he orders. “Let me get a fix on things.” After a few moments, he speaks again. “It’s too dangerous to move right now. We’re safer here for about an hour.” They wait, breathless, as distant voices cut through the night.

“I think I have located something!”108

Rad Haffenden sprints across the dunes, the coastguardsman’s call yanking him and his team from their focused search. Haffenden can’t shake the feeling that something is off.109 Corruption has been an issue in Long Island, dating back to the bootlegging days. Socks Lanza had shown him that.

Could Cullen be holding something back? His story was wild: a nighttime patrol on the Amagansett beach, interrupted by German spies.110 Cullen turned in $260, which he said was all of the German hush money he was handed. And why was he still alive? It smelled rotten to Haffenden.111 Haffenden locked eyes with him and said in a sharp voice, “How many men did you see exactly?”

Cullen stammered, “Three, sir. I saw three. But . . . there could have been more. It was dark, and I—”

Fear hung in his unfinished words. Haffenden filed it away for later.

For now, the spot Cullen had shown them is key. If Cullen’s story is true, German spies had walked this beach, and God only knew where they had gotten to.

Haffenden’s body protests as he chugs up the dunes, chasing the coastguardsman’s call. “Look here, sir,” he points. Drag marks in the sand, faint but unmistakable. There’s more, he can see it now—a rope, maybe a bag, something concealed under the sand. Haffenden drops to his knees, inspecting the disturbed sand. “Spread out!” he orders. “Search every inch!”

More signs emerge—150 feet away, peculiar things scattered in the sand like a trail of breadcrumbs.112 A pack of German cigarettes, a bottle of schnapps, discarded clothing. Too careless. Too obvious. Haffenden narrows his eyes. Had they panicked after their run-in with Cullen? Were they incompetent? Or was this deliberate—a misdirection, meant to waste their time?

Then—another find. Fabric half-buried in the sand. German uniforms. Haffenden stares at them, the realization sinking in. The men had worn these coming ashore, a calculated move. If they were captured immediately, they’d be prisoners of war—protected under the Geneva Convention. But now stripped of insignia, they aren’t soldiers. They are shadows. Blending in, hiding in plain sight. They could be anyone, anywhere.

The materials are unearthed and brought to the station where Lieutenant Nirschel, the Coast Guard Intelligence officer, arrives to assess the haul.113 They pry one case open in the station’s garage, revealing sabotage tools: pens and pencils rigged as bombs, detonators, timers, vials of liquid that for all they know can ignite a firestorm. A carefully orchestrated plan, tucked away in the dunes of Amagansett.

Nirschel’s voice is sharp. “We need to get this to New York headquarters immediately. Before word gets out.”

As cases are loaded into his station wagon, Nircshel gives one final order: refill the sandbank. If the spies come back, let them think nothing’s changed. As Nirschel drives away, Haffenden turns back to the task at hand. He needs his “ferret squad”—his undercover agents who led the charge in the Montauk Point fishing-boat operation earlier that spring—they are trusted men who’ve worked alongside him, navigating the murky waters of underworld informants.

***

THE FOUR GERMAN SABOTEURS move cautiously through the coastal scrub, their eyes scanning the quiet landscape. As dawn breaks, they follow a dirt road, unsure of their exact location. They hit the main highway and head toward the first house they see—its yard filled with cars and faint lights. Dasch’s gut churns. “Jesus Christ, I’m falling into a trap,” he thinks, but pushes forward. No one stops them.

By 5:00 a.m., they reach the still-closed Amagansett train station.114 While awkwardly waiting on the platform, they clean themselves up as best they can, brushing off sand and grass. At 6:57, a train finally arrives. Dasch stiffens. “Act natural,” he mutters, but their eyes betray them—darting, scanning each passenger, waiting for the moment of exposure.

New York—June 14, 1942

While Coast Guard headquarters is abuzz about the mini-invasion, their ships face a different battle in the Gulf of Mexico. For three tense days, U-157 manages to evade detection, slipping through the net of destroyers, aircraft, and patrol craft deployed to hunt it down after she sank the American freighter Hagan.

Then, on June 13, at 1558 hours, a barrage of depth charges from the Coast Guard’s steel-Argo-class patrol boat Thetis rolls into the depths. After the geysers of whitewater settle, the first clue surfaces slowly—a sheen of oil, then fragments of wood, a scrap of fabric, and unmistakably, the slick residue of German lubricant. U-157 has met its end. This victory is more than luck. Thetis, one of those “little boats” often underestimated, has shown her strength, demonstrating that size and sophistication mean little against “stout hearts.”

Word of Thetis’s success spreads quickly. The news reaches Navy and Coast Guard headquarters in New York amid an extraordinary spectacle:115 the “New York at War” parade surges up Fifth Avenue. Consisting of more than five hundred thousand participants—soldiers, civilians, and service members alike—the procession spans from Washington Square Park to Seventy-Ninth Street, marking the largest parade in the city’s history. Above them, bombers and fighter planes roar through the sky, their shadows cutting across the crowds below. Brass bands blare. Flags whip in the wind.

Three hundred elaborate floats roll past, each a display of war production, sacrifice, and unity. Mayor La Guardia presides over the event as honorary chairman. This is more than a parade—it’s a declaration. A show of strength. A rallying cry for war bonds and victory. Held on the eve of Flag Day, it coincides with President Roosevelt’s global “United Nations Day,” drawing an estimated 2.5 million spectators. Among them, unnoticed in the crowd, are four German saboteurs.116

Inside Macy’s, George Dasch, Peter Burger, Heinrich Heinck, and Richard Quirin blend in with the shoppers and sift through racks of clothes. They’re not soldiers or sailors here—just four men browsing for new shirts and trousers.

Across the city at Coast Guard headquarters,117 a storm brews as Nirschel arrives. He’s spread the contents of one of the saboteur’s boxes across the table: incendiary devices, explosives, and other sabotage materials.118 ONI Commander Rad Haffenden argues with Coast Guard representatives over jurisdiction, each side battling for control of this ticking time bomb of a case. Both know that J. Edgar Hoover will soon push his way in, and each is determined to shield the investigation from his grandstanding.

Hoover’s shadow looms large over the room. The commandant of the Third Naval District119 has one ear in the room and one eye on the clock—his own duties to the parade are pressing, and the city expects his presence in the celebrations. With an air of finality, he orders the FBI to take over, reasoning that only they have the authority to make arrests. The decision sours the room, leaving a bitter taste as Hoover’s agents, inevitably, will seize the spotlight.

As the FBI agents descend upon Coast Guard headquarters, tempers run high and frustrations boil over. Hoover’s team demands immediate access to the evidence, and they berate the Coast Guard for any delays that might have compromised the case. Their arrival sparks a tense standoff, with each faction nursing grievances about how the morning unfolded. The boxes remain open on the table, their contents an unsettling proof of the enemy’s quiet invasion on American soil.

Meanwhile, on the streets, the parade swells, a sea of red, white, and blue.120 George and his men drift along in anonymity. They share an unhurried lunch, keeping their mission a secret tucked behind a civilian façade. Their plan is simple: George and Burger together, Quirin and Heinck as another pair. They need to find a place to stay and decide upon the next rendezvous point. Done, their afternoon passes at a leisurely pace—hotel check-ins, casual meals, and naps in crisp sheets.121 With a smile, George asks his comrades, “Aren’t you glad to be back in the United States?”

***

ON LONG ISLAND, NAVAL Intelligence Agent Charles Hoyt122 steps out onto the Amagansett station’s sunlit platform, squinting as his eyes adjust to the sun’s glare. The day before, it had all started in the predawn hours. Haffenden’s orders were tight and tense, pressing. His voice remained clipped as he pulled his “ferret squad” aside and told Hoyt, the Sacco brothers, and Lieutenant Joe Treglia that they’d uncovered Nazi sabotage materials scattered along the beach, an unmistakable sign: the enemy had arrived. Handpicked from Section B-3, these agents are seasoned, trusted by Haffenden and primed to act without knowing the whole story. Each had prowled these towns before. Among them are the Sacco brothers—Dominick and Felix—civilian operatives with mob ties, working undercover as trusted liaisons between Haffenden and Socks. Broad shouldered and imposing, they take Riverhead; Lieutenant Treglia moves through East Hampton; Hoyt leads the charge with a team of four FBI agents assigned to him to focus on the shoreline. They all know the intricate network Commander Vincent Astor had laid out months earlier—phones strung from ship to shore, codes guiding fishing fleets to fertile waters. The code is quiet, discreet, just like the men Haffenden placed along the coast. “You know the roads,” Haffenden had told Hoyt. “See what’s going on at Montauk Point. Find out where these four are hiding.”

Hours of searching take them from forgotten rumrunner trails to emptied supply houses. Whispers of Nazi agents haunt every shadow in the pine thickets. All turn out to be false leads. Hoyt’s keen ear for German helps as he quizzes suspicious locals and fishermen who might know the coastal waters too well. But dead ends seem to greet him at each turn.

Now, standing on Amagansett’s modest platform,123 Hoyt watches the stationmaster shuffle toward him. “I saw three men,”* the stationmaster says, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Yesterday morning, right before dawn, they got on the 6:57 to Penn Station.” Hoyt’s pulse quickens. Men on a train, leaving Amagansett for New York, disappearing into the city’s vast, breathing maze. The stationmaster hadn’t thought much of them at first, pegging them as fishermen—yet something had felt . . . off. Hoyt’s questions come fast, precise, but the stationmaster has little more to offer. Just enough.

Hoyt hurries back to fellow ONI officer Lieutenant Philip Dater’s Hampton estate, where Haffenden has set up a nerve center of surveillance. The news hits like a spark. Haffenden, barely pausing, orders an immediate relay of the information to the FBI agents and New York police: the saboteurs may be somewhere deep in Manhattan now.

For Haffenden, the pursuit is far from over.124 He divides his time now between the city streets and Long Island’s foxholes, where his team waits, lying low in case the saboteurs double back. On Manhattan’s waterfront, he and his agents maneuver through New York’s dense web of informants, searching for any shred of news, any glimmer of movement. Even if the saboteurs are in the city now, they’ll come back for their explosives—and he’s determined to be ready when they do.

Virginia Beach, Virginia—June 15, 1942

The scene at Virginia Beach is one of carefree leisure,125 with children’s laughter and the gentle lapping of waves providing a soothing soundtrack to a seemingly ordinary summer day. A formation of twelve massive oil tankers, escorted by five smaller naval vessels, has appeared in the distance. The ships are so close to shore the tourists could almost swim to them.

Suddenly, a blinding flash rips through the horizon—then comes the roar. The fifth ship in line, Robert C. Tuttle, vanishes in a fireball as her cargo of 152,000 barrels of crude oil ignites. A pillar of flame surges skyward, chased by a towering plume of black smoke that spreads like ink into the summer sky. Tuttle has struck a mine laid by U-701 just two days earlier. The war that had seemed so far away to Virginians erupts right before the eyes of thousands of stunned beachgoers and local residents. The spectacle takes an even more tragic turn when, at 7:15 p.m., the British trawler HMS Kingston Ceylonite vanishes in a thunderous explosion, killing her captain and seventeen crew members. Despite multiple eyewitness accounts claiming to have seen a U-boat, naval officials assign blame to a minefield laid across the mouth of Thimble Shoal Channel.

Dönitz sees events like this as a new opportunity.126 He notes in his war diary that while normally it is “more worthwhile” to deploy U-boats with a full loadout of torpedoes, the shift in merchant traffic along the US coast increases the value of a mining campaign. “Even a few mines laid immediately off the busy entrances to New York, Delaware Bay, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington, Norfolk, are likely to lead to success as mine-countermeasures are sure to be few.” Mines also have a psychological effect, as they can disrupt shipping routes and force ships into more dangerous areas. This along with additional deployments of U-boats to the barely defended Gulf shores marks a shift in Dönitz’s submarine offensive.

New York—June 14, 1942

As twilight descends, George Dasch and Peter Burger approach Grant’s Tomb, a silent sentinel against the darkening sky. The once-bustling monument is now eerily quiet, its grandeur dimmed by wartime blackout measures.127 Tarpaulins shroud the sarcophagi inside, protecting them from potential air raids. The Hudson River’s gentle lapping is the only sound, its quiet rhythm accompanying their conversation.128 Heinrich Heinck and Richard Quirin have been waiting, growing restless on a nearby bench. They had missed an earlier noon rendezvous at the Swiss Chalet restaurant, straining their trust in Burger and Dasch even more. Detained by their own uncertainty, Burger and Dasch were locked in a conversation that had spiraled through the night and well into the morning at the Hotel Governor Clinton.

Their discussion had been more than a reckoning—it had been a breaking point. George had confided his doubts,129 his gnawing uncertainty about the mission they were expected to carry out. “This sabotage, it’s madness,” he had told Burger, his eyes searching for agreement. “We are being used—set up.” His breath was unsteady. It wasn’t just doubt twisting in his gut. It was also fear. Fear of their supposed allies, of the Gestapo, and fear of the ever-watchful eyes in New York, where the Germans had warned them that even the FBI could be compromised.

George had grabbed Burger’s arm, voice low but commanding: “If you don’t tell me the truth, I will throw you out this window.” It wasn’t a threat—it was a plea.

Burger didn’t hesitate. “I wasn’t going to go through with it,” he said, voice firm. He laid everything bare—the cigarette box, the raincoat, the schnapps, all left behind in the sand intentionally trailing to the buried boxes. “They’ve probably been found by now,” he admitted. “Richard wanted to go back for the explosives as soon as possible. Henry refused.”

George exhaled, his grip loosening as he patted Burger’s arm. “Good.” A silent pact between them. Then, he explained why Cullen had to be spared. A warning, too—Quirin and Heinck were already suspicious. George had defied orders by letting the coastguardsman walk away. And now, they had nowhere to turn. The men had both agreed then—they were caught between two sides, and neither could be trusted.

Now, as George and Burger approach Grant’s Tomb, they walk past Heinck and Quirin without so much as a nod, eyes flicking quickly over them, making assessments. Are they still trustworthy? Have they begun to question things, too? Or are they locked into the mission as loyal saboteurs? George and Pete exchange a glance before circling back and catching up with the two men just as they stand to leave. George reassures them in his usual calm manner, offering up the excuse: “We were deep in conversation.” He says it with enough conviction to calm their unease. Quirin is frustrated—the excuse is poor at best.

They fall into step, walking down 117th Street together, discussing their next moves. “If something had happened to you two, we were ready to leave. The mission doesn’t seem secure.” Quirin’s words echo George’s own unspoken thoughts, but George shrugs it off. He instructs Heinck and Quirin to secure an apartment, then mentions that he’ll need to leave the city to make contact with others soon.

Their conversation ends quickly, and they part ways. Heinck and Quirin disappear into the night. Grant’s Tomb remains an unwitting witness to their clandestine meeting, its stone walls harboring secrets of war, just as it had a few months earlier when Socks Lanza and Assistant District Attorney Gurfein had met there in the middle of the night to ratify an alliance meant to stop spies like these four saboteurs.

Later, in the half-lit lobby of a hotel on Madison Avenue, George steps into a phone booth,130 and the glass door closes behind him with a soft click. He can feel the liquid courage he drank earlier still burning in his stomach, dulling the edge of his nerves. Through the booth’s glass, Burger watches, his expression tight, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. George exhales, fishes out change, and dials the number Burger found in the phone book. The line clicks, and then it rings. Once. Twice. Finally, a voice answers, impersonal, and all business. “FBI. What’s your business?”

George’s voice comes out steady, though his pulse races. “I need to make a statement.”

“Hold on.” A brief silence, then a new voice cuts through, this one with more authority. “This is Special Agent Dean McWhorter. Who am I speaking to?”

George hesitates, just for a second. Then, with conviction, he replies, “This is Franz Daniel Pastorius.”

Silence.

“I’m a German citizen,” George continues, his words precise, measured. “I arrived in this country yesterday morning.”

The pause lingers. George imagines him sitting back, wondering if this is another crackpot. He presses on. “I need to speak with Mr. Hoover in Washington. This is urgent.”

McWhorter’s voice returns, professional but skeptical. “What’s this about? You’ll have to meet with someone in New York first.”

George shakes his head, though he knows the agent can’t see him. He’s anticipated this resistance, and he’s ready. “No. My case is too big for New York. Only Washington can handle this. It’s a matter of national security.”

McWhorter’s voice sharpens. “You’re going to have to explain yourself better than that.”

George leans in closer to the phone, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “I’m being watched. There are Gestapo agents all over New York.” He swallows. “If they find out I’ve made this call, I won’t make it to Washington.”

Outside the booth, Pete watches George through the fogged glass. He can’t hear the conversation, but he knows George is trying to convince someone at the FBI to take him seriously. Pete glances around the lobby, scanning the faces of the other hotel guests, half expecting to see someone lurking in the shadows, watching.

Inside the booth, George persists, his resolve unwavering. When McWhorter offers to take down further information, George declines and refuses to divulge further details over the phone. Instead, he firmly states his intention to travel to Washington and deliver the sensitive information directly to Mr. Hoover. George requests that the Washington office be notified of his imminent arrival, suggesting a potential meeting on Thursday or Friday. Unknown to George, the message dies then and there with McWhorter, filed away, unchecked.131

George hangs up the phone, his hand trembling slightly as he steps out of the booth. Pete moves closer, his eyes searching George’s face.

“Well?”

Atlantic Ocean, Off the Coast of Florida—June 17, 1942

As the German submarine U-584 glides toward Ponte Vedra Beach132 in Florida, the four Nazi saboteurs on board prepare themselves for the next phase of their mission. Unlike their counterparts who had landed in Amagansett, their journey had been anything but smooth.

Shortly after departing Lorient on May 27, U-584 had been spotted by a British aircraft. “We must dive!” someone shouted, and the submarine plunged beneath the waves, narrowly avoiding eight bombs that exploded nearby. Suffering from severe shell shock, Hermann Neubauer’s world shrank to a pinpoint. His eyes widened, unseeing, as his body instinctively curled into itself. The screams from Russia clawed their way back—the snow stained red, bodies torn apart, the air saturated with the stench of death. His breath hitched. His hands, slick with sweat, crept to his face, feeling the shrapnel scars beneath his fingertips. The thunder of explosions pounded in his skull, and he pressed his palms to his ears and rocked slightly, trying to silence them. Even as the attack subsided, Neubauer remained frozen, trapped in a waking nightmare that blurred the lines between past horrors and present danger, his mind unable to fully grasp that he was no longer on the Eastern Front. “We’re lucky,” one of the sailors muttered when the bombs stopped falling.

Edward Kerling, the leader of the four-man sabotage team, tried to maintain his composure, but the men alongside him, Werner Thiel and Herbie Haupt, had also noticed Neubauer’s reaction. They exchanged worried glances. Nobody said anything, but it was clear Neubauer wasn’t in the right state of mind for this critical mission. Perhaps none of them really were. They passed the following days in the sweltering submarine, discussing their plans while contending with the suffocating heat and stagnant air. In their darker moments, they could hear the radio broadcasts mentioning gasoline rationing in seventeen Eastern states.133 “It’s going to affect everything,” Haupt said, frowning. “Kerling was going to get in touch with a girl he knows. Kerling, this girl, and I were supposed to go down to Florida, take the explosives in traveling bags, and load them onto trucks. The girl’s supposed to get the explosives to New York.”

Finally, they arrive off the coast of Florida.134 In the quiet hours before dawn, the men ready themselves to slip away from the submarine and onto American soil. Cloaked in darkness, they paddle ashore in a rubber boat, bringing with them four boxes of explosives, money, clothing, and a shovel. The lighthouse on the coast looms in the distance as they silently slip onto the sand.

New York—June 17, 1942

As the other team of spies are landing on the Florida beach, George Dasch stumbles through the hotel lobby, the scent of stale alcohol clinging to him while he fumbles for his room key. It’s late, or maybe it’s early, he can’t tell anymore. His head spins from a day and a half of heavy drinking and long pinochle games135 with old friends at the Hotel and Restaurant Executive Club. The camaraderie had been comforting, a brief respite from what he knows he must do. George, desperately seeking a distraction from his impending treachery, had played his hand well—drinking, gambling, even lying to his friends.

His old friends tried to find out what Dasch had been up to for the last few years. When he ran out of lies, he simply told them, “Boys, don’t ask me nothing. I cannot tell you the truth anyway.” By the end of his bender, George had won $250. In an attempt to clear his conscience, he had paid everyone’s bill in the club that night.

Back in his room at the Hotel Clinton, Burger bursts in, eyes wide with worry.136 “Where have you been?”

George, slurring slightly, recounts his night—how he spent time with old friends, drank too much, and avoided all the questions. Burger listens but doesn’t relax. The others—Heinck and Quirin—are getting impatient. George knows that their trust is a fragile thing. All Quirin and Heinck know is that on July 4, they’ll all meet Kerling’s half of the team in Chicago. It’s enough to calm them, for now. Barely.

George, meanwhile, is setting his plan into motion. He buys a briefcase and meticulously counts out $82,350, separating it into envelopes—Nazi funds for sabotage, entrusted to him since the moment they landed. In his mind, this cash isn’t for Hitler anymore. It’s for his defeat. He leaves a note for Burger, written on hotel letterhead, cryptic enough to not arouse suspicion, but clear enough for Pete to understand. George is going to the FBI.

Montauk, New York—June 17, 1942

The scent of the sea and fried fish permeates the dining area of Millie’s137 Inn as Hiram Sweezey and his wife settle into a quiet corner table. Sweezey sits, his head tilted slightly as he listens to his wife describing the view of the moonlit waves beyond the picket fence, where the inn marks its place on the otherwise deserted beach. Sweezey has never seen them—he’s been blind most of his life—but he likes to imagine them just the same. Tonight, he’s here to celebrate their anniversary; the familiar sounds of laughter, clinking glasses, and waves rolling onto the beach ground him in the moment. But he knows the atmosphere will change as soon as Rad Haffenden and his agents from Naval Intelligence join them.138 Sweezey had been brought in by Socks Lanza in the spring, to give Haffenden’s men access to the fisherman and trucking unions throughout Long Island.

Sweezey’s glass is halfway to his lips when Rad Haffenden strides into the restaurant. The easy pace of the night evaporates. Sweezey’s wife looks between the two men, catching the edge in Haffenden’s voice as he discreetly explains the reason he’s here, apologetically crashing their anniversary dinner. The news is grim. German saboteurs who had slipped ashore just days before might be hiding out, waiting to return to their sabotage materials. Naval Intelligence needs Sweezey’s help with access. They need eyes and ears, and fast.

“I’ll do what I can,” Sweezey agrees, the anniversary dinner forgotten. He offers positions for Haffenden’s “ferrets” all over Long Island. Charles Hoyt, who had found out the saboteurs had left via the Amagansett train station, takes on the guise of a waiter at a local inn. Lieutenant Treglia, usually on the waterfront, is replaced by Lieutenant Tony Marzulo and the steady civilian agent Paul Alfieri. Sweezey, meanwhile, arranges for Felix Sacco to be stationed at Bonner’s filling station, a critical position on the only road off the island. Dominick Sacco takes a job driving an ice truck under an alias—Frank Arico—using a Teamsters Local 202 union card provided by Socks Lanza. It’s a perfect trap. But as Haffenden’s team tightens its net, an invisible force is working against them.

Washington, DC—June 17, 1942

Assistant Director E. J. Connelley, one of Hoover’s most trusted men, takes the reins of the case and freezes out ONI from any critical information, leads, or insights. At FBI headquarters, J. Edgar Hoover orchestrates an illusion—one where his Bureau stands at the center of the investigation, even as it fumbles in the dark.

Two days earlier, he drafted a message to his New York agents,139 a master class in deflection—worded just enough to imply control while masking the truth. There were no leads. The only real break had come not from his Bureau but from ONI’s officer, Hoyt. The FBI’s prized intelligence? A retyped Navy report.140

A seething Connelley turns his frustration into a scathing report141 for Hoover to use as ammunition for condemning the Coast Guard’s failures and the Navy’s limited role. Hoover takes it further, enforcing the idea that the delays weren’t the FBI’s fault; it was everyone else who had failed. But the fact is—even though Hoover wouldn’t admit it—his Bureau is grasping at shadows, desperate to claim victory.

President Roosevelt’s office doesn’t even know the full scope yet. In fact,142 Hoover waits thirty-six hours after learning of the suspected saboteurs before alerting FDR. And even then, he tells the president’s secretary half-truths paired with an outright lie that the saboteurs had held the coastguardsman at gunpoint.




Florida—June 17–19, 1942

Hermann Neubauer grips the armrest, fingers stiff, knuckles white against the worn fabric.143 The steel wheels clatter beneath him, and every rattling moment feels like a warning—like someone is watching. Whether it’s the FBI or his own conscience, he isn’t sure. Neubauer tries to calm his racing mind, but the brief stops at small factories, the watchmen standing guard at every station, only make him more paranoid. Across from him, Edward Kerling pretends not to stare, but Neubauer has felt the constant weight of his gaze for days.

They had come ashore in the dead of night, wading through the surf at Ponte Vedra Beach, the second group of Nazi saboteurs. Neubauer, Kerling, Thiel, and Haupt. They worked quickly, burying their explosives and uniforms in the sand before vanishing into the darkness. At dawn, they emerged from the dunes, shaking off the night’s chill and stepping into the daylight as something else—men with American accents, well-dressed, unremarkable. By midday, they were on a Greyhound bus to Jacksonville, making quiet conversation, playing the part.

Jacksonville offered a reprieve, but only for a moment. At the Mayflower Hotel,144 over drinks, Haupt spoke of Chicago, eager to see his family. He left that night. Thiel followed, bound for Cincinnati, then New York. Kerling and Neubauer lingered, waiting for Friday’s early train to Cincinnati. From there, Kerling would continue on with Thiel to New York, while Neubauer reunited with Haupt in Chicago. They were all to meet again on July 6 at the Hotel Gibson—two days after Kerling’s rendezvous with Dasch. Then, together, they would unearth the buried explosives and begin their mission. But Neubauer had already made his choice. He had no intention of going through with it.

Neubauer had sensed Kerling’s doubts since the submarine voyage. He is still suffering the ill effects of his nervous episode on the submarine and knows it worried his group. But things seemed to shift with Kerling after Neubauer showed him a letter he’d written to his wife,145 urging her to claim her American citizenship and escape Germany. She had warned him—returning had been a mistake. The police watched her, treating her like a traitor. Neubauer begged her to find passage on a Swedish boat to America. When he confided in Kerling, he expected reproach. Instead, Kerling only nodded, silent but understanding. Later, in a rare moment of honesty, Neubauer had murmured, “Hopefully, someday, we’ll see our wives again.”

As the train nears Cincinnati and the weight of watchful eyes seems to lift, the question finally surfaces—can they go through with the mission?146 Neubauer made his decision on the submarine; now, he’s only waiting for a way out. Kerling feels the same, but insists the group must decide together when they reunite in July. “We [will] not do anything till we all agree on it. Not one of us [will] go and say, ‘Here I am’; if anything turned out that we could not go to Mexico, then we would all together report to the F.B.I.”

Washington, DC—June 19, 1942

George’s hands shake as he lifts the receiver. He hasn’t slept since arriving the previous night, but there’s no turning back. He dials the FBI, and Special Agent Duane Traynor answers. George gives him a fake name, George Davis, and with the tremble of a man about to leap into the abyss, he tells him the truth. “I’m the leader of a group of eight men,” George says, voice cracking, “we’ve just come over from Germany and I need to talk to someone about sabotage.”

At 11:00 a.m., George is escorted into the FBI office.147 Agents Duane Traynor and Mickey Ladd barely glance up, their expressions a mix of boredom and skepticism. To them, he’s just another crackpot, another man with a wild tale, probably just looking for attention. But George can’t afford their disbelief. He has to make them understand—make them see the truth, because if they don’t, everything is lost. The silence in the room feels like a living thing, pressing in on him. He digs deep, reaching back into the dark corners of his memory, the tangled web of names and places from his time in Germany. His voice shakes as he begins to speak.148

“The Seehaus, the Abwehr . . . Walter Kappe . . . Always Kappe.” George’s mind races, but he knows he needs something more, something to shatter their doubts. Then it hits him—Sebold. He grips the edge of the table, eyes wide as he stammers, “Sebold . . . William G. Sebold . . . like me . . . landed like me in 1940.”

Traynor stiffens. Ladd leans forward, his interest suddenly piqued. “What do you know about Sebold?” he asks, his voice sharp now. Sebold—the man who had been the secret glue of the Duquesne spy ring, whose cooperation had brought the entire network crashing down. Traynor and Ladd exchange a glance—Sebold is supposed to be in protective custody near Mare Island. This isn’t common knowledge.

That’s the crack in their disbelief. George can feel it, sees it in their eyes. He pushes harder. “Everything, Mr. Ladd, everything!” His voice rises, the relief of confession pouring out. “Straight from the files of the Abwehr II in the German High Command!” And then, he slams the final nail into the coffin of their doubt. He dumps the envelopes of cash onto the desk. Tucked within is a handwritten note—“Money from German government149 for their purpose, but to be used to fight them Nazis.” Beneath it, the signature—George J. Dasch. The agents stare at the stack of bills, more money than they’ve ever seen in their lives. “Have a present,” George says, “a green present from the black of the Nazi swastika.”

The room falls silent. Ladd, still staring at the pile of cash, finally nods and slowly turns to Traynor. “Lock that door, man,”150 he says, his voice hushed. “We’ve got something real here.”

In that moment, George Dasch believes he’s changed everything. The FBI had no leads before today, no idea where the saboteurs were or what they planned. Now, thanks to George’s bold move, they have the upper hand. George is betraying the mission, yes, but in doing so, he believes he’s saving lives, especially his own.

***

GEORGE TALKS NONSTOP,151 THROUGH a whole day and night, building an unlikely camaraderie with Traynor.152 He calls the agent “Pie” after the Pirates third baseman. Traynor doesn’t object—whether to keep Dasch talking or out of sheer exhaustion, he lets it slide.

Dasch feeds the FBI a steady stream of information, but he’s holding back the more critical details to keep himself valuable. He offers up a handkerchief scrawled with contacts in invisible ink, but conveniently “forgot” the chemical needed to reveal the names. He shares details of the saboteurs’ plans, but not the actual target locations. George does divulge two critical details. First another group of saboteurs is scheduled to land in Florida around June 16, though he gives no specific location. The second intelligence windfall changes everything. Just before midnight he tells the FBI that he knows Burger’s exact location. He is staying in room 1421 at the Governor Clinton Hotel in New York.153

In New York, Burger steps out onto the bustling streets just before 3:00 p.m. the following day and heads toward Rogers Peet, a clothing store.154 He finds Quirin and Heinck already there, milling around with other shoppers. The trio collects the clothes they had ordered earlier in the week, and afterward they stop for a quick bite. Their conversation covers ordinary topics—beaches, plans, trivial things. They part ways with a handshake and a promise to meet again on Monday. Burger heads back to his hotel. He tries on his new clothes, fiddles with the fit, then sinks into the chair with a newspaper. Just then, FBI agents stride in through his unlocked door. He’d been waiting for this, expecting it. He doesn’t resist as they place him under arrest. At the FBI offices, Burger quietly signs documents agreeing to continuous supervision. It’s over for him, and in many ways, he feels relief. Other agents swiftly arrest Heinck and Quirin later that same night.

Fort Stevens, Oregon—June 21, 1942

Commander Meiji Tagami stands watch on the conning tower155 of I-25, as the submarine slices through the clear summer night. He narrows his eyes toward the darkened Oregon coastline, prepared for his mission: send a message that even here, American soil is vulnerable. Yesterday’s operation was a success—he can still picture the eruption as SS Fort Camosun’s hull splintered under his torpedoes. Unbeknownst to Tagami, the damaged freighter survived the encounter and was towed to safety. Now, as I-25 glides toward Fort Stevens, he intends to inflict as much damage as he can upon the Americans.

Slipping through the protective fishing fleet near the Columbia River, he breaks the silence with a quick command: “Ready the deck gun.” His crew swiftly positions the 14-cm weapon, pointing its barrel toward the shadowy form of the fort.

“Fire!” Tagami’s voice cuts through the night, and the gun shatters the silence with a deafening blast, the muzzle flash illuminating the deck. The shell whistles toward the coast and explodes in a plume of sand.

Inside Fort Stevens, sirens scream to life, jolting soldiers from sleep. Private John Miller stumbles out of bed, half-awake, then races toward his gun post. His head slams into a metal beam, yet he pushes forward, blood trickling down his temple. His heart pounds with the need to fight back. “Where’s the enemy?” he mutters to no one, his eyes scanning for a target.

The deck gun on I-25 fires again, and again, each shell arcing toward the shoreline. At the fort, Lieutenant James Cooper attempts to triangulate the submarine’s position by the muzzle flash. “Sir, we’ve got a fix!” he calls to Colonel John Thompson, urgency in his voice. “Request permission to return fire!”

Colonel Thompson assesses. “Negative,” he replies with calm restraint. “Hold your fire. We can’t risk our own position.” Around him, soldiers bristle, their hands gripping cold steel. Each blast of the enemy’s shells is a taunt they cannot answer.

Through his binoculars, Tagami surveys Fort Stevens, confused by the lack of retaliation. One shell damages a power line, another dents the fort’s baseball backstop—but beyond that, little seems to break. For all the effort, little happens. As midnight nears, Tagami exhales, satisfied. “Cease fire. Dive,” he orders. I-25 slips away and vanishes into the Pacific’s shadowy depths.

At Fort Stevens, the all clear sounds at last, and the soldiers, adrenaline receding, assess the meager impact. Private Miller, bandaged, shakes his head at the few craters in the sand. Colonel Thompson, standing atop Battery Russell, surveys the ocean’s quiet surface as dawn edges over the horizon. In his silence, he promises that next time, they will be ready.

FBI Offices, New York and Washington, DC—June 23, 1942

At the New York office,156 Peter Burger confirms piece by piece what George Dasch has already told the agents in Washington. The most damning revelation is that another team landed in Florida—and there may be yet another, bound for Hatteras. Burger has nothing more than an overheard conversation, but it’s enough. The news of eight more potential agents on the loose whips the FBI into a frenzy.

At FBI headquarters in Washington, Hoover is caught between ambition and paranoia. Dasch is valuable, but Hoover’s playing a long game. He wants to unravel the entire network, catch more Nazi agents, maybe even feed misinformation back to Germany. But the clock is ticking. Hoover decides that Dasch’s fantasies of playing the double agent hero are over, and it’s time for a new approach: control the narrative, control Dasch.157

Agents Traynor and Donovan are instructed to deliver the carefully crafted narrative. The FBI had been onto Dasch’s group since their encounter with the coastguardsman Cullen. The others are already being rounded up. The Nazis must believe this mission was doomed from the start—that America is too vigilant for sabotage to succeed. If Dasch plays along, he could walk away from this with a chance at a pardon. No guarantees, of course, but even his wife’s release from Bermuda could be arranged. More than that, playing the role of a captured suspect would keep him safe. If Germany believes he betrayed them, his family back home will suffer. Dasch has no choice but to agree.

Hoover himself crafts the cover story,158 a web of bureaucratic coincidences. It wasn’t Dasch who came forward; it was “the colored girl who maintains and takes care of the receipts and handling of persons renting apartments at the apartment where Quirin and Heinck lived, reported to the New York City Office the fact that two individuals had moved in there with considerable money and all new clothes.” The tip led to surveillance, then arrests. A scrap of paper found in an apartment pointed to the Governor Clinton Hotel, leading agents to Burger. The Coast Guard’s earlier report on a suspicious man named Davis sealed it. A textbook FBI operation, not the confession of a traitor.

Dasch knows what this means. He won’t be William Sebold, the celebrated informant of the Duquesne Spy Ring. His name will be buried, his motives twisted. But it will keep his family safe.159 To sell the illusion, Dasch must endure the same fate as the others—arrest, confiscation, detention. At 12:15 p.m., he is officially taken into custody. The agents empty his pockets. They strip him of everything.160 Even his money—$82,710.17—is seized, counted, sealed away. Signing the receipt, Dasch feels the weight of finality.

Before his transfer, Dasch met Mickey Ladd, the assistant FBI director of internal security. For days, he’d pestered Traynor for a face-to-face with Hoover himself, but he eventually settled for the closest approximation. George needed to make sure Ladd understood the situation fully. To prove his sincerity, he had dictated a 254-page statement161 of confession, painstakingly typed out by multiple stenographers. It chronicled his life—from his early years, the kindness of American soldiers in World War I, his stowaway journey to America, his service at Hickam Field, and his time with the German Bund.

He had bared it all—his disillusionment with the Nazis, his loyalty to America, his desperate attempts to prevent this sabotage. Now, George is desperate to know: “Have you read my stuff?”

“I have only managed to read part of it so far.”

“What about the propaganda section?” George presses.

“Not yet.”

George deflates as the truth sets in. His grand ideas of steering the FBI’s campaign against the Nazis lie in ruins.

His trip to New York transpires in shadow and silence. To avoid crowds at Pennsylvania Station, the Bureau opts for a detour, ferrying him from Jersey City to Manhattan. In a humiliating ritual, a prisoner tag is slung around his neck, and he is led to the same doctor who had examined his associates Kerling and Thiel just nights prior. The illusion of freedom is dead. The arrest protocol reduces him from a valued informant or associate to a closely monitored prisoner. On June 24, Dasch, once the architect of an elaborate Nazi double-agent scheme, finds himself in a small cell on the thirtieth floor of the federal courthouse. Burger, Quirin, Heinck, Kerling, and Thiel are in cells nearby.162

***

GEORGE DASCH PACES IN his small cell,163 eyes fixed on the heavy door. Why wasn’t anyone talking to him? It had been three days since he arrived in New York, and he couldn’t stop his mind churning with the same repetitive thoughts—had he done the right thing? He pauses to peer through the narrow peephole in the door. Outside, a guard sits slouched in a chair, engrossed in the New York Daily News, completely unaware of George’s gaze.164 The headline screams back at him in bold letters: “GERMAN SPIES LAND ON LONG ISLAND; FBI SEIZES 8.” Below the words, George’s own face stares back, alongside the seven other men from Operation Pastorius, plastered across the front page. A cold knot tightens in his gut. His heart pounds as he steps away from the door and sits heavily on the bed.

“Am I really being accused of espionage?” Rage and disbelief surge through him, twisting his stomach. “That doesn’t make any sense. Hoover knows the truth, so does Traynor. I’m no enemy of the United States.”

It feels like a lifetime since he walked into the FBI office in Washington, full of conviction, believing he was preventing a disaster. Now, everything seems lost. A week ago, George had turned himself in with a singular purpose: to stop the mission before it could cause real harm.

Traynor and even Hoover had promised him anonymity in exchange for his cooperation. Yet, here he is—his face, his name, splashed across newspapers as a Nazi saboteur. His pulse quickens, and the room tilts, closing in around him.

His family. What would they think? His brother and sister here in the United States, his mother back in Germany. His wife, still trapped in Bermuda, vulnerable and interned. He can imagine her hearing the news, seeing his face branded a traitor, and it makes him sick. This isn’t how it was supposed to be.

George had handed over everything—detailed maps, notes, names. He told the FBI about the new German resupply submarines, UA and the Milchkühe, and even revealed the U-202’s depth capabilities and the secret encryption devices. He delivered the entire operation into their hands. But now, sitting in this cold cell, he can’t help but feel like a fool.

The FBI hadn’t had any leads before Dasch walked in. They hadn’t known about Burger, let alone the other men in Florida. But Hoover was selling the story of their capture like a grand victory, an orchestrated takedown by his own agents.

The reality was that the information George shared with the FBI, corroborated by Peter Burger, had brought more arrests that week. Edward Kerling, the Florida group’s leader, was the next to go down in New York.165 It had taken some “extra persuasion” from Agent T. J. Donovan to get Kerling talking—Dasch knew what that meant. The FBI wasn’t gentle.

Werner Thiel was next, picked up after a casual meeting with a friend on Forty-Second Street in New York. Thiel had just handed over his money belt, a portion of the funds for the sabotage mission, to his friend for safekeeping. The FBI was on him before he even knew what was happening.

The last two, Neubauer and Haupt, had made it to Chicago. Haupt spent time with family members, visited his girlfriend, caught some movies with Neubauer. He had even gone to the FBI office in downtown Chicago to address the agents’ inquiries about his failure to report for military service. The FBI, unaware they were speaking with a wanted saboteur, believed they were handling a routine case. When asked if he would fight, Haupt carefully responded, “I would rather not fight against the German people, but if I had to go, I would go,” skillfully masking his true loyalties. Haupt then bought a 1941 Pontiac sport coupe, using the money he brought from Germany for the down payment. He had the car registered in his father’s name, explaining it was “in case he was arrested.”

By June 27, exactly one year since the Duquesne Spy Ring arrests, all of the men are in custody. Hoover, chomping at the bit, calls a press conference at FBI headquarters as soon as word reaches him that the last man has been apprehended. He declares victory for the FBI, spinning a story of daring and precision. He describes the saboteurs as former “German Bund members and leaders,”166 labeling them dangerous sympathizers with a vast network of operatives spread across the country, poised to destroy American infrastructure—railroads, factories, power plants.

In his cell, Dasch stares through the peephole again, his breath coming faster, hands trembling. The guard flips another page of his newspaper, utterly indifferent to the storm raging inside the man behind the door.

Dasch needs to talk to Hoover, to get a lawyer. He hadn’t asked for one before—why would he? He was supposed to be a collaborator, not a prisoner. But now, with his name spread across the papers as a German spy, it’s clear the FBI never intended to let him go. He is just another pawn in their game, trapped by his own attempt to do the right thing.

Office of Naval Intelligence, New York—June 28, 1942

Captain Roscoe MacFall sits tense at his desk in the Third Naval District, his grip tightening on the newspaper.167 The headlines celebrate the FBI’s capture of Nazi spies, with Hoover boasting that “almost from the moment the first group set foot on United States soil, the special agents of the FBI were on their trail.” MacFall seethes, knowing the real story buried by Hoover. For weeks, his team in Naval Intelligence has been gathering the critical intel, tracking suspects, running surveillance—and now, their efforts are erased from the narrative.168

MacFall picks up the phone and dials Washington, determined to reach the director of Naval Intelligence, Theodore Stark Wilkinson. It wasn’t the FBI who first picked up the saboteurs’ scent; it was Naval Intelligence. His men had been on the ground since the explosives were discovered at Amagansett. Agent Charles Hoyt from Haffenden’s unit broke open a lead at the train station. His undercover agents—posing as waiters, gas station attendants, truck drivers—had tirelessly gathered information across New York. They even managed to stave off a union strike that could have delayed crucial war materials at the same time.

Wilkinson listens on the other end of the line, his voice carrying a tone of resignation. “As to credit,” he says with practiced patience, “I’m sorry you feel disturbed as to the lack of it, but as you may know, we have always kept in the dark and allowed FBI to take the bows (and the kicks), which earns us their gratitude and support and permits us to pursue our sometimes devious ways unsuspected.”

Wilkinson is already handling the fallout from The Chicago Tribune’s breach of censorship, where a reporter had leaked that the US victory at Midway was due to breaking Japanese codes. The consequences of that breach loom heavy. Amid the chaos of Naval Intelligence’s diminishing role, Wilkinson is preparing for his next assignment in the South Pacific.

MacFall sets the phone down, his frustration unresolved. Hoover’s narrative will stand for now. The press will celebrate the FBI as the heroes who thwarted a Nazi plot on American soil, while Naval Intelligence stays in the shadows.

Within hours,169 news of the captured saboteurs reaches Abwehr II headquarters in Berlin. Generalmajor Erwin Lahousen, who had presided over their send-off dinner and was responsible for sabotage operations, reads the reports with a heavy sense of resigned dread. Then he scribbles in his diary: “Since early morning, we have been receiving Reuter reports announcing the arrests. They name the exact beaches and detail each target we’d planned for sabotage. One report even claims that the Niagara Falls bridge was a target—utter nonsense.”

American Coastlines—Summer 1942

On Long Beach, near North Carolina’s Cape Fear, Jack Hubbard, a farm boy turned Coast Guard170 mounted patrolman, adjusts his saddle. “Many had never ridden anything but a hobbyhorse,” he recalls, chuckling at the early training days. “There were men so saddle sore they stood to eat their meals. Those horses from the US Cavalry knew every trick in the book.”

The incidents at Amagansett and Ponte Vedra exposed America’s vulnerability to small groups of saboteurs. In response,171 a national Beach Patrol Division has been established at Coast Guard headquarters. The Coast Guard, alongside Army patrols, take on the task of watching over miles of silent, windswept shores.

Along the beaches, horse hooves beat out a steady rhythm against the sand. Patrolmen ride in pairs, covering miles swiftly. Hubbard’s partner, a German shepherd with canvas booties, pads alongside. The teams stride into the twilight, equipped with rifles, flashlights, radios, and vigilance.

From New England’s icy cliffs to Louisiana’s humid bayous, each coastline demands its own brand of grit. Northern beaches turn harsh under rain and cold, while southern beach patrolmen bake under the unrelenting sun. Along the Pacific Northwest, dense fog curls over the beaches, casting everything in ghostly grays.

The patrols grow in complexity and number. In some sectors, two men are stretched thin over three miles. Every few hundred yards, a telephone box serves as a lifeline. Any missed report triggers a pickup truck screaming down the sand in search of the unresponsive man.

Petty Officer Cheser Hennis scans the sand on Smith Island, North Carolina, laughing at the mismatched group of young men beside him. “All these kids from Texas and Oklahoma thinking they were cowboys,” he muses. “They wanted away from the boats, away from the ocean.” Now they patrol the beaches, never knowing when a night could turn deadly.

California’s beaches stretch lonely and wild under a watch strained to its limits. North of San Francisco, the cliffs rise into rugged, imposing land. Dense fog blankets the shoreline—a perfect cloak for potential infiltrators.

The First Filipino Infantry Battalion,172 a unit of Filipino Americans who survived the fall of the Philippines, offers their strength for beach patrols along California’s central coast. Between training exercises at Camp San Luis Obispo, they patrol the coastline, carrying memories of Manila burning and villages razed.

In Louisiana’s bayous, the “Cajun patrol” navigates marshy lands by foot, pirogue, and marsh buggy. French Acadian patrollers move along narrow, mud-soaked paths, attuned to the sounds of the swamp, senses sharp against threats both familiar and foreign.

Across America’s 3,700 miles of coastline, more than 24,000 guardsmen, 3,000 horses, and 2,000 dogs173 form a quiet army in perpetual motion. In the Florida Keys, patrolmen vigilantly watch the narrow bridges connecting their islands to the mainland, aware that a single strike could cripple the area.

There is no rest. Each dawn the patrols reset, and worn men take up their posts in subsequent shifts. Where roads end and cliffs begin, where mud thickens into a swamp’s unyielding grip, they push forward, building lookouts where only wilderness existed before.

The Coast Guard’s efforts are bolstered by civilian volunteers. Since early May, more than 1,873 boats have joined the effort,174 largely unpaid. These “Hooligans” include doctors, teachers, mechanics, accountants, and college students, and Hollywood headliners such as Humphrey Bogart, filling gaps regular coastguardsmen can’t cover.

On August 13, 1942, four privately owned Hooligan vessels—Sea Roamer, Sea Gypsy, Willidy I, and Dorado—prove themselves as sharp and reliable as any shore station during a crucial test of the Army’s aircraft-warning system, by reporting unannounced planes before the Army does. A month later, Edlu II, a yacht turned patrol boat, encounters a U-boat near Montauk Point and disrupts its mission despite lacking depth charges.

Even famed author Ernest Hemingway joins the effort. At the peak of his success, he sets aside his thriving life to patrol the Gulf Stream aboard his thirty-eight-foot fishing boat, Pilar, hunting U-boats with his trusted crew. Like more than two hundred other fishing vessels and private boats captained by civilians, Hemingway is drawn by the impulse to fight the war that has come to the waters they know best.

When Pilar spots a U-boat,175 the crew is alight—this is what they’ve trained for. “Dry-mouthed but happy,” they ready submachine guns and grenades, keeping them hidden. To the Germans, Pilar is just another fishing boat. She gives chase, but the U-boat is too fast. Within minutes, it vanishes, leaving Pilar adrift. Hemingway seethes at the lost chance—he’d been ready to die, to go to “Valhalla” for eternity, “happy as goats.”

Each stretch of coastline demands its own brand of courage and resilience from the men and animals who guard it. Through rain and salt-swept wind, through the constant bite of mosquitoes or the blinding glare of sand, they persist, a quiet army bound to the seashores by duty and dread, ever vigilant against the threat of invasion.

Washington, DC—July 1942

As the trial of the saboteurs approaches, the extent of behind-the-scenes orchestration becomes evident. Dasch’s hopes for clemency through FBI cooperation are squashed by President Roosevelt’s determination to make an example of these would-be saboteurs. The fact is, once Hoover went to the press, there was no other choice. Mercy would signal weakness to Berlin. In a memo he sent to Biddle, Roosevelt makes his expectations clear. “I want one thing clearly understood, Francis.176 I won’t hand them over to any United States marshal armed with a writ of habeas corpus. Understand?” He then issues Executive Proclamation 2561, creating a military tribunal and stating, “Persons who . . . are charged with committing or attempting or preparing to commit sabotage, espionage . . . shall not be privileged to . . . the courts of the United States.”

For Roosevelt, the Germans have “forfeited their right to civilian trials” for “waging battle within our country.” He seeks immediate execution for all saboteurs, despite Dasch’s and Burger’s cooperation. Further, Roosevelt’s proclamation blocks judicial review, leaving him as the final arbiter.

FBI Agent T. J. Donegan bluntly informs George:177 “The Army has taken the case out of our hands. The trial’s moving to a military tribunal, and there’s nothing more we can do.” George knows he is abandoned: “For the first time, I really begin to feel the FBI is no longer behind me. It actually seems like they are fighting against me.”178

On July 8, in Assembly Hall #1 on the fifth floor of the Department of Justice building, the tribunal convenes, marked by a lack of transparency. Neither the press nor the public is allowed to observe most of the proceedings. Testimony from witnesses and defendants is heard behind closed doors under strict security measures. The fate of the saboteurs will be left to seven high-ranking officers, handpicked for their loyalty to Roosevelt. This isn’t a trial—it’s an execution in slow motion.

After days of testimony, Colonel Carl Ristine, George Dasch’s inadequately prepared defense attorney, takes the floor to read Dasch’s 254-page statement.179 It’s an exhaustive account of Dasch’s defection, his cooperation with the FBI, and his growing disillusionment with Nazi Germany. But the tribunal isn’t interested. Attorney General Francis Biddle scowls. By the second hour, he storms out, later dismissing the testimony as a “tedious charade” unworthy of his time. The officers on the panel exchange glances, their patience wearing thin. They don’t care that Dasch tried to sabotage the mission from the inside. His betrayal of the Reich means nothing here.

Yet, during a quiet recess, a guard—once openly hostile—leans in.180 He mutters an apology for roughing Dasch up earlier, then adds, almost conspiratorially, “Boy, George, they’ll never convict you now.”

Outside the tribunal, defense attorney Colonel Kenneth Royall fights a desperate battle.181 His habeas corpus petition forces an emergency Supreme Court session on July 29–30. He argues that the tribunal violates Ex parte Milligan, which bans military trials when civilian courts are open. But the justices aren’t here to debate—Justice Owen Roberts fast-tracks the process. Within forty-eight hours, the Court delivers its per curiam decision:182 the saboteurs are “unlawful combatants,” stripped of constitutional protections. Chief Justice Harlan Stone justifies it privately: “The Constitution doesn’t require us to coddle spies.”

With the Supreme Court’s ruling, the tribunal resumes. Closing arguments wrap by August 1. Biddle and Judge Advocate General Myron Cramer drive their point home: the men landed with sabotage plans. That alone violates the law of war. Intent, not action, seals their fate.

Michigan—July 17, 1942

Meanwhile, the trial of the captured German saboteurs has the country’s intelligence agencies working around the clock. Unsettling revelations and details come forward. One of the saboteurs had a piece of paper in his pocket—on it, Emma “Mamma” Leonhardt’s phone number.183

One of the most shocking realizations is the confirmed link between the saboteurs and Grace Buchanan-Dineen’s spy ring. Leonhardt’s daughter had worked with George Dasch at Sonderdienst Seehaus,184 secretly placed by the Gestapo to test the loyalties of her unsuspecting coworkers. Grace’s network would feed reports on military infrastructure developments to Mamma. She, in turn, would feed it to185 her daughters in Berlin—one married to a high-ranking Nazi official, the other still connected with the Abwehr—who relayed it to Germany. The interconnectedness and extent of these spy rings shake the American counterintelligence agencies to their core. How many more connections and networks of turncoats are out there?

***

IN THE MICHIGAN WILDERNESS, a summer haze settles over Camp Talahi,186 where women gather under the YWCA clubhouse’s sloped roof. Grace Buchanan-Dineen stands before them, poised in a crisp, sleeveless lawn dress with lavish jewels,187 a black turban perched elegantly on her head, and white pumps that complete the ensemble. Her exotic elegance contrasts sharply with the rugged, practical air of the group before her. Many of these businesswomen serve as air wardens back home, safeguarding their offices and neighborhoods. Here, they’ve come to learn resilience—how to make do as gadgets and goods grow scarce.

“You get used to it,”188 she tells them, describing Europe’s shortages. “But it gives you a feeling that you never know what will happen—except it’ll probably be embarrassing.” Her laughter is soft, knowing. “In Europe, when rubber ran out, we used safety pins. Then, when safety pins disappeared, we turned to drawstrings—and who knew what might happen to them.” The women lean closer, drawn into her stories of wartime endurance and the quiet strength they’ll need in the months ahead.

These speeches have become routine for Grace—she addresses Red Cross groups, Women’s Auxiliary meetings, and even Jewish organizations,189 masking her disdain with well-rehearsed empathy. Every word and gesture is calculated as the Detroit spy ring tightens its grip in the thick heat of 1942, just as American war production surges. In her Detroit apartment, familiar faces gather around the “Countess” to exchange secret190 “reports on war production, power plant installations, troop movements, ship departures.” Recently, details on the Ravenna Ordnance Works and Westinghouse plants have surfaced, all quietly funneled to her German contacts.

The FBI, however, intercepts each dispatch and carefully curates what reaches her superiors. Her Hungarian contacts, Sari and Gyula, grow anxious, and in their letters they’re increasingly desperate for substantial information. FBI Agent Jack Bugas, collaborating with J. Edgar Hoover191 and military officials, strategizes to keep the ruse airtight. Jack even leverages his friendship with Edsel Ford to feed the Germans harmless details about B-24 production at Willow Run, tantalizing but useless to the enemy.

Between lectures and social gatherings, Grace conducts her usual information-gathering missions. Visits to Dr. Thomas, a reserved obstetrician, bring exchanges of prescriptions for secret ink ingredients and details about American industry. Dr. Thomas, a steady source, reports, “The Pullman Company of Chicago192 has 10,000 employees, building mine sweepers and mine chasers . . . Hudson Plant, Detroit employs 11,000, manufacturing planes and plane parts . . . Navy officials are dissatisfied with victory ships out of Portland, Oregon; their top speed is only 16 knots.”

Countess Marianna von Moltke,193 the talkative, poetry-loving wife of a Wayne University professor,194 insists that Grace visit her home. Amid their discussions of art, culture, and “Hitler’s wonderful New Order,” von Moltke urges Grace to help organize young college students for the “cause.” The countess’s air of nobility, along with her husband’s rumored descent from Bismarck’s famed strategist, adds weight to their conspiratorial gatherings.

Evenings bring meetings at a quiet Detroit boardinghouse, where Grace confers with Mamma Leonhardt,195 who had been tied to the German saboteurs. The hard-faced wife of Carl Leonhardt, founder of the Detroit Bund,196 hosts “coffee klatches” for the spy ring. Mamma runs a tight operation with Carl, a former German officer himself, coordinating the US-based “Hitler Elements,” and sending intelligence back to her daughters in Berlin.

Grace’s social charm is as much a tool as her wit. Recently, she attended a gathering, mingling with foreign students from Wayne University under Countess von Moltke’s watchful eye. Among them, she meets Nelson Butler, an older gentleman with connections to her hometown of Toronto. His wealth, refined manner, and shared love of the arts spark her interest, and Grace finds herself eagerly anticipating their next meeting.

But Jack Bugas breaks her reverie with a sudden directive.197 “The men in New York claiming to be Gestapo-backed saboteurs . . . One mentioned Leonhardt’s name as a safe contact. See if any Chicago Bund members might shelter spies.”

Jack hesitates, aware of the risks in sharing more, but the stakes are too high. Word came down the pipeline that another group may have landed near Boston, and the fear is that Walter Kappe might be among them.198 Jack decides the gamble is worth it and brings Grace closer into the fold. “Remember, if you slip, we’ll know.”

Grace nods with a sly smile, casting a glance at her FBI handlers. “If I stumble on any juicy secrets, you’ll be the first to know,” she says, her voice ringing with calculated charm, “maybe even before I know myself.”

With a playful twinkle in her eye, she exits, leaving Jack with a grin and the lingering sense that, in the world of espionage, even wit could be a formidable weapon.

Dayton, Ohio—Summer 1942

Joe Desch sits at his cluttered desk at NCR in Dayton, staring at a mountain of schematics and scribbled notes that have all but taken over his life. He is just getting started on a massive new secret technical effort. A project so important, it could be compared to the Manhattan Project now taking shape in New Mexico and Tennessee. In the hallway outside, two armed guards stand silent,199 a testament to the importance of the codebreaking mission the Navy has entrusted to him. These extra layers of security, screening, and oversight add to the incredible stress Joe is already dealing with. Home offers no reprieve from the surveillance. Ralph Meader from the Bureau of Ships has moved into the spare bedroom200 of Joe’s Tudor-style cottage. Life, as Joe once knew it, has become unrecognizable. The quiet moments he used to share with Dorothy,201 like waltzing at the Biltmore or tending his modest garden, are all but memories now. His victory garden on Wilmington Pike, once a calming retreat, sits neglected—a reflection of everything Joe has set aside. He used to take pride in his groundbreaking projects: a proximity fuze, a six-bank counter for Fermi’s research in Chicago, an advanced calculator he’d dreamed up. But all of these are on indefinite hold. The Navy’s machine—the “American Bombe”—is his singular mission now.

Navy protocols have turned his world into a fortress of isolation. Even with the thorough background checks he and his core team at NCR passed, official doubts linger. Joe’s last name—so close to “Dasch,” one of the German saboteurs recently caught on American soil—triggers quiet, lingering suspicion.202 Headlines scream of spies and infiltrators, fueling paranoia. Every name, every connection, is examined. Suspicion is an infection that spreads unchecked.

Then comes the Justice Department order—German,203 Japanese, and Italian service employees are dismissed for fear they might overhear a careless word, a misplaced confidence. A broad stroke of discrimination, fanning the flames already licking at Joe’s heels. Worse yet, one of the saboteurs shares a last name with Joe’s cousin—Burger—a shadow that darkens his family history.

Joe has no choice. To protect his work, he is ordered to sever all connections with his mother, his sisters, and his extended family. And because of the secrecy measures, he can’t even tell them why. An irreparable fracture. A wound that will never quite heal. This, with the constant wariness, the second glances—even inside his own home—presses on Joe. Meader is there, watching and listening.

Meader has a purpose beyond just snooping on Joe. He cuts through the endless bureaucratic knots that threaten to slow progress, finding resources and pushing paperwork forward. And it’s clear the project needs it. When Bob Ely and J. J. Eachus, the two American OP-20-G delegates, report from Bletchley Park, they send partial blueprints for the British Bombe,204 an invaluable tool in cracking the Nazis’ three-rotor Enigma cipher. But a crucial element, the diagonal board (which helps to unravel daily setting changes), had been withheld. Aggie Driscoll knew about this element but hadn’t shared it, believing her own path to be the sole solution. In doing so, she had delayed Joe’s team by months.

Joe knows that time is running out, and the Navy’s expectations are mounting. “Our boys are dying out there,”205 Meader reminds him in no uncertain terms. And yet, the obstacles keep coming. Without the diagonal board’s efficiency, Joe faces a grim reality: brute force. They’ll need hundreds of machines to get the job done. Proximity fuzes, radar systems, radio devices—all need high-tech vacuum and thyratron tubes, and all are deemed essential. For the first time, Joe feels the bitter edge of sacrifice and compromise in his work. Vacuum tubes—his beloved vacuum tubes, once symbols of a promising electronic future—are being edged out by gears, motors, and spinning commutators. Joe’s mind drifts to the rows of mechanical Bombes that will soon replace his vision of an elegant, all-electronic solution. The electromechanical approach grates on him. It feels like a compromise, a fallback from his dream of pioneering new technologies.

Yet the war marches on, indifferent to the pieces of his life it has claimed. His family doesn’t understand why he is always absent, why he can’t take a moment away from work. His sisters and mother are distant figures now, only voices on the other end of the line. The family gatherings that once anchored him have all but disappeared. Now, every waking moment is reserved for the Bombe, every priority weighed against the need to crack the Nazis’ four-rotor Enigma—the dreaded Shark. Though the sacrifices feel unending, Joe Desch will continue.

OIC, London—July 1942

London is a city transformed by war, yet resilient in the face of adversity. The scars of the Blitz are still visible, with bombed-out buildings and rubble-strewn streets a common sight across the capital. The streets bustle with a diverse mix of people, including British civilians, soldiers, and Allied servicemen from various nations. Among them is Commander Kenneth “Kennie” Knowles, who arrived that July. He’s here to learn, to observe, to bring back knowledge that will shape American naval intelligence.

His first stop is the Admiralty tracking room, the nerve center of the British fight against Germany’s U-boats, where he meets Rodger Winn. They shake hands and exchange nods as they take each other’s measure. Winn, a respected barrister and now full-time Reservist serving as a commander in the Royal Navy, his bent frame belying the force of his presence. Knowles, though his impairments are less visible, has faced his own limitations—compromised hearing and exceptionally poor vision. He too serves in a reservist capacity, though the stigmas attached to reservists within US Navy ranks weigh heavier on him.206

Knowles’s path began on January 5, 1903, in Milwaukee. He was the youngest of six, born into a life marked by his father’s restless pursuit of opportunity, from Nevada’s silver mines to Maryland’s orchards. When his brother left home after clashing with their stepmother, Kennie remained, learning independence early. Determined to rise above his circumstances, Knowles began studying at Cornell University. Illness and a lack of funds forced him to leave, but he soon joined the Marine Corps and was accepted as a Mustang at the US Naval Academy. There, he thrived, leading the rifle team and excelling in athletics and academics, and became known for his “humor, intellect, and willingness to help others.”

His career took him aboard USS Pennsylvania and later USS Paul Jones under Lieutenant Commander Francis “Frog” Low, where he earned a reputation as a skilled gunnery officer. Yet, by 1936, his deteriorating eyesight and hearing forced his retirement. Still, Knowles wasn’t finished. He took to the pages of Our Navy magazine, where his sharp insights made waves. When war came, he rejoined the Navy to lead the Naval Reserve Officer Training Command at the University of Texas. The Navy denied him a destroyer command once again.

Now, in the summer of 1942, Knowles finds himself in London,207 immersed in the intricate world of naval intelligence tracking. His days stretch into long hours, and he watches as radar readings, intercepted signals, and aerial reconnaissance pour in, each piece critical to pinpointing the U-boats that stalk Allied convoys.208 He studies Winn’s methods of “resection”—drawing azimuth lines to pinpoint enemy positions—and the calculated art of “traffic analysis,” using German radio patterns to spot high-priority targets.

As he absorbs their system, Knowles begins to understand the hidden power of “special intelligence,” glimpsing the cryptographic insights the British call ULTRA. He sees its impact firsthand but knows little of its origin; the four-rotor Enigma, or Shark, remains a dark mystery even to London’s top brass. Yet Knowles learns that every intercept, every coded fragment, is filtered through the OIC before it flows to the Western Approaches Command in Derby House, which contains a grand map to help them guide the Allied defenses.

Meanwhile, the American delegates, Bob Ely and J. J. Eachus,209 continue their work alongside British cryptographers on the evolving methods to crack Shark. Knowles senses the significance of this rare collaboration, an unspoken, and seemingly fragile, trust forged between nations and departments needed for anti-submarine warfare.

Knowles notes the seamless translation of information from cryptographic insights to calculated decisions, as the British strategically sanitize and distribute it, fueling choices that could mean life or death for ships and convoys under attack. Watching the Admiralty’s efficiency, he knows these methods are crucial for the Allied cause—and he commits to replicating them in the United States.

Key West, Florida—Summer 1942

The crew of Eagle 56, seasoned by Eastern Sea Frontier coastal patrols and the rescue of USS Jacob Jones survivors, are still settling into a new way of life in this tropical paradise turned naval outpost.

Commander Frank W. Parsons stands on the bridge, his gaze fixed on the Gulf waters, scanning for the barest trace of a periscope. The war has drifted south since Eagle 56 arrived in May. Dönitz’s U-boats, once menacing the Atlantic, have slipped into the Gulf to hunt among the merchant routes since the sinking of SS Virginia. Eagle 56 was originally assigned to anti-submarine training, but her days now blur between drill exercises and active patrols. Parsons feels his crew is adapting, learning to navigate both the heat and the adrenaline of real patrols.

Unknown to Parsons and the Allies, on July 19 Dönitz quietly withdrew his U-boats from Cape Hatteras. He focuses now on the Gulf and mid-Atlantic. Without cracking the Enigma code, Allied command remains blind to his shifting tactics, leaving Parsons and his men scanning an ocean that hides both secrets and threats.

Below deck, Chief Engineer L. D. Chirillo and his “Black Gang” wage a different battle. The engine room rarely dips below 100°F, thick with the smell of oil and sweat. Chirillo leads the belowdecks crew, including Fireman First Class John Charles Merk and George Neugen, who work tirelessly beside him, their bodies slick with perspiration as they tend to the aging machinery. They are a tight-knit team, proud of their grueling work, bonded by the sweltering, shared hardship.

In the cramped radio room, newly promoted Radioman Third Class Joseph Lydon Jr. is hunched over his equipment, earphones clamped tightly to his head. He’s spent years working toward this role, and now his skills are crucial as he listens for radioed messages and commands.

On the main deck, Sonarman Third Class James Todd mans his station, the ping of the sonar a constant companion as he scans for the telltale signs of a lurking U-boat. Todd had taken advantage of the opportunities provided at the new sonar school in Key West to move into this position. He’d grown up quite a bit in the six months since the war began, when Eagle 56 participated in rescue efforts off the Eastern Seaboard. In some ways, still affected by the bodies he’d helped pull from the Atlantic after U-boat attacks, he knows how critical it is to alert the ship to potential enemy submarines in the water.

Life aboard Eagle 56 is a constant struggle against the elements. The crew’s quarters are a cacophony of noise and discomfort. The massive propeller and steam-powered steering engine ensure that sleep is a luxury, especially during zigzag maneuvers.

The communal head is a source of both humor and humiliation. It consists of a single trough spanned by six toilet seats, with continuous flush water provided by the fire main. There are no partitions, allowing six sailors to easily join hands if they so choose. Two sets of seats are available, with one set left on deck daily to bleach in the sun. The arrangement often leads to pranks, with mischievous crew members sending flaming toilet paper balls floating downstream, causing a comical domino effect of sailors leaping from their seats.

But it is the heat that is the crew’s constant enemy. The drinking water, stored in tanks next to the boilers, often scalding hot. The only relief comes from the ice-filled Coca-Cola machine on the aft deck, a small luxury that keeps morale from completely collapsing.

Key West itself had transformed almost overnight into a bustling military town. The sleepy island had exploded with activity, its population swelling with sailors, soldiers, and civilians supporting the war effort. Every other doorway seems to open into a bar, offering temptations of alcohol, cigarettes, and gambling to the young servicemen.

For the crew of Eagle 56, shore leave is a mixed blessing. The bars offer a brief respite from the heat and monotony of shipboard life, but they also present dangers. Prostitution is rampant, and more than one sailor finds himself in trouble after a wild night ashore of “only the Lord knows what.”

As they conduct training exercises in the Gulf, and participate in numerous patrols and convoy escorts along the coast, the men of Eagle 56 carry with them the weight of their experiences on the Eastern Sea Frontier. They had seen firsthand the devastating toll of the U-boat war, and now they stand as trainers and defenders against this constant threat of attack.

Washington, DC—August 1942

“The military tribunal has found you guilty210 on all the crimes as charged and recommended to the President of the United States that you suffer death by the electric chair.”

George Dasch stands motionless, barely able to breathe, as the words reverberate through his small cell. Brigadier General Albert L. Cox’s voice is stern, unwavering, delivering a sentence that feels impossibly final. The room is stifling, and George’s mind races, trapped between the present and the cascade of events that brought him here. A little over a month before, he had believed himself an ally to the United States, convinced he was doing the right thing.

When the trial concluded on August 1, George wavered between hope and despair. Roosevelt, already decided, told the press he was still reviewing the “voluminous” evidence211 and estimated he had “two or three days” to finish.

Then, earlier that Friday evening, August 7, Brigadier General Cox, the provost marshal of the Military District of Washington, received his orders:212 the executions would take place at noon the following day. The president’s directive specified that each of the condemned saboteurs was to be executed by electrocution, with “a current of electricity of such intensity . . . continued until he is dead.”

Now, with Cox standing before him, Dasch tries to process the cold words of his death sentence that are still hanging in the air.213 The paper is thrust before him—the official decree. It is almost regal, with gilded edges, and embossed with the eagle and its contradictory symbols: peace in one claw, war in the other. “SECRET” is stamped in crimson over and over, as though to emphasize that this too is a charade, another truth to be buried. The ribbons on the parchment, violet and dark, dangle from the president’s decree like a final flourish of authority. E Pluribus Unum—from many, one. One life. His.

But Cox keeps reading. On the fourth page of the document Roosevelt has commuted Dasch’s sentence to thirty years of hard labor, sparing his life because of his cooperation. Dasch feels his legs give out, his breath strangled in his throat. The sobs come uncontrollably, words of protest tumbling out in fragments that even he can’t piece together. He was supposed to be a hero. This was supposed to be a ruse. How could this have happened? The door to Dasch’s cell clangs shut as Cox departs, leaving Dasch floundering under the roller-coaster news of his sentence.

Through the small air vent at the back of his cell, Dasch overhears Cox moving on to Burger. Since the trial, Burger had withdrawn into himself, a hollowed shell of the man who trained with Dasch in Brandenburg. Cox enters Burger’s cell while he lies on his bunk, casually flipping through The Saturday Evening Post. He doesn’t look up until Cox finishes speaking. “Yes, sir” is all he says before resuming his reading. His own death sentence—commuted to life in prison—seems to leave him unfazed.

Down the hall, the others prepare for their final moments. The would-be saboteurs, men they once called comrades, are given paper and pencils, a chance to write their last words to loved ones. Soon, the condemned are led, one by one, from their cells. None falter. Not a single word is spoken. They walk upright to their deaths.

Just past noon, Herbie Haupt, Richard Quirin, Werner Thiel, Hermann Neubauer, Edward Kerling, and Heinrich Heinck are executed by electric chair on the third floor of the District of Columbia jail. Within the space of an hour, they are gone. Their bodies will be discreetly buried in unmarked graves in Blue Plains, their identities reduced to numbers in a potter’s field.

Dasch and Burger learn of their comrades’ fates during their brief walk around the cellblock. The empty cells, once holding the men they trained alongside, tell them everything. They are haunted by the reality that their testimonies sent six men to their deaths.

That night, sleep eludes Dasch. He replays the last eight weeks, every moment leading to this point. “I have died six deaths,” he confesses214 to a guard, his voice hollow. His face, once full of energy and purpose, is pale, almost spectral. When FBI agents Duane Traynor and Mickey Ladd visit him the following Wednesday, Dasch clings to a fading hope that they have come to release him. Instead, they come with cold words of truth.

“You may think you came over here to help us,” they tell him, “but you have to understand the attitude of the American people and the US government. As far as Americans are concerned, you were a saboteur who landed from an enemy submarine.”

American Homefront—Summer 1942

While sons, brothers, and husbands fight in distant places that barely existed in the American consciousness before FDR’s map pointing in February, another war rages closer to home. In town squares and industrial hubs, the battles are subtler but just as intense. Americans worry they might soon feel the strain—rationed gasoline, limited to five gallons a week, transforming the Sunday drive from a casual pastime to a rare luxury. Sugar, coffee, even simple kitchenware like aluminum pots and toasters become near relics as supplies from South America, the Caribbean, and Texas wane, lost to the seas or devoted to the factories. Across those six months from January to July of 1942, 380 merchant ships were obliterated,215 dragging thousands of sailors to the depths, their cargoes vanishing like sandcastles swept away by the tide of unyielding U-boat patrols.

Life in America churns forward with unprecedented upheaval. Ten million men are pulled from their lives to join the fight, while the homes and businesses they leave behind often go dark in their absence. Milk spoils uncollected, Help Wanted signs litter every storefront, even the circuses go silent. The melody drifting from radios is now a reluctant march—“You’re in the army now / You’re not behind a plow . . . ” Businesses across the country scramble to adjust, converting assembly lines that once crafted ovens, bicycles, and zippers into production floors for Jeeps, rifles, and canteens. Twenty thousand industries transform, and new plants, like the massive Willow Run aircraft factory, spring up almost overnight. Spanning a mile, Willow Run’s scale is unimaginable, its halls humming with the noise of fifty thousand workers,216 from farmhands turned rivet girls to little people recruited from circuses to crawl inside tight fuselage spaces unreachable by the average worker. This is America, retooled for war.

Women surge into factories in record numbers, their presence felt in munitions plants, shipyards, and aircraft factories. “Rosie the Riveter” becomes the face of this labor army, immortalized on posters plastered across every town. The pressure of wartime needs collapse even the traditional social boundaries of race and class.217 Latina “Rosies” join the line at California’s Douglas Aircraft Company, carving their place among the riveters despite language barriers and segregation. Mary Fierros recalls her first shift, remembering the confusion of being handed her “gun”—the heavy riveter she’d never seen before. Yet with each steady clank of her work, Fierros reshapes not only warplanes but also her own place in a country that previously shut her out. Beside her, Francisca Miranda arrives each day from Tijuana, another young woman crossing into the workforce under special permission.

Black Americans contribute to the war effort despite facing severe discrimination. In Detroit, they’re denied company housing despite working in metalworks. It is the bitterness of labor without acceptance. Meanwhile, on radio stations across the globe, Japanese propagandists seize every racial fracture and broadcast it worldwide, amplifying news of lynchings, segregation, and inequity in a tactical effort to drive a wedge between Black Americans and the white soldiers beside them. When a mob in Mississippi terrorizes a Black man, Tokyo’s stations amplify the story, fueling discontent and reminding Black Americans that their fight for democracy overseas comes at the price of undemocratic treatment at home.

In New York,218 troubling intelligence about a potential threat brewing in Harlem arrives on the desk of Commander Rad Haffenden at Naval Intelligence. A Filipino American named Mimo de Guzman, recently arrested, has revealed ties to the Black Dragon Society, a Japanese nationalist group sowing discord among African Americans. Under pressure, de Guzman names Robert O. Jordan, or “Black Hitler,” leader of the Ethiopian Pacific Movement. Jordan’s rallying cry? Overthrow the US government and align with the Axis.

Haffenden wastes no time. He calls in Socks Lanza and Willie McCabe to his office in the Hotel Astor, then pushes a worn photograph of Jordan across his desk. “Find him,” he says, his voice firm. Eager to prove their worth, the mobsters plunge into Harlem’s underground, enlisting “Big Joe” from the numbers racket to root out Jordan’s hideaway. Within days, they have him—a hotel on the Upper West Side. Haffenden alerts the FBI, and by September, Jordan is in custody, charged with sedition.

Yet satisfaction is fleeting. Haffenden knows recognition will remain out of reach because Operation Underworld is locked in secrecy. But what is certain to Haffenden is that this war, waged in the factory, the fields, the hometowns, and even his own city streets, runs deeper than oceans or airways.

Gulf of Mexico—August 1942

Kapitänleutnant Friedrich “Fritz” Steinhoff grips the periscope219 in the sweltering control room of U-511, sweat trickling down his back. Fritz prefers service in the surface fleet, but he had been pressed into the U-boat arm of the Kriegsmarine. The cramped, suffocating space of a submerged submarine unsettles him. The humidity clings to everything here in the Gulf—clothes, walls, the cold steel of the U-boat itself. Condensation drips and pools in the bilges. Nothing is ever dry.

“Prepare for surface attack.” His exec moves quickly, peering through the Target Bearing Transmitter and training it on the convoy. The boat rolls slowly as the crew awaits Steinhoff’s next command. The convoy zigzags, and Steinhoff watches with predatory patience. They’re close, but not ideally positioned. Still easy pickings for a commander with any skill at all.

Steinhoff’s torpedoes streak toward their target.220 San Fabian, a British tanker, erupts in a huge explosion. Moments later, another torpedo hits the Dutch tanker Rotterdam, engulfing her in flames. The third torpedo explodes against the side of the Esso tanker Aruba. The impact is devastating—one of her tanks erupt, blowing the deck twenty feet into the air. Men scramble to the lifeboats as the ship begins to list.

Steinhoff watches from his periscope. Three ships burning, two sunk, and one crippled. It’s a victory, but there’s no reason to stay and gloat. He gives the order to dive, and U-511 slips into the depths and disappears into the open waters of the Gulf.

***

RECENT MONTHS HAD BEEN brutal in the Gulf and Caribbean. Between May and July of 1942, U-boats roamed freely, sinking sixty-nine ships and claiming thousands of lives.221 During June, German submarines disposed of more shipping in the Gulf, the Caribbean, and their approaches “than they had sunk the world over during any month previous to 1942.” The Allied navies—British, Canadian, and American—were stretched thin, their escort ships too few and too underpowered for the scale of the fight. Small vessels, including Roosevelt’s beloved subchasers and Eagle 56, along with a handful of Hooligans, struggled to fill the gaps. Convoys are formed out of desperation, but there weren’t enough warships to protect them all.222

Herbert Claudius, captain of PC-566, was doing his best trying to shepherd along a convoy, when the passenger ship Robert E. Lee was picked off by U-166. Lee went down in minutes, but Claudius fought back, charging after the U-boat with vengeance on his mind. The depth charges he dropped from his tiny warship found their mark. Oil and debris rose to the surface, and the crew never saw the U-boat again. Claudius proudly recorded the kill in his logs, and returned to base.

The Navy, however, had doubts about Claudius’s victory, especially since he and his men had not yet received formal anti-submarine warfare training. A few days later, a patrol plane shot at a U-boat in the same vicinity. The pilots claimed a sinking, and record keepers assumed the aviators had destroyed U-166. In reality, they had attacked a completely different U-boat, and had only slightly damaged it. Despite proof to the contrary and witness accounts, Claudius received no commendations for his successful attack. Instead, he was removed from command—an injustice that left his career in ruins.

Dayton, Ohio—September 4, 1942

The cozy Tudor cottage at 413 Greenmount Avenue in Oakwood, Dayton, glows with celebration as Joe and Dorothy Desch open their home to mark a significant milestone: the signing of the Bombe contract at the Naval Computing Machine Laboratory (NCML). Commander Ralph Meader, still a resident in their small home, is there that evening, along with several naval reserve officers including chief of the Bombe operations, John Howard, as well as Bob Mumma and the rest of Joe’s team. The living room buzzes with chatter, champagne glasses clink, and the weight of months of grueling work lifts ever so slightly.

As the evening wears on, the celebration becomes more uninhibited. Meader, red-faced and triumphant, suddenly seizes one of Dorothy’s treasured lead-crystal glasses.223 “To victory!” he roars, and hurls it into the fireplace. The others join in, smashing glassware against the hearth in a frenzy of euphoria. Dorothy stands frozen, horrified as her precious collection is destroyed. Joe watches, torn between his role as a host and his wife’s evident distress.

This night of revelry is the culmination of months of work. Just two months earlier, Joe had been hunched over the plans for a revolutionary new codebreaking machine. The Navy wanted an all-electronic Bombe, packed with the fast-pulsing tubes Joe had designed. But the more he studied the requirements, the clearer it became: an all-electronic machine was not feasible.

The realization left Commander Joseph Wenger and his team at OP-20-G crestfallen.224 Their vision of an electronic Bombe was slipping away. Desperate for a solution, they asked Joe for alternatives.

Joe worked ceaselessly on a new design, blending British Bombe methods with cutting-edge American technology and his practical know-how. His key innovation,225 “two banks of 26 miniature thyratrons each,” would create a system that could track electronic signals at lightning speed, “one tube being ignited when a hit occurs.” Desch’s vision would be a departure from both the British design and the Polish design before that. It was a revolutionary step forward, and the Navy more complete knew it.

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, US Navy officers Robert Ely and J. J. Eachus, stationed at Bletchley Park, had been relaying everything they could about British progress. Coded telegrams flew between them and OP-20-G, detailing the cold-point tests and a new four-wheel design. By September, they had managed to send blueprints to Washington. The British Bombes were impressive, but they could find keys only for the three-rotor Enigma machines.

In September, Joe’s revised four-rotor design was ready for the Navy’s approval. It wasn’t purely electronic, as originally intended. Instead, it was a hybrid—a combination of electronics and mechanical components that leveraged NCR’s long-established strengths. The Navy, desperate for a breakthrough, promised to supply every necessary resource to make that happen: millions in funding, hundreds of skilled workers, and the highest priority for materials.

Wenger had committed to delivering the first Bombes by February 1943.226 It was an ambitious deadline, and Joe knew it would be a herculean task. The mechanical world of gears and motors and spinning elements would have to mesh with the exact and precise world of fast electronic signal processing. Every new challenge seemed to force Joe’s team to make the machine slower. First, it couldn’t be all electronic, and then the first wheel of the machine, originally planned to run at 3,400 rpm,227 had to be backed off to less than 2,000 rpm. Every reduction in speed meant it would take just that much longer to try the millions of potential Enigma settings. The machine was still going to be an engineering marvel—but fraught with challenges.

As the celebration in his living room spirals into a blur of shattered glass and laughter, Joe’s mind is elsewhere. He knows the enormity of what lies ahead. The Allied war effort, the safety of soldiers and sailors like his four nephews overseas,228 might depend on the success of this machine. He catches a glimpse of Dorothy, her face pale with dismay, and feels a pang of guilt. This isn’t just about the war anymore—it’s about their life, their home, everything they must sacrifice for the sake of duty. These naval officers, whom they had tried so hard to accommodate, are smashing so much more than just Dorothy’s best crystal glasses.

Oregon Coast—Fall 1942

In the control room of I-25, Commander Meiji Tagami studies the chart spread before him. Months have passed and yet the Doolittle Raid still burns in the hearts of the Japanese high command. Tagami’s mission is clear: retaliate against the American mainland.229

“We will show them the reach of the Imperial Japanese Navy,” Tagami mutters to himself, his eyes fixed on the chart.

The I-25 had left Yokosuka on August 15, loaded with an unusual cargo: six incendiary bombs for its floatplane. Their target? The lush forests of Oregon, just north of the California border.

The target wasn’t chosen at random. Between 1921 and 1931, Japanese lumber interests had purchased significant quantities of white cedar logs from this region, providing an ideal cover for intelligence gathering. Japanese lumber dealers and even a group of foresters, sponsored by the imperial government, had thoroughly surveyed the area, taking detailed notes and photographs. This valuable intelligence was channeled back to Japan through the “Second Generation” Nisei spy network, established before the war’s outbreak. Tagami knows that while the internment of Japanese immigrants from coastal areas had disrupted some of these operations, the vast coastline still harbors its secrets and vulnerabilities. Despite the controversial nature of the internment and its abuse due to fear and prejudice, it had proven effective in hampering Japanese intelligence activities.

Tagami’s mission, however, is enabled by the Japanese intelligence operations that had slipped through the cracks. As I-25 nears the Oregon coast, heavy weather stalls his mission. Finally, a week later the skies clear enough and Tagami seizes the opportunity. Nobuo Fujita prepares the floatplane; its payload—incendiary bombs—is designed to ignite a raging wildfire. If conditions are right, the destruction will be vast. “Remember, Fujita,” Tagami says quietly, “our target is the timber stands near Mount Emily. Make Japan proud.”

At dawn, the plane lifts off, blending into the mist. A sawmill operator spots the aircraft, but only Forest Service lookout Howard Gardiner records his sighting: “An astonishingly small plane . . . float type, with stubby wings.” Fujita drops the bombs, but the damp forest floor resists the flames. Hours later, Gardiner notices smoke, assuming it’s from a lightning “sleeper fire.” He and the rangers make a grueling trek to the site, where ranger Keith Johnson exclaims, “Hey, somebody dropped a bomb here!”

The reality settles slowly—the first enemy air raid on US soil has just unfolded, though the forest is largely unscathed. Back on I-25, Tagami grows impatient as no fire reports reach them. He orders another strike on September 29, but Oregon’s autumn rains thwart the attempt.

On October 4, Tagami turns to more conventional warfare. Spotting SS Camden, he fires two torpedoes, striking her hard. The following night, he attacks again, sinking SS Larry Doheny. These victories provide a measure of satisfaction, a reminder of Japan’s reach.

The forest bombing, however ineffective, sends a ripple of anxiety down the coast. Rumors of invasion spread quickly. Patrols around the country are put on high alert. In Connecticut a coastguardsman mistakenly fires at a man escaping from a raft, convinced that he is a Japanese saboteur.

In the end, Tagami’s mission to strike terror into the heart of America falls short of its grand ambitions. The uncontrollable forest fires they intended to spark fail to materialize, and the shipping attacks, while damaging, barely ripple the war. Yet, Tagami knows if nothing else, they’ve succeeded in reminding America that her shores aren’t beyond the reach of the Imperial Japanese Navy.

Peenemünde, Germany—October 3, 1942

As the crisp ocean breeze cools his cheeks, Ernst Steinhoff stands on top of the assembly workshop of the German army’s Rocket Research Center. The sky above Peenemünde is a canvas of clear blue, unmarred by clouds, as if nature itself is holding its breath for what’s about to unfold. Steinhoff’s heart races, a metronome keeping time with the countdown echoing through the loudspeakers. Today they find out if this rocket works. The test will prove whether or not they had really found the cause of the failures of the previous two attempts on June 13 and August 16.

“X minus three.”

Everyone waits with bated breath. Steinhoff glances at Wernher von Braun, chief of engineering, whose youthful face belies the heavy burden he carries. Across the way, on the roof of the Measurement House,230 Walter Dornberger paces, his military bearing at odds with the nervous energy he radiates. Dozens of technicians and scientists are busy prepping every detail. Camera crews and photographers are poised, equipment in hand. Everyone waits.

The A-4 rocket, a gleaming silver needle against the backdrop of the Baltic coast, stands ready on its firing table. It is a monument to human ingenuity, a bridge between Earth and the heavens. Steinhoff’s mind races through the calculations, the countless hours of work that have led to this moment.231 His department’s guidance systems are the invisible reins that will steer this metal steed on its journey.

“X minus one.”

The air shimmers with heat. Steinhoff’s fingers twitch, as if longing to make last-minute adjustments. But it is too late now. The die is cast, and fate will play its hand.

“Ignition!”

A plume of fire erupts from the base of the rocket, a dragon awakening from slumber. A flash—blinding, violent—then fire surges, uncoiling from steel and fuel. The flame dances and swells into a roaring inferno.

“Preliminary stage!”

The rocket strains against its bonds, eager to break free from the shackles of gravity. Steinhoff holds his breath, his eyes never leaving the sleek form of the A-4.

“Rocket has lifted!”

The A-4 surges upward. Steinhoff’s heart soars with it. Years of work are condensed into this singular moment of triumph.

The A-4 carves skyward, its silhouette slicing through the thinning air. Steinhoff’s guidance systems are now in control, silent and unseen, with the precision of a sprinter rounding a bend.

“Nineteen . . . twenty . . . twenty-one . . .”

The sound barrier looms, an invisible wall that has shattered dreams and machines alike. If his figures hold, the missile will break through.

“Sonic velocity!”

For a heartbeat, the world seems to hold its breath. Then, miraculously, the A-4 punches through, unscathed. A cheer goes up from the assembled scientists and engineers. Steinhoff allows himself a small smile. One hurdle cleared, but many more lie ahead.

The rocket climbs higher and faster. Steinhoff’s ears pick up the changing pitch of the measurement tone, a cosmic song of speed and altitude. His eyes never leave the missile, now a tiny dot trailing a plume of white vapor.

“Thirty-eight . . . thirty-nine . . . forty . . .”

Suddenly, gasps and shouts erupt around him. A white trail appears in the sky, and for a moment, Steinhoff’s heart stops. Has something gone wrong? But no, it’s just the oxygen vent opening, a planned part of the ascent. He breathes a sigh of relief, even as debate rages among his colleagues.

The A-4 continues its journey, leaving behind a zigzag trail that paints the sky like frozen lightning. Steinhoff marvels at the visible evidence of the high-altitude wind currents he used to ride in his glider.

“Fifty-two . . . fifty-three . . .”

The moment of truth approaches. Brennschluss, the point at which the engine will cut off, is imminent. Steinhoff’s guidance systems have brought the rocket this far. Now, they must ensure it reaches the correct speed, altitude, and angle for its ballistic trajectory. “Brennschluss!”

The flame at the rocket’s tail winks out like a distant star. But Steinhoff knows the A-4’s journey is far from over. It will now arc through the fringes of space, a pioneer in the vast cosmic ocean.

As the tiny dot of the rocket fades from view, Steinhoff turns to his colleagues. Von Braun is grinning like a schoolboy, while Dornberger’s eyes shine with unshed tears of joy. They’ve done it. They’ve sent a machine to the edge of space and beyond.

Later that evening, Ernst gathers with Dornberger,232 von Braun, and their closest confidants. Dornberger raises his glass, voice filled with pride and ambition: “We have invaded space with our rocket and, for the first time—mark this well—have used space as a bridge between two points on Earth. We have proved rocket propulsion practicable for space travel. To land, sea, and air may now be added infinite empty space for future intercontinental traffic, thus acquiring political importance. This third day of October 1942, is the first of a new era in transportation.” His tone shifts, sharper: “For now, our most urgent task is perfecting the rocket as a weapon.”

American Coastlines—Fall 1942

The air smells like salt and oil along the rugged Atlantic coast as the Civil Air Patrol readies for another flight. Since May, when the Army gave the green light to arm CAP aircraft, patrol missions have taken on a sharper urgency. Crews head out over the Atlantic, their brightly colored planes visible against the vast, unforgiving ocean. Their mission? To spot, track, and, if luck holds, strike at the German U-boats threatening America’s supply lines. These aviators know they’re outmatched by the enemy’s stealth and firepower, yet they press on, aware that every sortie could mean the difference between life and death for the merchant sailors navigating the treacherous waters below. Jacob Pypelink, master of MS Sun,233 noted that even if CAP “couldn’t sink a submarine, just having them, we felt that if there was one [aircraft] in the vicinity they would spot it, and report it to us and the Navy in time to prevent its attacking us.”

The Coastal Patrol’s rapid expansion brings its own set of challenges. On Long Island, the Riverhead base hums with activity as Alice Malone, a young pilot-in-training234 and native New Yorker, volunteers tirelessly to keep operations running when she’s not at school. Though just fourteen, Alice is racing toward her pilot’s license, hell-bent on contributing to the war effort from the moment she heard the news of Pearl Harbor. Her fiery red hair—and fiercer spirit—quickly earned her the nickname “Red.” She can’t join the aerial patrols yet, but she throws herself into the cadet program, hoping to follow in the footsteps of her friend and mentor, Benny Rosman, now a fighter pilot. Benny once shared stories of the Grumman plant’s race to build planes, and Alice holds his words close, a reminder of the power of determination.

Across the CAP network, resourcefulness is the order of the day. At a makeshift base near Miami, pilots take off from a sandy strip peppered with sand-crab holes.235 The rickety seven-hundred-foot runway barely passes for an airfield, yet the crews persist. “They saw eight U-boats and dropped about the same number of bombs,” reads one report. “They aren’t sure they sank any, but they had the satisfaction of preventing more than one torpedoing.”

Up in North Carolina, CAP’s Skyco airfield at Manteo—site of Sir Walter Raleigh’s “lost colony”236 and close to Kitty Hawk—the marshy wilderness, presents its own misery. The base—a ramshackle farmhouse on the edge of a swamp—seems cursed by relentless, bloodthirsty mosquitoes. Mechanics work under face nets, their skin slick with repellent. The bugs are so fierce, two airmen are sent to the hospital with infections. Undaunted, the crews fight their battles on two fronts—the one in the air and the one against the swamp itself. Eventually, they move to the higher ground of the Naval Auxiliary Air Station, where the swarms lessen—though not by much. Even as the biting eases, the memory lingers, and Base 16 adopts a fitting insignia: a mosquito, wings spread like an airplane.

The real fight though, is out over the ocean. Coastal patrols aren’t just about hunting U-boats; they shepherd convoys through the dangerous waters of “Torpedo Junction.” Any oil slick, any flash of metal beneath the waves, and CAP radios burst to life, summoning blimps and patrol boats to scour the area. One of those blimps is piloted by Dolph Andrews, the son of Admiral Andrews, a young officer determined to do his part alongside the civilian airmen. On July 27, 1942, eight aircraft touch down at Skyco—ferried by a team of CAP pilots, including Vernon C. Rudolph of Winston-Salem.237 He left behind his blossoming business, Krispy Kreme Doughnuts, for a taste of wartime adventure.

In Louisiana, at Grande Isle, the pests are fiercer still.238 Headquarters is a dilapidated resort hotel crawling with snakes and gators—but the real nuisance is the cows wandering the landing strip and munching at the fabric wings of parked planes as mechanics cobble together tools from flatirons and plumbing pipes. One pilot, Captain Henry Muntz, learns to make do with little: his team constructs exhaust stacks from oil drums and uses Coca-Cola signs for baffles, keeping their planes aloft with scrap and ingenuity. One Waco even flies with a different registration number on each wing, a testament to the desperate resourcefulness born of wartime scarcity.

Elsewhere, the CAP cadet program gains momentum. Major Ken Hoyt, a forward-thinking leader within its ranks, has successfully seen his vision take flight—positioning CAP as a powerful recruiting force239 and drawing young recruits into training programs across the country. One of these cadets, George Puetz,240 a young Hungarian immigrant in Cleveland, writes a letter to CAP headquarters that speaks to his desire to serve. “I’ve got sort of a personal score to settle with the Axis,” George writes, explaining that his uncles are in concentration camps in Hungary and that his grandparents are missing. His quiet desperation resonates, and CAP allows him to join, giving him a uniform and a purpose.

Across the Eastern Seaboard, its bases, each with their own rough conditions, hold fast. From mosquito-ridden Manteo to fog-shrouded Riverhead, the Civil Air Patrol’s aviators, cadets, and ground crews forge an unbreakable bond. For every bomb dropped and every mission flown, CAP shows the nation what a small band of civilians, with limited resources but boundless grit, can achieve.

Nile Delta, Mediterranean Sea—October 30, 1942

Two figures dive into the abyss, the sea swallowing them as they push toward U-559. She lies battered, barely afloat, her hull silent but not yet surrendered. Lieutenant Anthony Fasson and Able Seaman Colin Grazier strip down to essentials, single-minded in their mission. Behind them, HMS Petard idles, her engines thrumming while the crew watches.

Sixteen-year-old canteen assistant Tommy Brown plunges in next. Too young to enlist, he lied about his age to serve. Tonight, he’s not just a boy—he’s part of something that could shift the tide of war. The U-boat, already riddled with holes, is taking on water fast. Fasson and Grazier scale her slick gray hide, climb down into the conning tower, and into the half-flooded control room, plunging into darkness. The air is thick with damp, while the distant sounds of the sea murmur through the hull. The caustic smell, suffocating. Fasson heads straight for the captain’s cabin, where he forces open a locked drawer. Fasson has a torch and a machine gun, which he is using to smash open cabinets in the commanding officer’s cabin.

Among splintered wood and swirling water, he finds what they came for: confidential books. Fasson passes them to Brown, who scrambles up the conning tower to the waiting whaler. His hands shake, but he’s quick. He makes it back down, water lapping higher, and shouts, “They’re all shouting on deck!” But Fasson only hands him more books to bring up.

Brown emerges again, slipping the books into Petard’s whaler. German sailors, rescued from the sea, sit nearby, silent and watching. One wounded man glances at the captured papers. He could almost reach them, throw them overboard, but another British sailor stands between him and the prize, gun drawn.

Inside U-559, there’s no time for victory. Fasson and Grazier wrestle with a wooden box—heavy, jammed tight. The Enigma machine. The Germans would rather see it lost to the sea than in enemy hands. “Come up!” Brown shouts from above, but the men ignore him. They’ve almost freed it. The box resists, as if the sub herself is clinging to it. Outside, Petard’s crew watches, hearts pounding, tension stretched as thin as the line they’ve tied to the machine. With a final wrench, Fasson and Grazier pry it loose and hand it up to Brown. With the prize secure, the two men retreat back into the hull, determined to seize every last secret before the sea swallows her whole.

“Come up!” Brown’s voice cuts through the rumble of the sea, high and insistent.

Fasson and Grazier climb as water rises around them. The U-boat tilts, and her death drag pulls her down. The sea swallows her, and with her, Fasson and Grazier. Brown stares in horror as his shipmates are dragged into the depths, their mission paid in full.

The whaler speeds away, Tommy Brown onboard, clutching the documents and the machine that Fasson and Grazier had given their lives to retrieve. They must take time to grieve later. The British have just secured something extraordinary.

The Enigma machine—finally captured—holds secrets that could undo Germany’s stranglehold on the seas. The materials Brown rescued are rushed to Bletchley Park, where cryptanalysts work day and night to crack the mysteries hidden within. This can buy them a month of insight into the German Naval Cipher. Among the papers, a breakthrough: the Short Weather Cipher, the Short Signal Book—tools that could unlock the four-rotor U-boat code known as Shark.

Aberdeen, Maryland—November 1942

As their train rattles across the Maryland countryside,241 Joe Desch and Bob Mumma stand in the crowded aisle. At their feet they have crates containing devices they built with their own hands. Their laboratory had been commandeered by the Navy, and renamed the “U.S. Naval Computing Machine Laboratory” two weeks prior. That meant the decidedly non-Navy project at their feet had to be handed off to engineers at the Army’s Aberdeen Proving Grounds.

After buying tickets to Philadelphia, Joe and Bob had planned to transfer to a Washington-bound train, since Aberdeen was a regular stop on that line. When they transferred at Philadelphia, the Washington train was already at the platform, ready to depart. They sprinted. Sixteen sets of tracks. Heavy crates. Two engineers. Not athletes. Out of breath, they decided to just buy tickets from the conductor on board.

“We want to get off at Aberdeen.”

The conductor shakes his head. “We don’t stop at Aberdeen.”

“Yes, you will,” Joe insists, with a tinge of desperation.

The conductor hesitates, then disappears toward the front of the train. Moments later, he returns with a compromise. “The engineer has agreed to slow down to 5 mph. You’ll have to jump.”

As they near Aberdeen, the station hurtles by much faster than the agreed-upon 5 mph, but it’s now or never. With a shared nod, they throw their crates off the train toward the softest thing they can find, watching them tumble down the cinder embankment.

Putting to work some long-forgotten lessons learned from playing around the train tracks as kids, Joe and Bob leap from the moving train. The cinder embankment thankfully cushions their landing. Laughing, they realize their ash-covered clothes will no doubt make a positive impression on their client. Brushing off, Joe and Bob locate their crates, and walk the half mile back to the station.

Joe begins unpacking the equipment with shaking hands, praying the fall from the train didn’t damage anything. His heart still races as he explains how his cleverly arranged thyratron tubes can measure time down to the millionth of a second. They will precisely record the flight time of projectiles on Aberdeen’s many gunnery ranges, thereby correcting artillery ballistic tables that hadn’t been updated in over a hundred years.

“Our equipment uses two screens. When a shell passes through the first, it starts a counter. The second screen stops it. Knowing the distance between them, we can calculate the shell’s velocity with pinpoint accuracy.”

Despite the rough journey and the impromptu “shock test,” the equipment performs flawlessly. The incredibly fast timer Joe and Bob delivered also needed a way to test it. And for that, Joe created a sister device that generates pulses as fast as the counter can count them . . . more than a million per second.

In a bolt of inspiration some weeks before, Desch realized that he had, inadvertently or not, made the basis for an incredibly fast communication system. What if the number of pulses represented a word, or a letter, or a number, like Morse code? In a report to NCR’s leadership,242 he described the potential of the idea. It’s so quick that an enemy radio intercept officer, or even a Huff-Duff system operator, wouldn’t have time to capture, or home in on, the signal before it’s done! His letter explained that HF/DF stations typically need enough time to manually point their antenna at an enemy transmitter to get a reading. But their pulse counter? It’s so fast it would sound like nothing more than a quick chirp to a human ear, if they could hear it at all.

On the train back to Dayton, Joe leans against the cold window, pondering all that had transpired in Aberdeen. The equipment had performed perfectly; their thyratron tubes surpassed all the Army’s expectations. But Joe knows what he has to explain when he gets back. “The Bombe project is hotter,”243 he’d have to tell the Army brass. “I have to turn my attention there.” He doesn’t want to leave their work at Aberdeen hanging,244 but that is the reality.

Joe shifts in his seat, thinking of his new Building 26 lab back in Dayton. Once a night school, it’s isolated from the rest of the NCR campus.245 The Navy had commandeered the 36,800-square-foot building for the Bombe project, and it was easy to see why. It had steel-reinforced concrete floors, twelve-foot-high ceilings, and wide hallways.

As ideal as the building was for their work, Joe dreaded what the next few days would bring. They were moving in this week—Thanksgiving246 week—and a snowstorm was predicted. Joe could imagine the angry wives and families when they found out their husbands would be working long hours through the holiday, trying to move equipment and keep on schedule. For what? To save countless lives. But they couldn’t know that.247

A personal memo from Vannevar Bush himself made Joe feel a little better. Although deliberately vague for security, Vannevar’s intent was clear. “It can now be told, within our own group, that new devices developed through the close collaboration between the services and NDRC, have recently been used in combat with the enemy and have not been found wanting.” Joe let those words sink in. The work at NCML wasn’t just theoretical—it was already making a difference on the front lines. Joe knew the road ahead wouldn’t get any easier, however. Vannevar knew too. “We are in a struggle with a resourceful and ruthless enemy. Effort cannot be slackened.”

Detroit, Michigan—Fall 1942

The FBI agent exhales a slow, measured breath as he lowers the camera. It’s a sleek, mechanical thing, all sharp angles and polished steel, designed just for filming through the trick mirror in Grace’s apartment. He had been holding his breath for God knows how long now, capturing every detail of the day’s events. What began as a normal social call with double agent Grace Buchanan-Dineen had devolved into something else entirely. Was this her new boyfriend, Nelson Butler, or the married guy who often visited Grace with his wife . . . but mostly when his wife was out of town? William Troost. Yes, it was him. The agent never expected conversations about the war effort to turn out this way, but by now, nothing about Grace surprises him. She frequently has “get togethers” three to four times a day with three different men,248 squeezed between Catholic Church services and teaching catechism classes,249 of course. To an outsider, it might look like she’s mocking the Church—but in her mind, she finds unwavering solace in her religion and absolution in her choices, like the good Catholic she believes she is. To the agent, it seems there are no rules with this broad.250 The things she tells her callers often make him blush, but the things they do in her apartment, those go way beyond anything he’d ever imagined. He isn’t even sure what to write in his surveillance notes to accompany today’s footage. With a tight sigh he pauses and scribbles a single word in all caps . . . “OBSCENE.”

Grace barely has any time to hold up her end of the bargain with the FBI. Her efforts to report on the Nazi spy ring among the tight-knit German-sympathizing community are paying off. Having gained their trust, she now intercepts valuable intelligence meant to assist Germany. She turns over everything she finds, sharing only enough to keep her handlers overseas happy, and which American authorities approve of her sending. She is able to provide a bit of information in the search for the Pastorius spy ring.251 After the capture and execution of six spies, there had been a subsequent trial of those who aided the saboteurs.252 Grace knew that there was a lot of mishandling of justice and false claims of heroism by the man at the helm, J. Edgar Hoover, but she was in no place to do anything about it. She wondered: when this all came to an end, would she be treated any differently? She would have to continue to prove herself valuable so that the time would never come for her to find out. Perhaps her upcoming appointment with Walter Abt,253 an employee of Buckner Engineering Company, would be of value. Abt had been good friends with former Bund leader Walter Kappe, the same man in charge of the Pastorius operation who was suspected of having arrived in the States recently.

Shaking off the thought for now, she prepares herself for the evening social gathering.

New York—November 1942

Grace isn’t the only one kept under watch lately. Socks Lanza, the hard-nosed crime boss turned Navy informant, finds himself in fresh trouble.254 This time, it isn’t for his backroom dealings, gambling, or racketeering. Instead, it’s for voter fraud. For Haffenden, who’s tied much of the waterfront’s stability to Lanza’s connections, it’s a problem. Without Lanza, his grip on the docks—and his alliance with the underworld—hangs by a thread.

As the case unfolds, an unexpected hand reaches out. Frank Hogan, the Manhattan district attorney himself, appears in court.255 Hogan approaches the bench and, with a sharp rebuke for the prosecutor trying the case, claims Lanza’s past offenses are only misdemeanors, leaving him legally eligible to vote. “If the District Attorney’s Office had been consulted,” he declares with all the authority he can muster, “this would never have happened.” Within hours, Lanza walks free, but Hogan begins to probe, silently wondering just how deep the Navy’s clandestine arrangement with the mob might go.

On November 19 Hogan quietly petitions the court, securing wiretaps for two numbers: WOrth 2–7624 and WOrth 2–7626,256 both tied to Meyer’s Hotel—Lanza’s stronghold. The taps go live on the 23rd, recording each cryptic call, every calculated whisper, peeling back layers of Operation Underworld Haffenden likely never meant for civilian ears.

A new order arrives, broadening Operation Underworld’s reach. As the Allies plot the first stirrings of an offensive, Haffenden’s orders expand from local security to gathering intelligence on potential invasion targets. Sections of the Third Naval District’s command are reassigned, with agents turning their attention to European soil.257 Italian American recruits familiar with Sicily come forward to offer insight into the island’s coastal defenses, the winding roads, and small-town loyalties. The mob’s network proves invaluable. What was once a mission to tame the waterfront mutates into a layered network of espionage, intelligence gathering, and strategic maneuvering.

By December, Haffenden is balancing this high-stakes intelligence work with the unrelenting demands of New York’s waterfront. Hogan’s wiretaps continue.

Operation Underworld, born from a need to secure the city’s ports, has grown beyond mere protection. The sailors, gangsters, and Navy men tangled in its grip now navigate a web of threats, alliances, and shifting loyalties. For each victory they claim, the cost deepens, and the line between military necessity and criminal compromise dissolves, the consequences yet unknown.

Key West, Florida—FALL 1942

USS Eagle 56, “the Tub,” and her crew finally get a break from the summer’s relentless heat off Key West, Florida. This old World War I–era subchaser is about to play her role in testing the Navy’s newest weapon against the U-boat menace: the Mark 24 “FIDO” acoustic homing torpedo.258

Days after Pearl Harbor, the National Defense Research Committee (NDRC) had convened at Harvard. On the table was a novel concept: a lightweight, airborne torpedo that could “detect, track, and impact a source of underwater noise,” by sensing their cavitation sounds—aka the distinct “popping” sounds of bubbles produced by fast-turning propellers. It also needed to be dropped from 200 to 300 feet, and endure speeds of 120 to 150 knots. Powered by a lead-acid storage battery, it would propel itself for up to fifteen minutes with a 100-pound high-explosive charge.

This idea launched a top secret collaboration among Bell Labs, Western Electric, and Harvard. Bell Labs engineers worked with an unexpected partner—a bathtub manufacturer, armed with a humble wooden yardstick as their only “precision” tool. Yet, they delivered durable, precise hydrophone casings, helping Bell secure the contract with a design that allowed rapid assembly. From the start, FIDO’s development was shrouded in secrecy. A single leak could mean disaster, as the Germans would only need to slow to evade detection, staying just below FIDO’s acoustic threshold.

The initial testing was done at Solomon’s Island on the deepwater Patuxent River in Maryland and then at Key West, Florida. In the Keys, a USN submarine with a protective cage built around her propellers served as a target for the air-launched homing torpedoes loaded with plaster instead of explosives. After the first three of six torpedoes banged into the propeller cage repeatedly until they broke themselves apart, the captain in command of the exercise called a halt to the testing, reminded everyone present of his secrecy oath, and advised USN personnel involved to “stay out of submarines!”259

From submarines, the trials shift to surface ships—and to the deck of Eagle 56, where her crew bustle with activity. Sonarman Third Class James Todd mans his station, his ears attuned to the slightest underwater sound. In the engine room, under the supervision of Chief Engineer L. D. Chirillo, Machinist’s Mate Second Class George Neugen carefully monitors the ship’s aging engines, ensuring they are running as quietly as possible to simulate a submerged U-boat.

On deck, John Merk has the watch. While most of the men enjoyed wild nights that Key West provided, John preferred the quiet. He’d been missing his wife, Eleanor, back in Pennsylvania. The couple had married the year before America joined the war, and had little time to share together after the war began. Then, after leaving Hampton Roads earlier that year, it had been hard on them both. He often spent his time writing her letters, and catching movies with the other married sailors aboard ships who had no interest in the borderline illegal activities that Key West offered. Today, he stands ready, his eyes scanning the sky for the approaching aircraft set to drop the experimental FIDO torpedo.

Overseeing Eagle 56, Commander Frank Parsons, USNR, paces the bridge, his weathered face a mask of concentration. Having been informed of the details of the top secret tests, at least just slightly more so than his crew, he knows that the success of these tests could mean the difference between life and death for countless sailors and merchant mariners crossing the Atlantic. To some of the newer crew members aboard, the testing seems almost ridiculous. But to Todd, Neugen, and Merk—who have spent the previous ten months facing German submarines and carrying out search and rescue duty, pulling the bodies of their fellow sailors from the turbulent and often freezing Atlantic—this testing and the warmth of Key West are more than welcomed.

As the test begins, the roar of aircraft engines fill the air. Nicknamed “Wandering Annie” by airmen, the torpedo relies on a wooden spoiler and stabilizer fins for aerial drops. Once in water, she circles until a U-boat’s cavitation activates her sensors. Here, they are testing the reaction to a ship’s propellers. Eagle 56’s topside crew watches as the FIDO torpedo is released, plunging into the water with a splash. Todd’s voice crackles over the intercom, “Object in the water, bearing 045, range one thousand yards and closing!”

Eagle 56 begins evasive maneuvers, her old hull creaking with the strain. Neugen coaxes every ounce of power from the engines, while Merk stands ready with damage control equipment, just in case. FIDO, guided by the noise of Eagle 56’s propellers, homes in with uncanny accuracy. At the last moment, the torpedo is deactivated, bumping harmlessly into the ship’s hull. The men can’t help but laugh at the funny little contraption that is supposed to be war-changing technology.

Over the next few days, Eagle 56 continues as both target and observer, her crew working tirelessly to gather critical data on FIDO’s performance and helping refine her targeting system. As the sun sets on the final day of testing, Parsons gathers his crew on deck and, just like the submarine captain, reminds them of their oath of secrecy. With testing completed, the design is frozen, and production will begin immediately. By spring, the new technology will be deployed.

Detroit, Michigan—December 16, 1942

Grace Buchanan-Dineen welcomes her guests into her riverfront apartment, glowing in the warmth of the tasteful decorations of the holiday season. Her guests, faces bright with cheer and curiosity, gather around the polished mahogany table laden with carefully arranged hors d’oeuvres. The scent of clove and pine fills the room. Grace, wrapped in luxurious furs and glittering jewels, embodies the elegance that has become her signature. Beneath her polished exterior, however, lies the double life she has come to master. Tonight’s gathering, like many others, is less a festive soirée and more a covert operation.260

Among her guests, Theresa Behrens, Carl and Emma Leonhardt, and Mr. and Mrs. William Reinhardt have become familiar faces. Grace orchestrates introductions between Mrs. Leonhardt and Mrs. Reinhardt. The men trade pleasantries. On the other side of the wall, hidden from sight, FBI agents record every word.

As the evening lengthens, the discussion flows effortlessly from road conditions to a spirited analysis of the war effort. Grace, the consummate hostess, regales her guests with a story from a recent lecture she attended. An English woman had spoken of Britain’s wartime conditions, describing the struggles with both food scarcity and quality. “They can hardly make use of the food available,” Grace says, amused, “one family apparently took the Food Controller’s advice about carrots too literally—had to be admitted to a hospital. The poor man turned yellow and covered in hair!” The group chuckles, relishing the strange ironies of the British plight.

Grace later shares that the lecturer was “a very decent and interesting woman,” adding with a coy smile, “If she knew my own convictions, she would have never spoken to me at all.”

They continue with a lighthearted exchange about fashion. “Clothing in England is simply awful,” Grace says. “They can only purchase three or four dresses a year, and one or two pairs of shoes.”

On cue, Emma chimes in, agreeing that the Germans must be better off, benefiting from the occupied territories. Carl adds he recently read about how American resources are running thin. “Ships, gasoline, rubber,” he says with certainty, “those are what this country desperately needs.” Mrs. Reinhardt parrots his exact words. The agents note all this in their report.

With a touch of surprise, Carl vividly recalls a chance meeting with Peter Krug, a Luftwaffe pilot. “Met him at a German restaurant, you know, during that Führer’s birthday celebration. A few drinks in, and you couldn’t stop him from talking.”

Grace’s eyes widen. On the other side of the wall, the agents exchange a look. This is the kind of connection they’ve been listening for: the hint of direct association with key figures.

The conversation pivots to America’s “premature rejoicing,” as Grace calls it. Her guests echo her sentiment. Behrens interjects with a dour observation on Detroit’s lack of preparation for bombings, suggesting a city so disorganized would face devastation if struck. Carl concurs, “If they dropped a few bombs here, it would cause a revolution, I tell you.” His proclamation draws a round of hearty laughter from Reinhardt. “More likely, they’d get all patriotic, rally together, and bolster the war effort,” he retorts.

Meanwhile, one of the agents removes his headphones;261 the other follows a beat later. “I want to sock them all in the nose,” he mutters. “Most of what they’re saying is a load of garbage, but saying it isn’t against the law.” He gestures for them to put their headphones back on. Time to get back to listening.

But that doesn’t stop them from wondering . . . is the countess that good of an actress, or is she playing the FBI too? Her anti-American feelings aren’t held back as she enjoys her cocktails and living the high life of peace and prosperity in the good ol’ USA, living off Uncle Sam. That’s for damn sure.

America—December 1942

December 1942 closes as America stands transformed. The nation is a landscape in motion; highways and railways pulse with families and young men, widows and war wives, all chasing a singular purpose.

This shift bleeds into every aspect of American life, altering identities and roles. Women become riveters and welders. Young men who left farmsteads and city streets return from basic training, faces now hard-edged with a soldier’s discipline. Horizons once narrow are forced wide by experience, pushing forward an awakening.

Out on the Atlantic, the night skies are quiet but haunted. Twelve months prior, German U-boats prowled those waters, cutting down merchantmen, tankers, and Liberty ships, seemingly at will. New York’s coastal heart grew familiar with the orange and crimson glows on the horizon—ships set aflame, sailors leaping into frigid seas. Now, in New York City, on the fourteenth floor of 90 Church Street, Admiral Andrews considers a high-stakes chessboard that stretches across the North Atlantic.

The plotters at their stations chart the movements of ships, the thread-thin lines twisting and looping with every intercepted coded message. In the early days, just after Pearl Harbor, American operators sat on apple crates, reliant on British intelligence to locate enemy U-boats; now, there’s a refined chaos, a certainty grown through sweat and sleepless nights. The British, Americans, and Canadians track U-boats together, an alliance that fights for every inch of water.262 Yet even with Shark broken this month, delays fluctuate wildly, sometimes only hours, sometimes ten days. Decrypting German naval codes remains a game of chance—new ciphers appear with the dawn, and each time the clock resets.

Allied forces know that intelligence older than two days becomes a ghost. With no fully operational Bombe machine to unlock the German four-rotor Enigma, they rely on whatever else they can grasp—direction-finding, hunches, desperate acts of guessing. Even as the news trickles in that a working Bombe is promised by February, everyone knows these promises wear thin, the time until then a gauntlet of waiting and losses.

The U-boat threat looms heavy. On the eve of the Pearl Harbor anniversary,263 Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox releases a submarine warfare summary for the year. Buried within the report, the grim reality: 548 Allied and neutral merchant ships lost in the Western Atlantic, 2,292,297 tons gone. He makes a sobering statement to the press: “We must prepare ourselves for losses at sea from submarine attack for the next four or five months.” The words are buried beneath patriotic headlines—remembrances of Pearl Harbor, the Navy’s long-awaited release of official details on the attack, headlines screaming of a riot in California. Thousands of Japanese Axis sympathizers celebrating with shouts of “Pearl Harbor, Banzai!” before they turn violent. The surge of bodies, the clash of anger and allegiance, result in one dead and nine wounded. These events distract from Knox’s warning. The U-boats are still out there. The killing isn’t over.

At the same time,264 Allied forces bolster the truth with exaggerations: U-boat kills, they claim, number in the dozens when in truth, barely a handful have been sent to their depths. The question of honesty versus morale hangs heavy in every command room, every planning session. President Roosevelt himself weighs the resilience of his people, his trust not in the numbers but in the spirit that lies beyond them.

In New York, as year-end approaches, another moral reckoning brews within the city’s power corridors. Frank Hogan, Manhattan’s district attorney, sits in his office at the Federal Building, the dim light casting shadows across a stack of wiretap transcripts piled on his desk. Outside, the city readies itself to celebrate; the revelers are oblivious to the quieter war Hogan wages. His task? Root out the tendrils of organized crime, the syndicates that control not just gambling and numbers but, now, the waterfronts that serve as arteries for the American war effort.

Hogan reads the latest transcript, eyebrows furrowing over a casual line from one Joe Adonis—“Guy,” as they call him. The voice of Ben Espy speaks of “a guy over in the Brooklyn Navy Yard . . . it would be advisable to kick him in the ass.” Simple words, but they bring Hogan back to a familiar frustration. It’s one thing to know these men, another to prove the power they wield. The mob is everywhere: on the docks, in the yards, their influence woven into the very infrastructure Hogan’s meant to protect.

Hogan’s burden stretches further. Another page, another detail: Haffenden, the Navy’s informant, openly accepts expensive seafood gifts, and worse, meddles with judges to bend cases in their favor. Hogan sees the betrayal clearly—Operation Underworld has secured the waterfront, yes, but at what cost? Strikes are down, sabotage is nonexistent, yet the strings pulled to achieve this now dangle in the murky light, tangled and exposed.

The clock strikes midnight. Cheers rise from the streets below. Hogan closes the file. One thing is for certain: the new year will bring difficult decisions and potentially explosive revelations.
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Detroit, Michigan—January 1943

The new year brings immense possibility for Grace Buchanan-Dineen, her hand now adorned with a striking engagement ring—two1 diamonds and three rubies—a Christmas gift she joyfully accepted from Nelson Butler. He’s the first man to truly steal her heart, even if other men still hold pieces of her, as she continues to see them all.

Grace sits quiet yet alert in her Detroit apartment,2 waiting for her guest, Walter Abt—a man she knows as a dangerous ally of the Reich. In one of their many conversations, he’d confided his history: how he’d joined the Nazi party at fourteen, participated in its earliest rallies, knew Goebbels personally, and fought in the streets to protect him, proudly bearing scars from his loyalty to National Socialism. Abt had hinted over the phone that he’d be sharing something critical tonight, and Grace is certain the agents will want to know. A knock at the door breaks the silence. She welcomes Abt in, guiding him to an armchair. “You mentioned something big on the horizon?” she coaxes, eyes bright with a carefully controlled curiosity.

“An industrial plant with an oil pipeline. Runs into Canada.”

Grace arches a brow. “Won’t it still be risky?”

“Not if I time it right,” he murmurs. “I’ll go late at night. Between eleven and four, if there’s no snow. No footprints. I’ve got a car stashed nearby. By the time anyone’s the wiser, I’ll be gone.”

Kernével, France—January 7, 1943

Karl Dönitz has been taking more and more risks of his own lately. At Kernével château, he paces before the plotting map. Somewhere out in the Atlantic, a convoy barrels across the waters—a string of tankers, unprotected, streaking toward North Africa with fuel for Gen. Dwight Eisenhower’s forces. The Allies are gambling on speed, hoping their tankers can slip past his U-boats, but Dönitz trusts his instincts. He’s mapped their likely route in his mind, stitching together guesses and sparse intel to anticipate their course: northwest, toward Gibraltar, past the Azores.3

On January 7, he orders his U-boats to lie in wait off the Canary Islands. Days pass, the hours stretching thin, but the signal finally comes. “Dolphin in sight of tanker convoy.” The trap has sprung. Dönitz watches the reports stack up as, over two days, his wolfpack tears through the convoy, sinking seven of nine tankers. For him, it’s a testament to his intuition—one that pays off, even without hard intelligence. “How often we could do little more than make an intelligent guess,” he later remarks, knowing full well the odds he faced.

Yet a dark doubt nags him.4 In recent months, his wolfpacks have been missing their mark, and the Allies have been weaving through the Atlantic with eerie precision. “The elements seemed to rage in uncontrolled fury,” he notes, his frustration simmering. Is someone leaking? His own cryptographers in B-Service have cracked the Allies’ Naval Cipher No. 3, feeding him Allied convoy routes in near real time. But even with Cipher 3, something feels off. He orders a sweep at Lorient, desperate to find a mole—but nothing surfaces.

What he cannot know is that his own messages are compromised. The daring raid on U-559 months earlier handed the Allies the cipher keys needed to break Shark, his critical code.

Secret Room, Washington, DC—January 1943

Across the Atlantic, at the nerve center for America’s submarine tracking effort, Kenneth Knowles stands in a secure office in the Main Navy Building. His division, known as F-21,5 is locked in a daily battle anticipating and outmaneuvering Dönitz’s wolfpacks. Four massive wall charts dominate the room, capturing U-boat activity across the globe. The North and South Atlantic operations are mapped in detail, while two auxiliary charts display threats in other oceans. A global chart pulls all these movements together into a fifteen-day plot, revealing the patterns the enemy leaves behind.

Every morning at 0900 sharp,6 Knowles or one of his men briefs the top brass—Admirals Edwards, Metcalf, and sometimes even King himself. It’s a terse, high-stakes fifteen minutes. The charts tell stories, but it’s up to F-21 to interpret the signals.

To protect the vital ULTRA intelligence derived from the breaking of Shark, Knowles established F-211, a highly compartmentalized section within F-21, dubbed the “Secret Room.”7 This sealed-off area, accessible only to authorized personnel like Knowles and his executive officer, Lieutenant John E. Parsons, ensures that the most sensitive ULTRA intelligence remains secure and compartmentalized.

Casablanca Conference, Morocco—January 1943

Meanwhile, across the world, another gathering is shaping the course of the war. In Casablanca, Roosevelt and Churchill meet to decide the next phase of operations. The generals push for a cross-Channel invasion, but Churchill advocates instead for the Mediterranean. During these high-stakes negotiations, Roosevelt shocks the Allies by demanding unconditional surrender from the Axis powers. The conference ends with a consensus—where the land and air forces are concerned: an invasion of Sicily and Italy, with increased bombing of Germany.

For the naval leadership, however, priorities lie elsewhere. Admiral King, deeply concerned by the catastrophic tanker losses of January 9–11, sees the urgent need to blunt the growing power of Dönitz’s U-boat wolfpacks. That mission becomes his overriding focus.

***

DÖNITZ, HOWEVER, REFUSES TO give up. He must fight for his men and for Germany; it is a code of honor.8 The U-boat continues “to be the most potent weapon we possessed.” His war is the war in the Atlantic, where control of the supply lines will determine Germany’s fate. Even as the Americans churn out ships faster than his U-boats can sink them, he won’t relent. “All this [effort by the Americans] required a vast network of dockyard facilities,9 depots, bases, air stations . . . a whole army of workmen and a great deal of material . . . Were the U-boat campaign abandoned all this would become available for use against [them] elsewhere.” Despite the mounting odds, he remains determined. “Even if the U-boat arm finds itself unable completely to overcome current difficulties . . . it must nevertheless continue the fight with all available forces.”

***

AT THE END OF January 1943, Admiral King returns to a snowy Washington, resolute in his purpose. The U-boat menace must be crushed,10 and King knows exactly who to call upon. He immediately summons Admiral Frog Low to Washington. Having originated the idea of the Doolittle Raid, and architected further success at the Battle of Casablanca, King knows that Admiral Low’s shrewd tactical sense will shine in this new assignment.

Dayton, Ohio—February 1943

In the snow-covered streets of Dayton, Joe Desch stares at the half-finished Bombe prototypes before him. Neither of the two clunky machines in Building 26 come close to meeting the Navy’s requirements, and Joe takes it personally. These American Bombes, touted as sleek, powerful high-speed machines, are supposed to be delivered by now—but they’re not ready. Far from it. Prone to oil leaks, among other maladies, they can’t run for more than a few minutes at the intended speed.

Thanksgiving feels like a lifetime ago. Since then, Joe’s world has shrunk to the narrow confines of the former night school turned secret laboratory.11 The classrooms in Building 26 remain, but their purpose has shifted. The blackboards remain cluttered, not with instructions for business machines, but with probability equations and symbols almost as cryptic as the messages Desch’s machines are meant to decipher.

Ralph Meader, the Navy’s overseer, is always there. His blunt words constantly echo through Joe’s mind. “Every delay means another ship sunk,12 another hundred men lost to the cold depths of the Atlantic.” One of Meader’s many morbid reminders had humiliated Joe in front of a group of Naval officers and respected engineers, insinuating that Joe’s ninety-hour workweeks weren’t enough. The guilt is a tough pill to swallow for a devoutly Catholic man like Joe. Making it worse, and more personal, Joe knows these delays put his enlisted nephews overseas at risk. Not to mention his entire prewar reserve unit, now captured or killed in the Pacific. It is too much.

Back in the lab, his frustration boils over. Joe jumps onto his desk, hurling Meader’s words back at his team like stinging accusations. They stare back, exhausted and dumbfounded, but they know deep down what’s happening. Joe is tired. They all are. But the work can’t stop.

By Christmas, Joe gives up on the idea of rest. Then, just three days before the holiday, the British delegation arrives. Their visit comes on the heels of the Holden Agreement,13 which formalized the naval COMINT partnership between OP-20-G and Britain’s GC&CS. The delegation’s intent is to foster cooperation between the two countries’ cryptanalytic groups against the Germans’ U-boat and naval ciphers, and to advance the Bombe project. To go along with this,14 Joseph Wenger receives word from GC&CS director Edward Travis: “Should be glad if Turing (who is not a professor) could examine machinery. Make any use you like of him in connection with Bombes. Have suggested he stay a week in Washington, but if you would like him longer I should be quite willing.” Even GC&CS’s John Tiltman, tasked with watching over Turing, questions why he is sent now—Bletchley is dealing with a windfall of information from the capture of U-559, and they are racing to crack Shark. Yet here is Alan Turing, under escort and orders, dropped into Dayton with an air of quiet detachment.

Inside Building 26, the environment is not hostile, yet there is obvious tension between Turing and Desch. They stand at opposite ends of the same problem: Turing has a cold, analytical gaze that sees the world as a collection of abstract mathematical ideas. Like a classic engineer, Desch’s thinking revolves around the tangible means for arriving at those mathematical solutions. As a result, the two struggle to find common ground. One afternoon, the argument turns to wire brushes in the NCR machines—small details, but details that matter. Bob Mumma and the others watch as Turing’s precise, clipped voice meets Desch’s stubborn practicality. Neither man backs down easily.

In town, wartime Dayton is crowded, and housing is scarce. Hotels brim with military brass, British officers, engineers, and couriers—so many that J. J. Eachus,15 one of the OP-20-G officers, ends up sleeping in an overbooked hotel hallway. Tiltman fares no better and is also left without a proper bed. But Turing—too valuable to risk, too unpredictable to be left unattended—is afforded a place on the Desch family’s living room floor. To Tiltman, ever mindful of security, the Desch home has an advantage—plainclothes guards stand watch outside, one of the few residences in the city under such protection, even if Desch sees it as a constant reminder of the government’s intrusion.

Despite the friction between Joe and Turing, the house on Greenmount becomes a quiet outpost, a place just warm enough to pass for welcoming. The days that follow are filled with quiet analysis, guarded discussions, and a careful review of the American Bombe—a collaboration as fragile as it is urgent. Joe and Turing don’t see eye to eye, but they share a fascination with cryptography and rapid analytical machines, and can speak the same language in that area,16 but everything else between them feels worlds apart.

When the British leave,17 Turing’s critique returns in the form of a long, detailed letter indicating “the considerable extent to which18 [the American] design was at variance with British ideas and experience.” He had praised Desch’s diagonal board, calling it an inspired innovation, but his sharp words, stating that it seemed “a pity for them to go out of their way to build a machine to do all this stopping if it is not necessary,” about Desch’s automatic rewind feature cuts deep. Engstrom, who had once supported the idea, now sides with Turing, urging the NCR team to scrap it. In Desch’s mind, the rewind feature is non-negotiable. He knows it’s the key to making the Bombe faster, more efficient—and to have a deskbound admiral, or a distant Washington-based committee19 demand changes to his design seems like a personal affront. Desch knows that the time savings offered by this feature could mean the difference between life and death in the Atlantic. Desch holds firm.

The Navy continues to demand changes,20 one after another. Desch finds himself in a race against time, alongside John Howard, the Navy’s supervising engineer, trying to adjust the design while simultaneously finishing the first prototype. Every day feels like a marathon; every mistake, a major setback.

Desch’s frustrations mount. The British came, they saw his work, and yet he still has no insight into theirs. He complains that “it [is] a one-way street.21” But even as February turns to March, and the prototypes still fail to work as needed, Desch clings to his vision. He knows they’re close. Meader’s words echo through his thoughts—every delay means more lives lost, more ships sunk. Desch lights another Chesterfield.

New York—February 1943


LUCKY WANTS OUT; SAYS HE HAS AIDED U.S.

“Charles (Lucky) Luciano, 43-year-old vice overlord, now doing the first of three long prison raps, yesterday sought through his attorney to have two 10 to 20 year terms suspended, on the ground that he has been cooperating, while in prison, with high military authorities.” (New York Daily News, February 9, 1943)



News of Luciano’s wartime assistance breaks like a storm, unsettling everyone tied to Operation Underworld. Commander Rad Haffenden feels the weight of exposure in every clipped headline. Just days earlier, Haffenden had gone to lengths for Joe “Socks” Lanza, visiting the judge in Lanza’s election fraud case—a rare move intended to soften the court’s stance. On the phone with Socks’s enforcer,22 Ben Espy, Haffenden mutters, “I feel like I let him down. I could have taken more belligerent steps; the judge is very dramatic. If I knew he was going to do this, I would’ve handled him different.”

The next day, Lanza, shackled alongside his codefendants,23 hears the judge’s harsh words ring through the courtroom. “He was an unmitigated nuisance to the community!” The sentence: seven and a half to fifteen years at Auburn State Prison.

Haffenden, back at the Astor, answers Espy’s call. “That’s a damn shame,” he says, bitterness creeping into his tone.

“Yes, it is,” Espy replies.

Haffenden wastes no time. “I just dictated a letter to Albany. My man up there’s going to see Commissioner Lyons.”

“Thank you, sir,” Espy says.

“Keep in touch, Ben.”

“I will. Goodbye.”

An era ends. The loss of Socks Lanza stings, but it doesn’t end there. Days later, Johnny “Cockeye” Dunn is sentenced to three years in Rikers for his prewar crimes that finally caught up with him. Haffenden faces a tightening grip on Operation Underworld as the Sicily invasion looms closer.

Then comes Luciano’s request for a sentence reduction before Judge Philip McCook. Desperate, Luciano’s lawyer George Wolf reveals his client’s “cooperation with high military authorities.” The press latches on, and the Navy’s secrecy is now in the spotlight. A New York Times article tantalizes readers with phrases like “military secret” and “high ranking military officials.”

As scrutiny builds, McCook demands a meeting with the officials tied to Luciano’s supposed assistance.24 Captain MacFall sends Haffenden and Murray Gurfein to reassure the judge. Per MacFall’s instruction, Haffenden informs McCook, “The Navy has no interest one way or the other in the question of whether Luciano’s sentence should be reduced.” The message is clear: Operation Underworld’s secrets remain buried.

In Washington, the headlines cast suspicions that mob boss Luciano aided the Navy. Leadership believes this could be a bad mark for them, and sends Angelo Cincotta of DC’s B-725 Italian desk to look into it with explicit instruction not to inform Captain MacFall and Commander Haffenden.

Under strict orders, Cincotta arranges lunch with two fellow B-7 officers of the New York desk. Word slips to MacFall and Haffenden, who meet with the officers ahead of time and coach them. “Tell him the truth,” Haffenden insists, “Luciano’s name never crossed your desk.” The officers nod, knowing the crucial detail: all intelligence from Luciano was routed solely through B-3, never reaching B-7. Lunch is cordial, calculated. Cincotta probes, but the officers stick to their script, affirming B-7’s clean slate.

Back in Washington, Cincotta reports. “Nothing in New York connects Luciano to us,” he assures, confident. To him, if any mob link had existed, he would have seen it. For MacFall and Haffenden, it’s a masterstroke; now an officer from Washington can stand by their truth, their silence. The operation can continue, especially important now that following the Casablanca Conference, the decision to invade Sicily is on the horizon. The intelligence effort that had been put in place last fall, utilizing the personal information provided by Sicilians of the underworld, will move forward.

Meanwhile, on the morning of February 17,26 Meyer Lansky, attorney Moses Polakoff, and Michael Lascari—Luciano’s friend who oversees the New Jersey piers—make their way to Great Meadow prison. They bring what they see as good news, a lifeline for Lucky Luciano. Polakoff hands Luciano a copy of Judge McCook’s ruling. “The Court is able to conclude,” it reads, “that the defendant probably attempted to assist them, and possibly with some success.”

At first, Luciano’s eyes flash with anger. His lawyer, Wolf, had leaked his involvement with the military, believing it would appeal to Judge McCook, who is a veteran himself. Wolf did so without Luciano’s consent—a27 reckless gamble. But Polakoff speaks quickly, easing Luciano’s irritation. “It could work in your favor, Charlie,” he says, his tone calm. Luciano listens, considering the stakes, calculating.

If the Navy wants help with Sicily, he could offer them more. Lansky nods, understanding the signal. “I’ll tell Haffenden you’re willing and able to provide information about targets in Sicily.”

Secret Room, Washington, DC—March 1943

Vast and unforgiving, the North Atlantic masks no less than thirty-eight German U-boats,28 lurking unseen, one of the largest wolfpacks assembled. For the first time in months, the Allies are completely blind to the waiting ambush.

Commander Kenneth Knowles, focused and determined, leads the charge to map U-boat movements from his new Submarine Tracking Room in Washington. He and his staff are not authorized to use the U-boat tracking information to actually maneuver Allied convoys and escort forces directly, so his tracking group, called F-21, feeds their work up through the COMINCH organization to dispatch their analyses to the fleet. The British Admiralty OIC, under the command of Rodger Winn, still makes the primary tactical decisions when it comes to maneuvering convoys away from danger. For both Winn and Knowles, who had grown accustomed to outpacing and outwitting their enemy, these are dark times. They have no new information with which to update their plots.

Just days before, on March 10, German cryptographers issued a new edition of the Wetterkurzschlüssel, a weather cipher book, to refresh the encrypted messages of the U-boat fleet. The update sweeps away the Allies’ method of “cribs” used at Bletchley Park to pry open the four-rotor Shark cipher. Now, without the daily key settings, the Allied convoy routes are barely more than educated guesses. And in the heart of the “black hole,” an expanse beyond land-based air cover, Dönitz’s wolfpacks—Raubgraf, Stürmer, and Dränger—settle into predatory silence. These hunting grounds will offer no second chances.

On March 12, Knowles’s team estimates up to “20 (U-boats) patrolling approximately between 50N, 38W and 56N, 46W.” Though the term “Raubgraf” is unknown to them, the team is perilously close to identifying the group’s range. Lacking intercepted German communications to confirm, they advise convoy routes be shifted north. But four U-boats have just detached from Raubgraf to head home, a detail missed by Allied analysts. With the trap unknowingly reset, SC 122, a slow convoy bound for England, changes course northward—straight into the jaws of the wolfpack.

Atlantic Ocean—March 1943

As the convoy plows forward, U-boats report their locations back to Dönitz’s headquarters. The news is swift: a second convoy, ON 179, is nearing Newfoundland. Raubgraf’s U-boats reposition to intercept,29 but fierce weather and vigilant escorts delay them, thwarting an ambush. Dönitz, alert to the challenge, realizes his wolves’ positions have been exposed. With his orders, the pack withdraws—but not before Knowles and Winn take note.

Signals flash between Washington and London as Allied planners attempt to reroute the convoys. SC 122, reeling north, is ordered to pull east and join HX 229, a faster convoy bound for the British Isles. Yet Dönitz’s team, intercepting Allied signals, decodes their intentions. Armed with precise convoy locations, Dönitz directs the U-boats to strike where SC 122 and HX 229 will be most vulnerable.

March 16 dawns bleakly. U-653, limping back toward base, spots HX 229. The crippled submarine radios its location and retreats, but the wolves are already moving in. That night, torpedoes hiss from beneath the waves, cutting into HX 229. Explosions rip the convoy’s lead ships, scattering steel and bodies across the freezing water.

Morning finds only carnage. Eight merchant ships burn; lifeboats filled with half-frozen survivors drift among the wreckage. U-boats circle like specters, waiting to finish what they started. SC 122, believing itself safe, is next. U-338 strikes four ships in quick succession, and the sea swallows each hull in turn. Convoy escorts fire back with furious depth charges, detonating the water in sprays of blackened foam, but the enemy’s presence is too elusive.

For days, the convoys suffer a relentless onslaught, their lifeline to England shredded bit by bit. Newly developed radar helps narrow U-boat positions briefly, yet each vessel sunk leaves Allied convoys more crippled, while Dönitz’s submarines seem nearly omnipresent. Hope fades with each ship lost to the Atlantic’s unforgiving depths.

March 19 finally brings reinforcements. Dönitz, sensing his own fleet’s limits, recalls his wolfpacks. The numbers speak for themselves: thirteen ships from HX 229 and nine from SC 122 now rest on the seabed, twenty-two vessels lost to the hunters beneath. In the last two weeks alone, Allied losses top ninety-seven merchant ships—over half a million tons of shipping gone in a matter of days. A Royal Navy report, stark in its assessment, warns that the convoy system’s effectiveness hangs by a thread: “It appeared possible that we should not be able to regard [the] convoy as an effective system of defense.” Dönitz himself regards it as his crowning moment:30 “It was the greatest success that we had so far scored against a convoy.”

As battered convoys reach Liverpool with staggering losses, Allied intelligence circles begin to realize there’s more to the story. OP-20-G suggest the Germans may be reading Naval Cipher 3.31 The countermeasure is painstaking: Bletchley begins the laborious switch to John Tiltman’s Naval Cipher 5. The change promises to blunt the Germans’ advantage, though each delay risks further losses. A British Admiralty report admits the “Germans never came so near to disrupting32 communication between the New World and the Old as in the first twenty days of March 1943.”

Then, on March 26, one of Dönitz’s U-boats catches sight of something unexpected33 on the horizon—a small aircraft carrier trailing a westbound convoy. From its crowded deck, planes launch into the sky, dipping low over the waves, hunting for submarines. Dönitz has yet to grasp the significance of this small act. This baby flattop with its Avenger aircraft has closed the air gap. The little carrier in the U-boat’s periscope is USS Bogue. The hunter is about to become the hunted.

New York—Spring 1943

On a blustery spring morning in midtown Manhattan, a man known as “the Executioner”34 steps into the marble lobby of the Astor Hotel. With an unhurried stride, he makes his way to the bronze stairway and ascends to the mezzanine that overlooks the bustling lobby, a billiard room, a palm garden, and the extravagant German Hunter’s Room, which looms with its trophies of rod and gun. Room 200 awaits him, and with it, the “off-books” headquarters of Commander Rad Haffenden.

Inside, Commander Haffenden’s fingers drum against the desk, his eyes bright with anticipation he doesn’t bother to hide. He’s spent the morning rehearsing his lines, as if preparing for a stage debut. Today, he’s joined by none other than Vincent Mangano, one of New York’s most notorious crime bosses. Haffenden has ordered his secretary,35 Elizabeth Schwerin, to lock the adjoining door and dismiss the receptionist outside.

At precisely 10 a.m., the knock on Haffenden’s door echoes, and in walks the Executioner. He enters flanked by three bodyguards, his expression difficult to decipher; his chubby cheeks and droopy eyes conceal any hint of his intentions. His reputation, however, speaks volumes. Haffenden steadies himself.

“Don Vincenzo,” he begins, his tone respectful yet firm, as instructed by Lansky. “Thank you for coming. As you know, the navy needs Italians who can provide insights on their homeland.”

Mangano’s cold gaze doesn’t soften, but there’s a flicker of intrigue. “And why,” he asks, “should I help you, Commander?”

Haffenden leans in, his own voice dropping to a near whisper. “Luciano wants you on board. And I understand you don’t exactly share warm sentiments with Mussolini.”

A slight twist of his lips indicating agreement. “That’s true. Il Duce has done nothing for our people.”

Haffenden feels the shift, an almost imperceptible loosening of Mangano’s guard. He signals for drinks. Schwerin enters, her steps careful, bringing in a bottle of bourbon and glasses. Haffenden can feel a surge of unexpected pride—he’s a naval officer, after all, but here he is, negotiating with one of New York’s deadliest figures, all for a cause greater than either man.

By the end of the meeting, Mangano has agreed to cooperate. As he and his entourage leave, Haffenden calls Schwerin into his office. “That was Vincent Mangano,” Haffenden says, his voice tinged with awe. “One of these days, you’ll see his name in the papers.”36

With Mangano on board, the wheels of Haffenden’s “target” section start spinning with renewed speed. Italian Americans are now funneling into 50 Church Street, bearing anything that might aid the Allied forces: photographs, maps, and stories of their homeland’s landscapes.

Within days, Joe Adonis, another feared figure from the underworld, arrives with six Italians in tow.37 As they gather on the steps outside, one of the men hesitates, visibly nervous. Adonis turns to him, his chiseled features hardening. “Lucky Luciano is giving you an order to talk,” he says firmly. “He won’t be pleased to hear that you haven’t been helpful.”

The man’s resolve dissolves instantly, and they step inside to meet with Lieutenant Anthony Marzulo,38 fluent in both Italian and Sicilian, and Lieutenant J. E. Jamison, Haffenden’s map expert. Jamison spreads out a massive map of Sicily across the table, and each man leans forward, offering a cacophony of mixed dialects and memories.

“Can you tell us if your town is in the right place?” Jamison asks, pointing to a coastal point on the map. One man, a former mayor, squints, studying the lines with the care of a jeweler inspecting a diamond.

“Yes, that’s correct,” he replies, then pauses, tracing the coastline with his finger. “But this harbor—it’s larger now, more activity. The military is using it.”

Jamison nods, jotting notes furiously, while his mind races to synthesize this invaluable intelligence. In the back corner of the room,39 George Tarbox, a civilian agent and mapmaker with a keen eye and steady hand, works in quiet determination. His maps are evolving into intricate masterpieces, meticulously indexed with symbols, arrows, and overlays. As Haffenden walks past, Tarbox waves him over, his face aglow with pride. “Commander, look at this,” he says, pointing to his latest map, now layered with fresh intelligence. “We’re building something extraordinary here.”

Haffenden watches in awe. Each map tells a story, a sprawling tapestry of every detail the Italians provide, every harbor, every town, plotted in service of a looming invasion. The weeks become a blur of tense meetings and long hours. Meyer Lansky arrives periodically, sometimes bearing news, sometimes new contacts. On one occasion, he brings a message from Luciano himself, an offer that lands like a grenade in Haffenden’s office.

“Commander,” Lansky says, barely able to conceal his own astonishment, “Charlie wants you to know he’s willing to go to Sicily40 with the invasion force himself. Says he could have the battle won in a week.”

Haffenden is shocked by the offer’s audacity. What began as a tentative alliance with figures from a darker side of New York has evolved into a full-blown mission, the likes of which no one could have anticipated. Now, he will have to see what Washington says on the matter.

Civil Air Patrol Bases—Spring 1943

By spring of 1943, the CAP has gained tremendous respect in Washington and continues to grow faster than anyone could have anticipated. With coastal patrols clattering and roaring out of twenty-one bases, the organization has more than proven its worth. Their tasks now extend far beyond simple shore patrols.

These volunteers—men and women alike—take to the skies on missions of rescue and relief. They transport soldiers, search for downed aircraft, and respond to the aftermath of natural disasters. They are the unseen hands, patrolling the nation’s forests for wildfires, hauling precious medical supplies across regions, and delivering vital correspondence when no other options exist. The Civil Air Patrol is a lifeline across the vastness of the American landscape with a network of small wings and propellers.

But not all CAP flights follow the official flight paths. In the sweltering heat of Brownsville, Texas, a handful of CAP volunteers are about to embark on a mission unlike any other. Following a delicate request from the US State Department, the “Cactus Kids”—as this ragtag group of fliers call themselves—are tasked with a mission that will send them into foreign airspace, deep over Mexican waters, without official permission.

Ben McGlashan, the base commander, and Captain Henry King—an Oscar-nominated film director41 by trade—prepare for the unorthodox mission. Together, they had led the Brownsville CAP unit through many sorties,42 but this is something new. They trade in their uniforms for civilian clothes, knowing the weight of the mission they are about to undertake. King, who had recently wrapped up filming two movies, joins the patrols without hesitation, somehow fitting in these missions in-between his work behind the camera. The urgency of their task is palpable: they must escort a ship through dangerous waters, a ship whose cargo is deemed vital to the war effort. Rumors swirl that the vessel’s payload can turn the tide of the conflict, and is so valuable that protection from CAP’s modest fleet is the only guarantee against the U-boats lurking beneath the surface of the Gulf.

As they near Mexican waters, McGlashan scans the horizon, his mind racing with what-ifs. Then, three Mexican aircraft appear in the sky, shadowing their movements. Are they allies? Enemies? The CAP fliers hold their breath, hands grip the yokes a little tighter, as their eyes flick between cockpit dials and the sky.

The Mexican planes follow them for hours, and when they finally touch down at Veracruz to refuel, they are greeted not by allies but by soldiers and suspicion. Surrounded, the threat of internment looms—until the Mexican pilots land too. After hurried exchanges in two languages, the CAP’s mission is understood. The soldiers step aside, and the State Department secures clearance for future patrols.

The success of this mission comes at a key moment. CAP’s Southern Liaison Patrols, established in October 1942, had already been playing a crucial role in monitoring the US-Mexico border. Now, they are given further support and access by the Mexican government. Given the current concentration of Japanese spies reported to be based in Mexico, these missions are critical. The patrols fly day and night, scanning the rugged landscape from just 50 to 450 feet above the rocks and cacti. Their orders are clear: prevent any surprise attacks, report suspicious activities, and ensure that enemy forces cannot slip across the border. From their main bases in Laredo and El Paso, and sub-bases in Del Rio and Marfa, Texas, CAP planes fly over one thousand miles of desolate, often unforgiving terrain. The sky is their battlefield, the land below their domain.

These desert patrols aren’t limited to strictly able-bodied airmen. One such man is First Lieutenant George W. Copping,43 a pilot from Van Nuys, California. Major Charles Rich, a former Secret Service agent from Pasadena, California, now at the Southern Liaison Patrol No. 2 at El Paso, serves as George’s commander.

“Sir, may I be excused from drill? I don’t believe I can keep up with the others,” Copping admits sheepishly.

When asked why, Copping simply rolls up his trousers, revealing his two artificial legs. Major Rich later praises Copping’s work: “During the months that followed, Copping flew better than 1,000 hours44 on actual patrol in all kinds of weather and under the most trying conditions, and on occasions where others wished to be excused it was he who always volunteered for the difficult or undesirable assignments.”

Copping is not alone in his dedication. Women from all walks of life had flocked to join CAP’s ranks.45 General Curry’s 1942 declaration set the tone for the organization: “There must be no doubt in the minds of our gallant women fliers that they are needed and, in my opinion, indispensable to the full success of the CAP.” Even Hollywood stars like Mary Astor, Carole Landis, and Joan Fontaine join up, lending their fame to the cause.

The women of CAP step forward, refusing to settle for supporting roles. They take on the same training and responsibilities as their male counterparts, often forming their own flights and squadrons. In Los Angeles, a commander speaks of a newly formed women’s flight: “They’ll know how to fix their own planes46 by the time they finish their mechanical training. And they’ll master first aid, drill, meteorology, and navigation.”

Willa Brown’s impact on aviation only continues to grow as her role as the federal coordinator of the Chicago CAP unit is established. The Coffey School of Aeronautics, under the direction of her and her husband, Cornelius Coffey, is selected to provide Black trainees for the Air Corps’ pilot training program at Tuskegee Institute. Brown is instrumental in training more than two hundred students who will go on to become the legendary Tuskegee Airmen.47 Several of her students make up the Ninety-Ninth Fighter Squadron, also known as the “Red Tails.” Chauncey Spencer, a former student at Coffey and founding member of the National Airmen’s Association of America, said, “Willa was persistent and dedicated. She was the foundation, framework, and builder of people’s souls. She did it not for herself, but for all of us.”

At colleges and universities, coeds combine mechanics and meteorology with their English and history. At Palo Alto, California,48 students make up a large part of the squadron membership. Campus activities and studies take a back seat for at least three nights a week, as the girls dig into CAP’s preflight courses. Stanford ladies actually take apart and reassemble airplane engines as part of their curriculum.

At the mechanics workshop, Janet McClanahan, in grease up to her elbows, looks at her watch. “I’ve got to get this piston set before nine thirty. I’ve got a Spanish exam tomorrow and I have to hit those books before I go to bed. Say, hold this wrench a minute, will ya?”

“I have an exam tomorrow, too—bacteriology,” replies her partner, dark-haired Lynn Croft, from the other side of the airplane motor between them, “and I’ll be darned if I can put that carburetor and feed-line together any faster.”

The women of CAP—pilots and nonpilots alike—earn grease-streaked hands and learn to march in step, adapting quickly to military discipline. Seasoned fliers take to the skies, honing skills in lost-plane searches, forest patrols, and courier missions. Meanwhile, the “kiwis”—those grounded for now—put their training to use by funding their own flight lessons after completing the Coastal Patrol’s preflight courses.49

Johnnie Pantanelli of Scarborough, New York, who is one of the most sought-after Coastal Patrol spotters from New Jersey to Connecticut, is credited with positively identifying several U-boats. Johnnie works toward a degree in aeronautical engineering at New York University while working at the country club in Warwick, New York. During her off hours there, she takes flying lessons for $9 an hour toward earning her own pilot’s license.

At just nineteen,50 Marrilyn “Lynn” Connell learns to fly and volunteers alongside Johnnie, conducting coastal patrols and emergency operations. It is women like those two, whom Alice “Red” Malone, the fourteen year old pilot-in-training and leader in the CAP Cadet program, looks up to. Colonel Earle Johnson, overseeing thirty thousand senior women and cadets at CAP’s peak, puts it plainly,51 “Women are just as good as men on most flying jobs—and sometimes better.”

Of all the CAP women who ever climbed into a cockpit, one of the most beloved and colorful is Second Lieutenant Maude Rufus,52 known as “the Flying Grandma” because she had soloed at the age of sixty-five, long after the birth of her first grandson. In 1941, she had given her ninety-one-year-old father his first plane ride. She never looked back.

As the public-relations officer for the Ann Arbor, Michigan, squadron, Rufus brings warmth and charisma to the Civil Air Patrol. She is a proud member of the Ninety-Nines,53 the pioneering organization founded by Amelia Earhart to advance women in aviation. The group’s name came from the ninety-nine women who, despite societal norms, had banded together to prove they belonged in the sky.

Rufus doesn’t just fly—she writes about it, publishing Flying Grandma, or Going Like Sixty. And while most women her age settle into knitting and rocking chairs, she logs nearly one thousand flight hours, becoming a seasoned cross-country pilot.

Another resourceful group of women, barred from officially flying coastal patrols, find a workaround. At St. Simons, Georgia, they become known as the “suicide and sandwich squad.”54 They sell jams at roadside stands to fund their own plane fuel, enabling them to conduct unofficial patrols along the small coastal towns of Georgia.

Some of these brave pilots pay the ultimate price. Cornelia Fort had been among the first to spot the Japanese planes arriving at Pearl Harbor.55 Fort joined the Tennessee Wing staff of CAP and later volunteered for the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Service. Tragically, she is killed near Markell, Texas, in March 1943, while ferrying a bomber.

Despite its crucial role, CAP struggles to get priority for parts, supplies, and equipment at their bases because of their civilian status. This operational difficulty leads to discussions about transferring CAP to the Army. Robert A. Lovett, the assistant secretary of war for air and a supporter of CAP, suggests this to James M. Landis.56 After consulting with a committee and Gill Robb Wilson, Landis responds favorably but emphasizes preserving CAP’s civilian spirit. On April 29, 1943, President Roosevelt issues Executive Order 9339, transferring CAP from the Office of Civilian Defense (OCD) to the War Department. This move officially makes CAP part of the Army Air Forces as a civilian auxiliary unit. Ordinary men and women—many of whom had never dreamed they could fly in defense of their country—become heroes in their own right.

Washington, DC—Spring 1943

“You need to learn to shoot a pistol.” The abrupt announcement from John Howard snaps Louise Pearsall out of her concentration.57 She’s at her desk at the Naval Annex in Washington, DC, buried in a sea of numbers, a pattern of mathematical permutations unfolding in her mind as she works through yet another series of Enigma key settings by hand.58 Her pencil pauses midcalculation, and she looks up, confused. Howard is serious. Security had always been paramount to this project, but this seems a bit beyond the pale.

The work is delicate, precise, and, above all, crucial to the war effort. If the wrong people discover what they’re doing here—if the Germans find out—they might alter their codes again, plunging the Allies into darkness as they did after the fourth-rotor blackout. “We’re moving this operation to Dayton,” Howard continues in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’ve picked you to go with us.”59 Howard explains the Naval Computing Machine Laboratory inside the NCR building will become their new base. “The Bombe prototypes are there,” he says. “We need them operational.” They all know time is running out, and the Bombes are behind schedule, as is the building in DC they are supposed to move into. The move to Dayton might bring results sooner, but with the large German community and history of Bund activity there, it isn’t without risk.

Dayton is also closer to home for Louise, closer to her parents in Elgin, Illinois. She can still remember the way her mother had protested America’s involvement in the war before Pearl Harbor. Her father had heated debates with her mother’s bridge club, all of whom were staunch members of the America First movement. Her father, red-faced, insisted that they couldn’t just watch from the sidelines anymore. Louise always sided with her father’s opinion on that matter. After USS Arizona,60 when their small Midwest town lost two boys in the attack, her mother’s silence was louder than all their previous arguments put together.

Louise had left soon after, abandoning her actuarial science degree at the University of Iowa. It was a man’s field anyway, they told her. She had talent, but not the kind the world seemed ready to acknowledge. She took a secretarial job in California and went through the motions until the war called her to something bigger. The opportunity felt like an adventure, one rarely offered to women. After weeks of training in Morse code, physics, and radio operation, followed by rigorous background checks, interviews, and testing, she was assigned to the Naval Annex in Washington, DC. Once aboard, she worked with John Howard, an MIT engineer who’d brought Joe Desch and NCR into the Bombe project. Louise quickly absorbed more knowledge than she ever imagined possible—diving deep into the complex world of signals intelligence and cryptanalysis.

Soon, they will be joining the teams of WAVES—Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service—already in Dayton responsible for demanding elements of the wiring and assembly. Seventy women have already left for Dayton. They had been told nothing more than they were “heading west” for their next assignment. Howard’s OP-20-G’s Mathematical Research Unit is to follow.61 They will join forces with Joe Desch’s engineers to complete the initial Bombe prototypes, named “Adam” and “Eve.” These machines, once completed, will finally relieve them of the backbreaking task of calculating thousands of potential Enigma key settings by hand. The urgency weighs heavy on Louise, but not quite as heavy as her new service revolver. When her team heads to Dayton, she’ll be ready, pistol in hand.

Dayton, Ohio—May 194362

The NCR complex sprawls across eleven city blocks. Its yellow brick buildings rise like sentinels over the city. The Bombe prototypes, Adam and Eve, are coming to life inside Building 26. An unassuming-looking Art Deco building, it is the new home of the NCML.63 Marines are stationed outside, ensuring that no one without clearance sets foot inside.

On the first floor of Building 26, Desch and his team work tirelessly. The Bombe design is finally far enough along to move toward large-scale production, and the second round of prototypes, “Cain” and “Abel,” are under construction. The Navy engineers and technicians are amazed at how quickly they can get anything they want from NCR and the horde of subcontractors on the project.64 Hundreds of WAVES arrive to help deal with the influx of cutting-edge parts and assemblies. They have a thorough training protocol to help the newcomers get up to speed with the rest of the cohort, which assembles the thousands of different precision parts that go into each Bombe.

Inside locked and secured rooms, the WAVES work with practiced precision, hands steady as they weave dozens of insulated wires through wheels molded from Bakelite,65 brass, and copper. Each part they assemble will help bring the Bombes to life, though they remain unaware of the machine’s true purpose. There’s no room for error—the intricate commutators must withstand breakneck speeds, and they require precision balancing of their delicate, handmade components. Subcontractors, too, work behind veils of compartmentalization, given cryptic instructions—contacts numbered from 00 to 25,66 cables crafted in twenty-eight colors instead of twenty-six (to prevent any suspicions that the machines are tied to the alphabet).

The WAVES, billeted at Sugar Camp,67 do find a few moments to relax. Sugar Camp is a serene hideaway, nestled among maple trees. The WAVES march a mile into Dayton each day, their routine so precise the locals joke they could set their clocks by them. When they aren’t at the NCR complex, they swim in the camp’s pool or read by the fire in the recreation room.

But for Louise Pearsall and the team working directly on the Bombe prototype,68 there is no time for leisure. There is only the work. Since arriving in Dayton,69 Louise had been set apart from all but a handful of other WAVES, chosen to work upstairs with Joe Desch and the core team of mathematicians and engineers. The team works with a device they call a “paper Enigma,” a set of four notched reels, turning one letter at a time. When something clicks, they jot it down and send it to Washington, where the real codebooks hold the answers. Washington knows what to look for; Louise’s team doesn’t. Her job is to break down the numbers, calculating how to build each part of the Bombe and arrange it all. Ralph Meader supervises the whole effort on behalf of the Navy’s Bureau of Ships. Bob Mumma, Joe’s second-in-command and business manager, admits that the pressure on Desch “just got worse and worse.”70

Joe was still sore at Bob for what happened on Easter a couple weeks earlier. Bob had laid off and didn’t come to work per his wife’s demands. “Joe was awful mad about it,” but Bob was still more afraid of his wife. Plus, their official workweek had just been approved at fifty-four hours, even though the engineering team had been unofficially pulling ninety-hour weeks all spring.71 “Meader was on the quarterdeck with a whip and he was giving us stories about [the Battle of the] Coral Sea how it wouldn’t have happened those first weeks of May if you guys had been there and finished earlier. We heard that more than once.” It’s a bluff. Everyone knows the Bombe wouldn’t have helped in the Pacific.

But the message is clear, and nobody takes it more personally than Joe. The days of dancing with his wife are long gone. Now, he barely leaves the lab. He smokes his Chesterfields constantly now, the daily count rising. At night, when the work finally stops, the scotch and water in his hand seems like the only thing holding him together. Yet, through the exhaustion, there’s a strange exhilaration among the team. Deep down Louise feels it. This is where she “should have been all her life.”72 Now they just need the machines to work.

The Tenth Fleet, Washington, DC—May 20, 1943

Rear Admiral Francis S. “Frog” Low’s first official day in the Tenth Fleet feels more like the culmination of a long journey than a beginning. His mind briefly drifts back to the Atlantic Convoy Conference in March,73 when he first arrived back in Washington after nine months of sea duty. He met with Admiral King and Allied leaders in the Federal Reserve Building, and they discussed convoy protection. King, staunchly defending the convoy system, voiced doubts about hunter-killer groups operating independently. “A ship saved,” he declared, “is worth two built. Think it over!”

Yet, even as they deliberated Atlantic defense, Allied convoys faced their gravest threats. Germany’s B-Service codebreakers achieved some of their most damaging successes, with Dönitz’s U-boat command privy to Allied secrets—convoy routes, speeds, and even destinations. Meanwhile, U-boats, under commanders like Kapitänleutnant Friedrich Markworth in U-66, ventured back to US waters and haunted the shores from Cape Hatteras to Savannah.

ULTRA intelligence, a critical advantage, had grown scarce. Having lost the ability to read German codes temporarily, the Allies were forced to rely on operational patterns from previous ULTRA decrypts. As those patterns faded, they leaned heavily on Huff-Duff fixes, a desperate attempt to hold off a growing catastrophe.

Despite this setback, Admiral Low was tasked with tackling the problem head-on. On April 6, King assumed direct control over US Navy anti-submarine warfare (ASW) operations and appointed Low as assistant chief of staff for ASW matters. Low’s task was formidable: find a way to protect Allied shipping in areas where no land-based aircraft could patrol. The problem was complex, with myriad moving parts, but Low was the kind of cerebral strategist who thrived under such pressure. He quickly assessed the situation, recognizing both past failures and potential solutions. His recommendations led to the formation of the Tenth Fleet,74 which King announced to the Joint Chiefs without warning on May 1. It was to be a phantom fleet with no ships but vast authority.

Low explained to King,75 “Admiral, Commander Tenth Fleet should be a naval aviator.”

“He is,” King said.

“Who?” Low asked.

“Me,” King answered, and that settled the matter. Admiral King would serve as the head of the Tenth Fleet.

From its inception, the fleet operates on one guiding principle: victory will come not through brute force, but through superior knowledge—a belief that still defines its mission.

At the heart of the Tenth Fleet is intelligence, something Low knows they must master to have any chance of defeating the U-boats. Kenneth Knowles, whom Low had recommended to head the submarine tracking effort a year prior, now serves as his head of the Atlantic Section76 of Combat Intelligence. Knowles, continuously working closely with British Admiralty expert Rodger Winn, oversees the Submarine Tracking Room, where every U-boat in the Atlantic is hunted with scrupulous precision. Intelligence from ULTRA decrypts flows through this room—intelligence so sensitive77 that only a handful of people are even aware of its existence.

Through this partnership with Winn, and with the help of improved innovations like HF/DF (Huff-Duff) technology, FIDO, and the TINA fingerprint system that tracks U-boat radio operators, Low’s Tenth Fleet edges ever closer to the elusive German subs. Another key advantage of the Tenth Fleet is its ability to utilize high-level command authority for anti-submarine operations. This allows Admiral Low and his team to issue orders directly to US task groups in the Atlantic theater, bypassing the delays previously caused by the many hierarchical chains of command. This direct control enables rapid responses to evolving threats and enhances coordination among Allied forces.

The Tenth Fleet’s arsenal is further bolstered by the addition of ASWORG (Anti-Submarine Warfare Operations Research Group), a team of brilliant civilian scientists tasked with solving the technical problems of U-boat warfare. These “Wizards,” as they are known, bring innovative ideas and tools to the table, including the refinement of convoy routing strategies and new sonar technologies.

The Tenth Fleet’s authority also extends into the realm of Human Intelligence (HUMINT),78 and psychological warfare. Commander Riheldaffer heads this special group, known as OP-16-Z. His HUMINT teams run psychological operations intended to undermine the morale of German U-boat crews. The Norden broadcasts,79 which began in January, are conducted by Lieutenant Commander Ralph G. Albrecht. Operating under the pseudonym “CDR Robert E. Norden,” they spread disinformation about German losses over the airwaves. These broadcasts prove so effective that German prisoners of war admitted they listened religiously, and the German Marine Ministry even issued responses to refute Norden’s claims. Albrecht also participates in the interrogation of the captured German POWs, even prior to the war. Rounding out Riheldaffer’s team is an overzealous civilian “chief interrogator” by the name of Jack Henry Alberti.80

Alberti, a man of forty years, stands out not for his physical prowess—being twenty-eight pounds overweight—but for his remarkable linguistic abilities. Born in Antwerp, he speaks six languages with the ease of a lifelong drifter: English, French, German, Dutch, Flemish, Spanish. Alberti’s life story reads like a novel, with a career path that meanders from concert pianist to interior decorator, cab driver, and finally, manager of an international fruit distribution company. His Roman Catholic upbringing seems to have little influence on his moral compass, as he can “charm a snake out of its skin” if it means an advantage.

The Navy’s background assessment of Alberti revealed that he was the least popular member of his family, an extroverted showman who could be useful if properly controlled. His foreign appearance, accent, and mannerisms set him apart, and early psychological evaluations linked his spinal condition to a propensity for false representations and boastfulness. There was also his admission to lying about his age and inventing physical ailments to score handicapped train tickets as a teenager. Despite reservations, the Navy overlooked his flaws for his linguistic skills. His recruitment wasn’t without hurdles—rejected from the reserves in September 1942 for emotional instability and minor medical issues, he was still too valuable to ignore. Brought into OP-20-Z as an interrogator, he quickly proved to be one of the best.

Working together, these shady characters render detailed intelligence reports through their skilled, scientific interrogation of prisoners. They produce information, both in quality and quantity, that no agent or army of agents could have unearthed from even inside the impenetrable U-boat command or Hitler’s stronghold in East Prussia.

As Low settles into his role, the results of these collective efforts begin to show. The actions of the USS Bogue group on May 22 serve as a prime example. That day, the American escort carrier group achieves a historic victory.81 The sinking of U-569 marks a series of firsts: the Bogue group’s first kill, the first sinking guided by the Tenth Fleet’s strategic oversight,82 and the first offensive kill of a German U-boat by the US Navy.

The victories of the month are hard-won achievements, paid for by the dedication and ingenuity of thousands of civilians who supported the war effort from behind the scenes. Over the past eighteen months, these individuals—scientists, air-raid wardens, civilian pilots and yachtsmen, and others deemed unfit for military service—had provided critical support that enabled this strategic shift. Their contributions bought time for military forces to regroup and innovate, laying the groundwork for technological advancements that would shift the balance against Germany’s formidable U-boat fleet.

As these civilians pass the baton to military forces now equipped with superior technology and intelligence capabilities, they leave behind a legacy of resilience and innovation. Their efforts had transformed what was once a desperate defensive struggle into an assertive offensive campaign.

Dayton, Ohio—May 28, 1943

Machinist’s Mate First Class Phil Bochicchio prepares Adam,83 one of the hulking Bombe prototypes, for a run. Over the course of the next twenty or so minutes, Adam will iterate through calculations that would take thousands of human analysts years to complete. Expectations run high, as the numbered wheels across the top of the machine are set to their starting positions. A high-pitched whine fills the room in Building 26, only to falter as the machine halts. Another electrical short, Phil assumes—just one more hiccup in endless troubleshooting. Since arriving in Dayton in March, Phil had become the project’s floor supervisor, caught between theorists and engineers.84 “The mathematician thinks one way, the cryptologist another,” he notes. His job is to bridge the gap, even though his low-level security clearance means he has no idea what the machine is actually for.

Suddenly, the machine sparks back to life, slowly rewinding. Phil freezes. This stop could mean a solution. Adam, with its intricate spinning wheels and humming circuits, searches for the key, racing through thousands of possible Enigma settings. The machine stops again. It’s doing exactly what it is designed for: isolating a cold circuit, indicating a potential match to the cryptanalyst’s menu.

Fifteen seconds tick by as Adam conducts its second test, polling the diagonal board for errors. No contradictions. Then, with a whir, it begins printing. The result is in hand. Skeptical, Bochicchio calls over his counterpart, Radioman K. P. Cook. They run the same menu through Eve, Adam’s identical counterpart. Eve follows the same path—stopping at the exact rotor positions, rewinding, and printing the same sequence. A perfect match. “Both machines are working,” Bochicchio announces, almost dumbfounded. They review the printout, and the results are the same. But neither man knows exactly what the printouts mean.

Still, Bochicchio can’t help but think, “That’s a hell of a machine.” Despite not knowing exactly what the machine is producing, he knows that the fact it works is incredibly significant. Bochicchio runs to the naval offices and gives the printout to the head of the project, Ralph Meader. Meader then cables the results to Commander Joseph Wenger at OP-20-G in Washington, using Building 26’s new high-security encryption machine.

Secret Room, Washington, DC—June 1943

Hidden away, the Tenth Fleet command center is a locked room near the Atlantic theater’s combat intelligence hub. To Commander Kenneth Knowles, this is hallowed ground—only three people are ever allowed inside, and for good reason. Here lies ULTRA, the Allies’ most precious asset, a silent hand guiding the war’s outcome.

Even in close Allied circles, ULTRA’s existence is fiercely guarded by the Americans.85 “Perhaps a half dozen senior officers within the combined staffs had knowledge that ULTRA existed,” Knowles says, noting the contrast to the British, who wield it more openly. Commander Rodger Winn shares intelligence freely across commands; in the Tenth Fleet, the need to know is far more rigid, leaving many in the dark.

Yet the Americans, led by Admiral Ernest King, are bold in ULTRA’s use, determined to leverage it as a weapon. They know it’s a tightrope. Using ULTRA means risking exposure; if the Germans catch on, they’ll alter Enigma’s codes, as they did by changing keys every few hours. Still, King supports aggressive tactics, ignoring the Admiralty’s incessant warnings.86 Knowles knows they are more aggressive in the use of ULTRA intelligence than the British and get more mileage from it, but the British had so much more to lose. He explains, “It is fair to say that the British were more clever in its use, we more daring.”

One victory speaks volumes: the sinking of U-118, one of Germany’s critical Milchkuh subs. On June 9, 1943, U-118 goes down, and with her, the German U-boats lose a key link in their lifeline. These Milchkühe are indispensable, refueling combat subs at sea to keep pressure on Allied shipping. But thanks to ULTRA, Knowles can predict German movements with eerie accuracy. He sends hunter-killer groups—naval task forces built around an escort carrier, flanked by destroyer escorts—to hunt down U-boats and cut off their vital supply vessels, starving the wolves of their sustenance.

The bold use of ULTRA intelligence fuels a broader strategy against German wolfpacks, like Trutz, a deadly fleet of seven U-boats waiting to attack Allied convoys. The Americans, combining ULTRA and Signals Intelligence (SIGINT), anticipate Trutz’s tactics and unravel the pack before it strikes. Despite setbacks—including espionage within Convoy UGS 10 and surprise attacks from subs like U-572—the Tenth Fleet dismantles the operation. Trutz fragments, marking a blow to Großadmiral Dönitz’s carefully orchestrated wolfpack strategy.

Throughout, Knowles’s Secret Room transforms into a tactical nerve center. His analysts track enemy movements and predict trends, and their estimates become “Bible truth” for field commanders navigating the Atlantic. This trust between intelligence and operations turns knowledge into action, ensuring a rapid response to any German maneuver. With ULTRA as their guide, Knowles and his team align analysis with frontline tactics, leading to swift, decisive victories.

The close cooperation of Knowles’s Atlantic Section and the Special Activities Branch of Naval Intelligence paid many dividends, but none more valuable than the answer to why German torpedoes were recently proving more deadly than ever.

German Naval Headquarters—June 1943

On the eve of yet another tremendous breakthrough for the Allies, Großadmiral Karl Dönitz faces mounting losses that underscore a dramatic shift in fortunes for Germany’s once-dominant submarine fleet. The pressure exerted by Allied forces during “Black May” marks a turning point in the Battle of the Atlantic, with U-boat losses hitting their highest level in a single month.87 Forty-one U-boats are destroyed—nearly triple the losses of any previous month and more than the total lost in all of 1941. The staggering toll shatters German morale and forces strategic recalibrations within their naval command.

By June, Dönitz is forced to confront his “most difficult decision of the whole war.”88 The Atlantic map sprawls before him, a chart of losses as well as gains, with every mark across its expanse a grim reminder of the peril facing his U-boat crews. He leans forward, feeling the weight of his options. Should he pull his boats from the Atlantic or let them continue, knowing the enemy’s advantage? He writes about debating “whether to withdraw the boats from all areas and call off the U-boat war, or to let them continue operations in some suitably modified form, regardless of the enemy’s superiority.”

Germany stands at a precipice. On every front, the Reich is pushed back. The Army fights fiercely in one defensive battle after another, and the bombers over Germany are a reminder of the enemy’s reach. Dönitz imagines the impact on Germany’s war position if he abandons the U-boat campaign. Can they afford to stop now, when the convoys are being tied up, forced into cautious formations? In his own records he struggles to justify “calling upon our submarines to continue the unequal struggle.”

Dönitz’s mind flashes back to the meeting with Hitler at the Berghof on May 31, a week earlier, where he’d hoped to find an ally in realism. The losses—forty-one U-boats in May alone—were a stark sign that the enemy’s technology, their air patrols, their carriers with convoys, had turned the Atlantic into a gauntlet. “The situation is becoming critical,” Dönitz had said, attempting to impress upon Hitler the crisis they were facing. But Hitler dismissed any notion of retreat. “There can be no talk of a let-up in the U-boat war. The Atlantic is my first line of defense in the west,” he had insisted.

The weeks that follow blur into a series of sleepless nights and grueling deliberations. Dönitz begins to map out alternative strategies. A proposal forms in his mind: request resources and personnel on a scale he knows is impossible, hoping it will reveal to Hitler that the campaign can’t be sustained. On June 15, he returns to the Berghof with this new strategy, pressing his case one last time. But Hitler, resolute as ever, slams down the request with a resounding “No, no, no! A cessation of submarine warfare is out of the question!”

Hitler’s words reverberate in Dönitz’s mind as he considers his final course. In his heart, he knows the price of this choice. He will ask his submariners to continue the fight, though he knows that for many, it is a death sentence. “No option but to fight on,” he concludes bitterly. “Our U-boat arm cannot stand aside while other services and civilians bear the full weight of the enemy onslaught.”

He is, after all, an admiral. Head of the German Navy under Hitler’s control. He must do what is asked, what he has trained his crews for, even if it is a “real sacrifice.” That word, “Opfersane,” lingers, an admission he shares with no one. To continue is to ask them to endure not just battle but the terrifying odds, the loneliness of the hunt, knowing that their survival is only a hope against the escalating Allied advantage.

For Dönitz, hope clings to the edge of possibility in the promise of new technology. Germany’s arsenal of Wunderwaffen—the “wonder weapons”—grows in scope and ingenuity, each design poised to reclaim the Atlantic. The Zaunkönig, a cunning acoustic torpedo, can hunt its prey by sound alone, a response to the Allies’ convoys. Dönitz envisions something greater—his fleet striking land from beneath the waves. The Steinhoff brothers’ submerged rocket tests at Peenemünde had shown promise, but Navy officials dismissed the Army’s design89 and insisted on their own trials. A year later, their tests failed. The project was buried.

In 1942, Dornberger had argued the Army’s version was ready, its potential immediate. Now, with war shifting, Dönitz reconsiders. If revived, their potential could be decisive.

Then there is the Schnorchel, a Dutch innovation long set aside, dismissed when fresh air intake had seemed enough in 1940. Yet now, with the Allies’ air dominance forcing U-boats beneath the surface, the Schnorchel could be a quiet savior. This simple pipe system might give a periscoping submarine the ability to run its diesels underwater, offering an unprecedented range without surfacing. Tests resume at once. If successful, they could be the final stroke in realizing his latest ambition: the Type XXI and XXIII submarines. Sleek and lethal, these vessels will use the Schnorchel to reach their full potential, becoming the very force Dönitz hopes will reclaim Germany’s dominance over the Atlantic.

Detroit, Michigan—June 1943

Special Agent Jack Bugas slumps back in his beat-up car, a tin can among the glittering, chrome-laden machines at Willow Run. He’s parked outside the massive B-24 factory, set to meet Henry Ford, the son of his good friend Edsel.90 Jack had begun visiting Willow Run more often after Edsel’s death, keeping the promise he made to watch over things. Brushing shoulders with pilots like Charles Lindbergh and Gill Robb Wilson becomes part of his normal routine. Lindbergh’s fame needs no introduction, yet here he is, tucked away from the public eye,91 along with Gill—both known for their aviation insights and dedication to intelligence work for the Army Air Forces. A respected journalist with a talent for writing, Wilson’s global travels often serve a dual purpose: capturing stories and gathering intelligence. Each man moves in his own orbit of secrets, and Jack senses there’s more to their presence than he’s been told. And when it comes to secrets, Jack has his own. He glances at the latest file on Grace Buchanan-Dineen. The Countess, they call her. And this time, he’s genuinely dumbfounded.

The report crackles in his hands as he flips through it,92 stopping on phrases so blunt they feel like a splash of cold water. Obscene. Unnatural. God knows what’s actually on the film footage waiting for him later. Jack sighs, scratching his head. “Just what am I supposed to make of you, Grace?”

It’s been more than a year since she entered his world, moving through it like some strange apparition—one minute teaching catechism, the next slinking off to meet yet another “contact.” But now, the pace she’s keeping borders on surreal. This woman, a veritable social chameleon, juggles relationships with astonishing finesse, while holding on to her fiancé, Nelson Butler, whom she still claims is the love of her life. Between her afternoon rendezvous, she heads to church. She even lectures on poise. There was the matter of Walter Abt—his93 threat to sabotage a pipeline had set off alarms. Bugas flooded the region with undercover agents, dozens of them, ready to intercept Abt before he could act. But after watching Grace’s apartment closely, Bugas concluded Abt had either been spooked or thrown off by the weather. He’d hinted at future plans, but for months, nothing materialized. Bugas knows the days of this spy ring are coming to a close. With Bert Hoffman set to leave the country on Merchant Marine duty, and too many other variables posing risks, it’s time to make arrests.

Jack would figure out the “real” Grace when the arrests came.

Looking up from his file, he spots Henry striding across the lot. The young man had honored his father’s wishes and stepped into company management soon after leaving the Navy. Jack had considered an offer, first extended by Edsel, then by Henry himself, to come work for them. Maybe one of these days, he’ll take them up on it. For now, there is Grace.

“Rough day at the office, Jack?” Henry laughs.

“You wouldn’t believe this case if I could tell you about it,” Jack replies.

Atlantic Ocean—July 13, 1943

Though it looks like nearly every other place in the Atlantic, the escort carrier USS Core94 prowls this particular patch of ocean at the behest of Kenneth Knowles. Guided here by the Atlantic Section of the Tenth Fleet, their mission is as specific as it is critical: intercept and eliminate U-487, a supply U-boat, lurking northwest of Cape Verde.95

The crew aboard U-487 is blissfully unaware. Distracted for the moment by a wayward bale of cotton they discovered in the open ocean, the boat’s commanding officer, Helmut Metz, casually watches as his crew struggle to pull the novelty onto the U-boat’s deck. The war feels distant—until a Wildcat Avenger team from Core suddenly roars overhead and descends like a hawk. The U-boat’s anti-aircraft gunners react quickly,96 striking the attacking Wildcat and sending it plummeting into the sea. But this small victory for U-487 is fleeting. Lieutenant Commander Charles W. Brewer, leading a formation of three planes, wastes no more time. Bombs rain down and rip through the water, and U-487 disappears in a fiery explosion.

The sea is left littered with wreckage, oil, and survivors. Thirty-three men are pulled aboard Core. The chief torpedo mate recently assigned to U-487 from the Torpedoinspectorate at Kiel raises immediate interest. He holds technical secrets that could unearth a crucial wartime threat.

By the time he arrives at Fort Hunt, the secretive POW interrogation center outside Washington, DC, this chief petty officer is flagged for special treatment. At Fort Hunt, known within the Navy as OP-16-Z, only those with knowledge of crucial military technology or tactics are kept for intensive questioning by experts. Allied intelligence already suspects that Germany has developed a new, game-changing weapon: a “wonder torpedo.” This officer may be the one to confirm it.

His interrogator, Jack Alberti, a civilian cleared to wear a Naval uniform,97 sits across from him,98 aware that the prize lies in the German’s knowledge of the Zaunkönig, an acoustic torpedo capable of reshaping the balance of the Atlantic conflict. Alberti begins cautiously, coaxing, but the defiant prisoner offers little more than minimal information.

Switching tactics, Alberti leans back, adopting a casual, almost dismissive tone. “Well,” he says, feigning indifference, “we’re not concerned if you keep silent. There’s not much left that we don’t know about the Waffe. Besides, you’re aware that Dönitz has no chance of turning the tide in the Atlantic anyway.” The chief torpedo mate stiffens, his calm cracking, and he blurts out, “We have something that will sink every one of your cursed destroyers!” Alberti seizes the moment and mentions the Zaunkönig by name. At this, the German’s face goes pale. Mocked into revealing the full capabilities of the acoustic torpedo, he eagerly describes its effectiveness, its mechanics, and more, determined to prove that it’s a devastating Wunderwaffe.

The intelligence he provides is promptly relayed to the Tenth Fleet’s ASWORG, where scientists interrogate him further. Under their guidance, he sketches out the torpedo’s design from memory, exposing its lethal acoustic guidance system in full detail.

This invaluable intelligence reaches the NDRC, sparking an urgent project to develop a countermeasure. The outcome is “Foxer” gear—two noisemakers towed behind ships that confuse the Zaunkönig’s sensors. They are produced and put into production by that September. These countermeasures, though rudimentary, prove effective, blunting the short-lived advantages of Germany’s newest weapon.

Thanks to the precise coordination between Intelligence and the Tenth Fleet, and the nerve of interrogators like Alberti, the Allies not only neutralize U-487 but also defuse the Zaunkönig’s threat. In a report, a lead engineer praises the swift response:99 “One of the great achievements of scientists in the war lay in the anticipation of enemy moves and the devising of countermeasures against them.”

Dayton, Ohio—July 1943

Joe Desch’s heart swells with pride as he and his wife, Dorothy, look out over the day’s festivities. The stirring strains of the Patterson Field Band fill the air as WAVES, officers, and men of the US Navy pass in review.100 This is no ordinary parade; it’s the awarding of the Purple Heart to Carl Robert Klein, a radio technician second class attached to the naval staff at NCR in Dayton.

Joe watches as hundreds of WAVES, the backbone of NCR for the past several months, march down the flag-lined streets, whistling “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad.” Crowds gather, and members of the local press jockey for good positions. Amid the patriotic spectacle, a group of brilliant minds watch from the shade near the parade formation. Joe marvels at the presence of pioneering cryptographers William and Elizebeth Friedman, the team from MIT—John Howard, a leading engineer, along with mathematicians Bob Ely and J. J. Eachus—and even Edward “Jumbo” Travis, the head of British GC&CS, and Alan Turing, the genius codebreaker from Bletchley Park. They mingle like old friends here, celebrating not just Klein but the unsung heroes of Building 26.

Klein and the other Purple Heart recipients, no longer able to serve overseas due to shell shock, now serve as guards at NCR. Though they are seen as the ragtag rejects, the unfit, and the damaged, they maintain a strict vigil over one of America’s most secret projects—the American Bombe program. These reluctant heroes, stuck at home, continue to fight in their own way, safeguarding the nation’s vital intelligence efforts. Joe feels a deep pride in recognizing these men. Yet, part of him still mourns for his unit, all killed in action in the Pacific. He wishes they were the ones being celebrated on this beautiful July day in Dayton.

Still, Joe feels a sense of accomplishment in celebrating something else, a fact known to only a select few: the successful creation of the American Bombe. There have been many ups and downs since May, when the prototypes “Adam” and “Eve” had their first hit, but just a week earlier the latest prototypes—“Cain” and “Abel”—emerged, more stable and promising. Thirteen more Bombes had been assembled since then.

This ceremony, with its unspoken alternate purpose, is the only way Joe and his team can celebrate their victory. It’s not a complete victory, though, since none of the new machines fully meet the design requirements. All of them are snowflakes, each with a myriad of unique issues. Some suffer from false stops, and some don’t stop at all. Both Desch and Howard feel “completely mystified” at times.101 The Bombes need to work reliably by month’s end, or they risk a complete reset of the program. Millions of dollars, countless hours, and immense sacrifice hang in the balance. As Joe mingles with the crowd, a spark of an idea begins to take shape—something that, if successful, may truly warrant the celebration unfolding today.

The following morning, Joe rushes into the office, arriving before everyone else, as usual. Settling into his workspace, he begins to chase his theory. Joe’s practical instincts lead him to an overlooked cause: the rotor faces are uneven, causing the sensitive brushes to bounce. As the team arrives, they join him in reworking the wheels according to his new specifications.102 Each Bombe contains sixty-four double-sided Enigma wheel commutators. They all have 104 contact points requiring perfect alignment with copper and silver sensing brushes—a feat that is particularly challenging for the fastest wheels. Then, a new problem soon emerges.103 Microscopic copper slivers from the sanding process get wedged between the rotor contacts, shorting out valid stops. Joe knows this means a complete overhaul of their maintenance routines, but this is something that can be fixed, and the project can be saved. His design remains fundamentally sound.

Joe steps back and surveys his work. A smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. Although he won’t say it out loud, he’s proud to have overcome the great Turing’s dissenting opinions about his approach.104

The Tenth Fleet, Washington, DC—July 1943

Convoy routing troubles continue to plague Kenneth Knowles. Sleepless nights find him pacing the living room of his Arlington, Virginia, home, burdened by the plight of convoys he personally routes through U-boat-infested waters. As the head of the Atlantic Division of the Anti-submarine Warfare Unit, the burden is his alone to bear—a Top Secret he cannot share, not even with his deeply concerned wife who lies in bed, listening to him pace.

Since the inception of the Tenth Fleet in May,105 Knowles had been involved in intelligence operations for the invasion of Sicily, and ensuring the safe passage of Task Force 65’s troop convoys. He is not alone in his struggle to stay one step ahead of Axis forces.

Vice Admiral Henry Kent Hewitt, Commander Naval Forces Northwest African Waters, had written to the director of Naval Intelligence (DNI) complaining that he had no Italian-speaking officers assigned to his staff to help him plan the upcoming invasion of Sicily. Could the DNI provide him with Italian-speaking officers, preferably with a knowledge of Sicily and Sicilian dialects?

The DNI turned to Captain Roscoe MacFall, whose team, led by Commander Rad Haffenden, had been collecting information on Sicily for some time via Operation Underworld. This collection program was a joint effort between Sections B-3 (Investigations) and B-7 (Counterintelligence/Collections). In response to the DNI’s request, a meeting is set up in New York, where a commander from the Office of Naval Intelligence liaises with Rad Haffenden. A team of four volunteers is put together under the leadership of Lieutenant Tony Marzulo. Selected on short notice, they rush to Washington for further briefings and assignments.

In Washington, the B-7 team spends the better part of two days reviewing reports and undergoing general indoctrination with Knowles and other leaders in ONI. Their intelligence gathering over the past several months, thanks to Haffenden’s ambitions, has them combing over maps, grasping the Sicilian geography, and learning details only locals could provide. Alfieri marvels at the copious amounts of “information such as the operation of the fishing fleet and the information obtained about the type of informants who operated in various countries, knowledge of their dialects and language, techniques, and numerous other things. Information that would be very beneficial.” Part of his mission is to gain access to Italian Naval Headquarters and seek out any information pertaining to Axis codes or plans.

Sicily—July 1943

A vast Allied armada of 2,500 ships106 and landing craft surges toward the southeastern tip of Sicily. On board are 181,000 men from two great armies—Lieutenant General George S. Patton’s US Seventh Army and General Sir Bernard Montgomery’s British and Canadian Eighth Army. Clattering ashore with the first waves of assault troops are Lieutenant Marzulo and his volunteers,107 Lieutenant Paul Alfieri, Lieutenant Joachim Titolo, and Ensign James Murray, armed with intelligence gathered from New York’s notorious crime bosses through Operation Underworld. Marzulo and his team split up to achieve their separate mission objectives.

Naval and airborne bombardments illuminate the night sky over the coastal towns as the invasion begins. Herbert White, an Associated Press war photographer, describes it vividly: “Boy! Our American warships were crackerjacks—they knocked out every pillbox ashore! The infantry landing craft started for the beach at about 2:45 a.m. and our Navy poured it on each pillbox that tried to get tough.” Enemy bombers retaliate with flares and bombs in the darkness, but they miss their targets. Many of the Italian defenders abandon their positions, running up through town and into the inland “drab light-brown” hills.108 Amid the chaos and confusion, agents Alfieri and Titolo, and Marzulo and Murray, run ahead from their respective beaches and into villages that are “indistinguishable at a distance from the rest of the country.”

Marzulo, a seasoned officer with a steely gaze, runs with Murray into the village of Gela. He shouts in the local dialect, urging the locals to come out of their hiding spots, that the Americans are here, and that they are not going to shoot! Alfieri and Titolo’s plan mimics this effort in Licata, where frightened civilians hide in shelters amid pockets of resistance. Both teams successfully convince a few brave Sicilians to emerge and talk to them. They soon find that “ ‘Mafia’ and ‘Lucky Luciano’ are passwords . . . Those words were magic. People smiled and after that everything was easy.” The information the locals provide helps the team gain “an insight into the customs and mores of these people.”

Marzulo and Murray, upon entering the town of Gela, find that a group of Italians has fortified the cathedral in the town square. An explosion from back on the beach shatters almost every piece of glass in town—the Gela pier, which has been lined with demolition charges, has been blown up by the Italian defenders. Marzulo redoubles his effort to learn from the people of Gela where the enemy have laid minefields.

In Licata, Titolo seeks out the Sicilian fishing fleet leaders and finds them all extremely cooperative. “The fishing boat captains were instructed to report certain information which had high intelligence qualities.” These fishermen, once smugglers and informants for the Mafia, point out where the Germans have placed booby traps in the harbor, and the location of the safest sea passages.

Before daylight breaks and the next wave arrives, the four officers use their local connections to mark many of the minefields. Their actions save hundreds of lives as tens of thousands of Allied troops arrive on the beaches in the first hours of the invasion. Out at sea, the fleet is locked in a desperate fight against German bombers. Italian garrisons in the area mount sporadic resistance, and as the day progresses, Italian armored units supported by artillery begin arriving at Gela. Tanks and infantry clash as Italian reinforcements arrive from the northern road leading into Gela and the inland hillside.

Alfieri understands that time is of the essence, and they must turn their attention to “one of the most crucial tasks.” His team needs “to locate individuals deported from the United States to Sicily.” Leveraging his keen instincts and fluency in Italian, Alfieri is given the name of a local Sicilian mafioso, and once again, at the mention of Luciano, the man becomes eager to help.

Alfieri enlists the mafioso’s assistance in locating the Italian Navy Headquarters. Turns out, Sicily’s worst-kept secret is its exact location. Outside, German guards don’t stand a chance. Gunfire cracks the night; the sentries drop. The Mafia encircles the house, sealing it off. Inside, Alfieri wastes no time.

He learned from the best during his days with Operation Underworld—safecracking from Willis George, lockpicking from Felix Sacco—but his hands shake. He imagines Italian officers scattering, calling for reinforcements. No time for finesse, he rigs TNT to the hinges, twisting a fuse for “zero”—a death wish in a rush.

The blast swallows the room. Ears ringing, lungs burning, he stumbles forward. The safe is ruined. The documents inside? Intact. He gathers the papers, his heart still hammering, and lets his Mafia escorts guide him back to the beach.

When the two Italian American lieutenants from F-section of New York City’s ONI meet between Gela and Licata, they embrace, thrilled to see each other alive after each enduring a long day of combat. Alfieri routes the papers to Rear Admiral Richard L. Connolly aboard his flagship, USS Biscayne. The documents give precise details of the entire German and Italian defense network on the island, right down to the radio codes. And there is a bonus, because among the plans are documents showing the disposition of the Italian and German naval forces in the whole southern European war zone. There are detailed plans of minefields and the safe routes through them.

Connolly spreads the word, and US Navy and British warships are diverted to avoid destruction. The two officers—Commander Haffenden’s finest—are heroes. Their exploits have their origins in Luciano’s New York City connections, ultimately saving the lives of hundreds, maybe even thousands, in Sicily.

The Tenth Fleet, Washington, DC—July 1943

As July nears its end,109 Knowles turns his attention to the escalating pressures from Operation Bolero, a massive logistical effort to prepare for the Allied invasion of Europe. Commanding his Phantom Fleet, Knowles ensures the secure transport of troops and supplies to Britain aboard iconic ships like the Cunard Queens—Mary, Elizabeth, Mauretania, Aquitania—as well as the Pasteur and the Empress of Scotland. These risky voyages are vital, carrying thirty thousand troops each and moving without escort due to their high speed.

Under the control of the Tenth Fleet, all troop convoys and transports are strategically routed and monitored. Knowles assigns additional watch officers to track U-boat movements and safeguard the passage of these critical convoys. This level of detailed oversight was unimaginable before the establishment of the Tenth Fleet and advancements in decoding German communications.

However, Knowles remains haunted by the persistent threat posed by the Milchkühe—German U-boat supply submarines. Despite ongoing successes since May, these formidable adversaries continue to menace Allied operations. Knowles’s focus on the high seas and far-flung lands might have come at a price, though. Even under withering fire the Germans are still able to send boats surprisingly close to America’s Eastern shore.

Aboard U-230—July 1943

The German crew of U-230 is at their wit’s end. The relentless bombardment of depth charges has frayed their nerves, leaving them on edge. Day and night, for seven harrowing days, the pursuers above have hounded U-230 without mercy. The German crew, who had departed from Brest with orders to carry out a top secret mine-laying mission along the American East Coast at the end of July, had every reason to believe their success would be nothing short of a miracle. And now, survival itself feels like the only miracle left.

In those perilous days, others were not so fortunate. “Black May” had turned the Atlantic into a graveyard for German submarines, leaving Admiral Karl Dönitz’s U-boat arm in dire straits as June brought no respite. And although he kept any emotions well hidden behind his stoic façade, Dönitz had also received word that his son,110 Lieutenant Peter Dönitz, was killed on May 19, 1943, as a watch officer on the doomed U-954.111

The Germans are still absolutely unaware that their communications are being intercepted, and both Captain Rodger Winn at the British OIC and Commander Knowles in the Tenth Fleet are tracking their every move. In fact, they are so confident that their codes cannot be broken by the Allies that they do not even question the matter. Meanwhile, the disruptions caused by the loss of the Milchkühe, as revealed in Enigma intercepts, show the Allies the value of liquidating the U-tankers. Consequently,112 Admiral King and Knowles press to use Enigma information against the supply subs. The British fears of losing ULTRA are allayed because using aircraft to spot submarines covers their reliance on cryptanalytic intelligence. Enigma solutions now enable the escort carriers to carry the war to the enemy. For the first time, the Allies attack U-boats not just defensively, as in fighting off wolfpacks, or fortuitously, as when a plane spots a submarine, but actively—aggressively—seeking out subs and striking them. Enigma decrypts transform the Allied naval forces from a shield into a sword.

At the tip of that sword is “FIDO.”113 The acoustic homing torpedo tested earlier that year with Eagle 56’s assistance, revolutionizes aerial attacks against U-boats. The weapon is used by pairs of aircraft, where one plane forces the U-boat to dive, while the other drops FIDO to home in on the submerged vessel.

Improving collaboration between the Tenth and Atlantic fleets orchestrates dramatic victories for the Allies.

In early July, U-514 and U-232 are ruthlessly torn apart.114 The very next day, U-435 meets a watery grave in the same fashion. July 12 sees the destruction of U-506 and U-409, followed by the British bombing of U-607. All these boats succumb in the treacherous Bay of Biscay, perilously close to U-230’s route.

U-230 advances steadily toward its top secret target. On average, it covers about 160 miles daily, though constant harassment from above varies its progress. Distress signals from other U-boats never cease, each one a somber reality of the fate that could befall them at any time. They receive word from U-509, heavily damaged by aircraft and desperately seeking parts. Alas, no more news comes from the crew, as U-509 vanishes without a trace.

The stream of armed forces communiqués brings further unsettling news. Allied landings on Sicily are swift and decisive, while German fronts in Russia continue to crumble. Germany itself is aflame, its cities bombed into ashes by Allied air raids. The Luftwaffe, weakened and neglected, cannot stem the tide. The U-boat force, once a symbol of German might, now faces a similar fate. Yet their loyalty to Germany remains unshaken. After losing more than forty U-boats in May,115 Dönitz orders flotilla commanders to hold a secret ballot among the crews. From the highest officers to the lowest ranks, every man casts his vote—fight on or give up. The response is decisive. Overwhelming support for the struggle leaves Dönitz with only one course of action: keep sending his men to sea.

Anticipating heavy US air surveillance, U-230 dives to 110 meters and plots their course. The crew rests in silence, preparing for what lies ahead. At nightfall, they surface. The navigator, Prager, takes celestial readings to confirm their position, and as he adjusts his sextant, the executive officer, Herbert Werner jokes,116 “Make sure you get a good fix, so we don’t find ourselves caught in the locks of the Panama Canal.”

“What would you say, exec, if I brought you into Lake Ontario?” replies Prager, and the men on watch have a good laugh that relieves tension. Prager adds, “Don’t laugh, boys, we’re on perfect course.”

Unexpectedly, a shadow appears on the horizon—a merchant ship. U-230 avoids detection and does not attack. Their important mission must come first.

That night, more disturbing news arrives: a coup in Italy, Benito Mussolini arrested, Pietro Badoglio in power. Though it seems implausible, the broadcast comes from a German station, lending credence to the report.

A few days later, a vague glow creeps over the horizon—the lights of Norfolk, Virginia. Minutes later, the lookout shouts “AMERICA DEAD AHEAD!” They have reached their destination. Time: 2325. Date: July 27, 1943. As the thin line of the coast emerges from the horizon, Navigator Prager’s voice drifts up from the darkness of the control room: “boat is four miles east of Cape Charles.”

The commanding officer, Kapitänleutnant Paul Siegmann, responds, “Exec, have the eggs ready for the drop.”

“Right, sir,” Werner adds, “Do you wish them served sunny-side up?”

Everyone on the bridge laughs loudly. They are giddy as they approach Fisherman Island unmolested. One of the men imitates an Indian war cry, and they picture themselves as painted Indians attacking from a war canoe. Siegmann orders the four front tubes flooded and the doors opened. U-230 proceeds at high speed, leaving Fisherman Island to starboard. Their depth finder sounds out the bottom, and Prager takes constant bearings. Their presence remains a secret. When they reach the throat of Chesapeake Bay with Cape Charles to their north and Cape Henry to their south, Siegmann turns the bow of his boat into the shallow waters. Surprisingly, not a single enemy vessel is there to stop them as the lights of Norfolk become clearly visible to port. The American sailors must be at a big party that night, for they are surely not at sea. As they pass the Naval base, the silhouette of the illuminated city rises sharply against the dark sky—no efforts have been made to enforce blackout conditions. Land rises all around them as they penetrate deeper into the bay.

A surprise encounter with several cargo ships that night forces them to retreat from the bay and costs a day’s delay, but the following night, after the last rays of sun are extinguished, the boat surfaces and races back into Chesapeake Bay, making yet another undetected approach in America’s front yard. On July 29, at 0210, Siegmann reckons they have proceeded far enough into the bay. Swinging his boat on the opposite course, he heads back toward the flickering lights of Norfolk. As U-230 steadies on its course, the officer lowers himself into the darkened hall to activate and release the mines. Five minutes later, the boat, not needing to surface, drops the first egg from its tube. Three minutes later, egg number two follows, then number three—and the first tube is empty. As the mines are discharged in regular intervals the tubes are speedily reloaded. Fresh mines,117 each measuring 11.2 feet long with a diameter of 21 inches, and carrying a significant explosive charge of about 2,200 pounds, are lifted from their racks by trolleys and chains and cautiously moved into place. The hot bow room steams with the sweat of half-naked bodies and resounds with the clanking of chains. They motor along, undetected within the borders of the state of Virginia, performing their special mission. The drop goes smoothly, lasting one hour and fifty minutes.

After it’s all over, an officer hurries to the bridge and reports, “Twenty-four eggs dropped into Uncle Sam’s front yard.”

Replies Siegmann, “Since Easter is a long way off, let’s not wait till the egg-rolling starts. Both engines full ahead, steer course nine-oh.” The boat gains momentum, scurrying along at seventeen knots, past Norfolk, past Fisherman Island, and out toward a new morning sky.

The implications of their mission are enormous. They deliver twenty-four mines into Chesapeake Bay, less than a hundred miles from Kenneth Knowles’s Submarine Tracking Room. The American shore, believed to be safe from such direct threats, remains within the reach of German engineering and determination.

On July 30, U-230 receives three consecutive distress signals, all giving the same position in the Bay of Biscay as the place of attack. The Second Watch Officer, visibly shocked, hands Siegmann the messages:118


ATTACKED. BOMBS. SINKING AT 46N 10W. U-504 ATTACKED BY AIRCRAFT. SINKING 46N 10W. U-461 AIRCRAFT. BOMBS. SINKING 46N 10W. U-462.



Knowing that all three victims were large, unmaneuverable U-tankers, the U-230 crew could easily picture the uneven fight. Unable to respond quickly or to support one another, they had probably lost the fight before they stopped waving flags. Not only had three Milchkühe died, but their destruction drastically reduces U-230’s chances of being refueled at sea.

These losses at first mystify U-boat Command until a Spanish steamer ship returns119 from the vicinity of the Azores stating that she had observed a large aircraft carrier in the region. This is enough to convince the Germans the increased losses are due to enemy planes, as they are still in denial that their codes could possibly be broken. Thus, the rendezvous points move westward farther from the convoy route, but by July’s end, the toll is heavy:120 thirty-eight U-boats for only forty-six Allied ships sunk. Aircraft are the predominant killers, and German high command ceases announcing U-boat successes, acknowledging a grim reality: the tide has irrevocably turned.

More distressing news arrives over the shortwave radio aboard U-230. Hamburg had been repeatedly bombed.121 The report says the heaviest attack came during the previous night, when half of the city had gone up in flames. Siegmann’s face turns dead white at the news. Every man aboard knows that his whole family lives in Hamburg—his wife, his children, and also his parents. Word comes that 41,000 people had died and more than 600,000 are left homeless. By August 1, having put some 400 miles between them and the Chesapeake coast, they risk sending a report to Admiral U-boats: SPECIAL MISSION COMPLETED. REQUEST NEW ORDERS. LOW ON FUEL AT 27N 68W. That night, new orders redirect them south through the Caribbean.

Three hours after their transmission,122 two four-engine aircraft drop down from the sky in an attempt to attack them. The men cannot believe how this is possible. How were they found without any warning by their radar detection systems? They crash-dive and evade the bombers in confusion. How is it that the American East Coast is nearly void of Allied coverage and defense, allowing the boat to slip into an unguarded bay to deliver mines, while out here, four hundred miles into the middle of the Atlantic, the boat is once again at risk? That day they dive four more times, and it is obvious that their radiogram has sparked a massive US air hunt. After dark, they receive orders to continue south through the Caribbean to waters east of the Windward Islands; there they will refuel from U-459, one of their U-tankers.

Two hours later, U-230 deciphers a personal message from Headquarters: U-230. SIEGMANN. FAMILY SAFE. ALL WELL IN THE COUNTRY. DÖNITZ. This signal does more for the captain and the crew than a decoration for the mining mission. They continue their march to the south with caution. The crash-dives are routine, and so are the bombs. Then, on August 3, they receive a message from Headquarters that shakes the crew to its core:


ALL U-BOATS. ATTENTION.123 ALL U-BOATS. SHUT OFF METOX AT ONCE. ENEMY IS CAPABLE OF INTERCEPTING. KEEP RADIO SILENCE UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE.



The Germans believe that their high-frequency radar warning receiver is how enemy planes are locating the U-boats. The executive officer, Werner, is furious. He records his thoughts in his diary. “This warning reached U-230 in time, but it came too late for some 100 boats that had been sunk before the discovery. We were suddenly aware that in our very effort to survive, we had used a device that revealed our position just as clearly as a lighted Christmas tree. For weeks and months, we had been sending out invitations to our own funeral. The knowledge was maddening, and it made our survival all the more incredible.” Despite their desperate need to refuel and resupply, U-230 “turn[s] off the Metox with a sigh of relief and continue[s] south.”124 The situation grows steadily more perilous as the days pass and their fuel supply dwindles.

German Naval Headquarters—July 1943

Großadmiral Dönitz faces a dire reality: the Allies are finding his U-tankers, and refueling is untenable. Many U-boats still at sea are in desperate need, unable to make it home. The U-boatmen watching the fuel gauges at sea are very aware of this, and Dönitz puts even more pressure on the Milchkühe to make it through the Bay of Biscay to rescue their brethren.125

U-117, a Type XB minelayer and a sister ship of the U-118, has already taken its crew of fifty-odd sailors on three resupply cruises. It sets off for a fourth cruise on July 22, 1943, sailing from Bordeaux, France, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Hans-Werner Neumann. It is dispatched to carry out mine laying off the coast of New York. However, its orders are changed on July 27, and it is instructed to head to the west of the Azores to refuel combat boats, instead.126 U-117 is one of five supply submarines that Dönitz sends to sea in the last third of July. Three of these are sunk while crossing the Bay of Biscay before the end of the month; a fourth is destroyed west of the Faroes. This puts additional pressure on the U-117, as the last refueler, to meet and replenish combat submarines that otherwise might not be able to return home. This also makes it one of the Allies’ biggest targets.

Bay of Biscay—August 1, 1943

Just past midnight, a nondescript German auxiliary vessel drifts quietly in the Bay of Biscay. Crew members, clad inconspicuously in civilian attire adorned with “Deutsche Wehrmacht” armbands, mark the start of their nightly routine. It’s the witching hour between 0000 and 0200, the customary window for their daily task. With practiced efficiency, they ready themselves to dispatch the day’s first weather report. Little do they know, this single weather report will determine the fate of one of Dönitz’s prized Milchkühe.

In the cramped radio room, the operator sits before the deceptively innocuous Enigma machine, a cryptographic device pivotal to their mission. In addition to the Enigma, the crew also uses a cipher system designed to safeguard their weather observations, minimizing the peril of interception by enemy forces. Spread open at the operator’s station is the Short Weather Cipher—a small booklet, its pink pages imprinted with water-soluble ink and filled with look-up tables for swift weather data conversion into coded letters.

Methodically, the operator translates the ship’s weather observations into prescribed cipher letters and appends to the coded report their vessel’s distinctive two-letter identifier. He diligently selects and aligns the Enigma’s rotors as per the encryption manual, each permutation adding layers of cryptographic complexity. Pluggable wires crisscrossing the panel on the front of the machine, known as “steckers,” further obscure the transmission, ensuring each encoded message becomes an enigma in itself.127

The message takes shape, and starts with the usual: “WEATHER FORECAST BISCAY . . .” in German, rendered as “WETTERVORHERSAGEXBISKAYA . . .” with spaces replaced by the letter X. The Enigma clanks and clatters with the depression of each key pushed. A few additional characters are appended to the beginning and end of the message for heightened security, a standard precaution against interception. The Enigma machine generates an encrypted output that starts with: “QFZWRWIVTYRESXBFOGKUHQBAISEZ . . .”

In the hush of the radio room, the operator transmits the encrypted message in Morse code, broadcasting in the blind on their designated frequencies—a swift, precise transmission lasting no more than twenty seconds. Unbeknownst to them, Allied intercept stations eagerly await these nightly signals—each Morse pulse carries vital clues.

At a German naval outpost in occupied France, another operator with an Enigma machine stands ready. He listens to the message and re-types “QFZWRWIVTYRESXBFOGKUHQBAISEZ . . .” into his Enigma machine, causing the plaintext of “WETTERVORHERSAGEXBISKAYA . . .” to come out the other side. This exact unencryption of the message is only possible when the receiver uses the exact same wheels, in the exact same order, in the exact same starting positions, and with the exact same stecker settings as the sender. As the intended recipient, he has a book with these settings. Armed with his Enigma machine and the latest Short Weather Cipher book, he unencrypts and decodes the incoming message, then appends a time stamp before teletyping the deciphered weather data to naval command.

It’s a ritual of secrecy, a dance of encryption and decryption played out nightly in the shadows of war-torn Europe. Though intended for German ears alone, the radio waves carry farther than intended.

Amagansett, Long Island, New York—August 1, 1943

At the Amagansett Naval Radio Station,128 Chief Radioman Harry McDonald turns up for his usual watch. Around him, guards patrol the facility’s darkened perimeter. Inside the outpost, a cadre of radio operators sit poised at their stations, headphones clamped tightly to their ears. This is an ordinary night—yet this 24/7 operation is crucial to the Allied war effort. The operators never know whether the next intercept might be the one that helps win the war.

Amid the crackling static, the operators strain to catch any hint of incoming signals. Then, like a beacon in the darkness, the unmistakable “dit-dit-dah-dit-dah” of a transmission breaks through the static. This is no ordinary signal—it is the telltale sound of a weather boat transmission, a crucial piece of communication that, if missed, could leave OP-20-G and the whole of the American SIGINT operation in the dark. After a while, the form, timing, and nature of recurrent signals have become familiar to the Allied monitors, allowing them to identify a transmission as “likely a German weather report” without actually breaking the German code. Using an intricate method called “fingerprinting,” which distinguished the touch on the Morse key of one operator from another, they can even establish the identity of a given vessel.

Over the course of fifteen to twenty seconds, the message bleats out of the airwaves, and in the dark of night, an operator recompiles it into letters: “QFZWRWIVTYRESXBFOGKUHQBAISEZ . . .” It looks like perfect gibberish to an untrained eye.

As the intercept team transcribes the transmission, the direction finders, part of a network of “D/F Net” stations along the East Coast, also spring into action. Using advanced equipment and the latest antenna technology, they calculate a compass bearing to the source of the transmission. From Bermuda to Hartant Point, Kingston to Georgetown, Allied stations intercept and triangulate the signal’s origin. Individually, they cannot determine the source of the transmission, but as the data converges at the US Naval Operating Base in Bermuda,129 the Huff-Duff specialists collate the information and plot the multiple bearings with oft-practiced precision. They point to a source somewhere in the Bay of Biscay.

The Huff-Duff system, now perfected, scans the horizon with unmatched speed, confounding German U-Boat commanders who continue to believe unintended emissions from their high-frequency radar warning receiver, Metox,130 are the root of their problem. Once again, they underestimate Allied detection capabilities.

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—August 1, 1943

The Enigma’s complexity, particularly the naval four-rotor model, theoretically renders decryption impossible—Allied cryptanalysts face a cryptovariable space131 of 107,458,687,327,250,619,360,000 possible settings daily. Yet, through a blend of insider knowledge, ingenious deduction, and careful exploitation of German operational mistakes, OP-20-G tackles the challenge head-on.

Cryptanalysts at OP-20-G on Nebraska Avenue in Washington, DC, refine their approach, methodically aligning encrypted messages132 with hypothesized plaintexts to exploit vulnerabilities in the Enigma’s operation. The Crib Group works to define potential plaintext snippets that could serve as effective “menus” to run the Bombes.

In the predawn hours, the original weather boat message arrives from Amagansett, and several other stations simultaneously. Supplied with the enciphered string of letters, “QFZWRWIVTYRESXBFOGKUHQBAISEZ . . . ,” crippies test it against the suspected plaintext “WETTERVORHERSAGEXBISKAYA . . . .” They are leveraging a German operational weakness—sending the same text repeatedly in different messages, which gives clues to the nature of the encryption algorithm. The crippies diagram relationships between the changing letter pairs, and eliminate improbable matches. Based on previously captured German Enigma hardware, they can also rule out mechanically impossible combinations. They distill a series of letter pairs, transform them into numerical values, and dispatch them to the production floor where Bombes await.

Enter the Bombes—mechanical marvels fed by OP-20-G’s cryptanalysts with carefully crafted settings. Guided by painstakingly curated “menus,” these machines look for unique combinations of wheels, starting positions, and stecker settings that can meet all the number pairs in the menu entered into the sixteen sets of dials across the top of each machine. It’s a process fraught with calculated guesswork, bridging the gap between encrypted gibberish and coherent plaintext. The menus and pared-down wheel lists are swiftly dispatched via a secured and encrypted landline to NCR, where Joe Desch’s Bombes will contribute the crucial breakthroughs and supply the final piece of the puzzle.

***

THE TEAM UPSTAIRS IN Building 26 at NCML’s headquarters in Dayton, led by Louise Pearsall133 and predominantly composed of women, execute their assignments with precision. Each Bombe, smelling of hot electronics and gear oil, simultaneously tests eight potential rotor configurations, a monumental task that spans numerous twenty-minute runs, or requires multiple machines running in parallel to exhaustively explore all 336 permutations. It sometimes takes Louise’s group hundreds of Bombe runs to get a successful hit.

***

HUNDREDS OF MILES FROM the closest Axis port, attack boat U-66 desperately needs fuel to return home after completing its mission.134 U-66, a veteran boat that had completed nine patrols in areas ranging from Cape Hatteras to the Mediterranean, had landed a saboteur on the northwest African coast, and had earned each of her two commanders the Iron Cross. On their latest cruise, they had been at sea for an exhausting three months, during which they had sunk two American tankers.

***

NOT LONG AFTER MIDNIGHT, within an hour of the weather report transmission from the Bay of Biscay, U-boat Command prepares the day’s orders at their Berlin headquarters. Before their transmission to the fleet, an officer at an Enigma machine enciphers each message. Plugging in the steckers, installing the four correct wheels in the right order, and setting their respective starting positions derived from the month’s codebook, he transforms the straightforward messages into strings of seemingly random characters. This garbled text looks much like the earlier weather report but with its own distinct header. There are many transmissions out to the U-boats today, but two of them are intended for Neumann in U-117 and Markworth in U-66.135


NEUMANN HEAD FOR NAV SQ 6755. ON 3 AUGUST AT 20.00 HOURS SUPPLY IN SQUARE 6755 OF LARGE SQUARE CD. “MARKWORTH” FROM NEUMANN FOR ECONOMICAL RETURN TRANSIT TO “BERGEN.” AFTER COMPLETION WITH “MARKWORTH,” “NEUMANN” REPORT “YES” WAIT IN THE AREA.



Meaning, Markworth, who commands a smallish Type IXB U-boat, which can carry up to 165 tons of fuel, needs to meet with U-117, a big Type XB boat that can carry 368 tons of fuel.136 The messages are transmitted over the air multiple times when U-boats are expected to be on the surface to receive them.

***

BACK AT THE HUFF-DUFF Station G in Amagansett, operators respond to a teletyped alert from one of the sister listening stations. Another Enigma message is on the airwaves. The watch officers switch their receivers to the new frequency and begin transcribing the message, recognizing the signature of an Enigma-encrypted dispatch. As they double-check their work, the Huff-Duff operators simultaneously work to find bearings to the source of this new transmission. This particular transmission emanates from the ComSubs transmitter in France.137 Within moments, the operators ascertain both the origin and essence of the communication, still shrouded in cipher—akin to having someone’s mailed letter and knowing the post office it came from, yet being unable to understand its contents. The crew at Amagansett package the Direction Finding data and intercepted message results together, and forward them to OP-20-G in DC.

On any given day, these reports arrive in DC from Operational Intelligence Centers across the Atlantic. Taken together, a master plot emerges—a comprehensive snapshot of enemy movements and messages that will be disseminated to fleet commanders within hours. Watch officers, under the guidance of Knowles, scrutinize each detail, assessing the urgency of each fix and intercepted message.

Dayton, Ohio—August 1, 1943138

Louise Pearsall’s responsibilities had evolved dramatically since her arrival at NCR. She had transitioned from manually testing Enigma key settings to troubleshooting the Bombe prototypes themselves—and now, she operates the production Bombes when menus arrive from Washington. She and her small team of three other girls are among the select few WAVES who understand the significance of their work in the grand scheme. The minority in the group, for sure, but they are in special work. To their team, “everybody was important, even from the little girl who didn’t know anything, who was operating a machine. This was a big, big deal, and everybody was important in it, and nobody looked down on anybody else.” They are working with the top guy, the brilliant Lieutenant Howard, from MIT and a group of accomplished mathematicians and engineers, including Joe Desch, Bob Mumma, and three other male officers from DC, all under the intense scrutiny and pressure of Ralph Meader. They tackle the myriad challenges that arise in the early days of mass production, striving to perfect the early Bombes. Thankfully, in the sweltering Ohio summer, the windowless building has air-conditioning.139

The production Bombes fill the hallways and stairwells of NCR’s Building 26, with large power cables snaking throughout the building. The Nebraska Avenue complex in Washington, where the Bombes are supposed to be housed, is still under construction and not yet ready. So, for now, the machines clutter the halls, stairwell landings, and the foyer of Building 26 in Dayton. Keeping the Bombes in Dayton also keeps them close to Desch and his engineers,140 who are readily available to work out the many kinks that crop up daily.

Louise and her team work to follow the menu orders sent from the Crib group in Washington, by mounting the proper wheels and setting the sixteen pairs of dials141 to the correct positions on all the Bombes. Generally speaking, menus for more urgent messages, or those more likely to lead to a solution of the day’s keys, are assigned to most of the machines at once. Once the machines are started, the operators hover over their charges as they whir and click for the next twenty minutes, fingers crossed, silently willing the machines to avoid any breakdowns.

Suddenly, one of the Bombes comes to a stop and reverses its motion. Lights flash, a bell rings, and a probable key setting prints out at one end of the machine. It’s a “hit,” indicating that the menu combination entered into the machine might be the day’s Enigma key settings. Louise immediately hands off the results to another WAVE, who tests the hit on the M-9 machine,142 a functional copy of the Enigma also manufactured by Joe Desch’s team at NCR. Each key press advances the M-9’s four rotating wheels a notch. Louise watches with excitement as it produces coherent German text letter by letter. This morning, the plaintext from the weather forecast transmission appears. “WETTERVORHERSAGEXBISKAYA” pops out of the M-9. The settings for the day have been found, and the team has struck gold! With jubilation, Louise reports the discovery, then swiftly transmits the results back to the Decryption Group in Washington for additional processing.

Washington, DC—August 1, 1943

Janice Benario stands in awe, captivated by even the small glimpse she is allowed of the top secret operation here in Washington, DC. She is sworn to absolute secrecy,143 with the threat of imprisonment or worse, should she ever divulge what she sees. At the recently christened Naval Communications Annex, formerly the Nebraska Avenue Complex,144 construction is still underway. The federal government had formally acquired the land just one month prior for $1.1 million. The complex, perched on one of the highest points in Washington, DC, is clearly understaffed. Janice suspects that is why she and the other WAVES had been selected to visit, aside from additional security screenings and evaluations they had undergone over the past few days.

After graduating from Goucher in May, Janice attended the WAVES school at Mount Holyoke in Massachusetts. For four weeks as a seaman and then four weeks as a midshipman, she underwent a wartime crash course filled with lectures on naval history, ships, airplanes, and naval protocols. All these courses aimed to transform the civilian volunteers into trained naval officers as quickly as possible. Following their exams in the coming weeks, Janice will join her fellow candidates as an ensign and be sent to Washington in General Communications, cleared to handle top secret information. For now, they can only wonder what lies behind the locked doors that require intricate codes and special ID badges for entry.

In reality, the heart and soul of the American ULTRA operation takes place in that very room. There, actionable intelligence is gleaned by OP-20-G(I) Atlantic Section (2A). Although the buildings are not yet ready to receive the Bombes, information is received from the Bombe group in Dayton’s Building 26 and processed there.

After the day’s settings are divined by the Dayton group, messages are deciphered and typed out using M-9 machines. Now on paper in coded German, the messages first go to the translators, who are familiar with the format, key words, and typical content of German messages, such as weather and position reports. They translate the messages into English and hand the results to typists who make copies. The senior watch officer then reviews and studies the messages, often consulting research staff for further insights. After they are forwarded to the analysis team, the human codebreakers in OP-20-GY do their best to replace coded bigrams in the messages with names of commanders, naval grid locations, time, or any other information that might be helpful to the intelligence officers who make decisions on tactical actions. The messages are subsequently passed to the junior watch officer and staff, like Janice, who maintains a large wall map of the Atlantic Ocean, the United States, and Europe. Similar to the map Knowles keeps in the secret room at Main Navy, this map is also adorned with pins representing known submarines and convoys, and constantly updated based on the latest position reports.

Each morning, around 7:30 on the midwatch, one of the WAVES, like Janice, prepares an envelope containing all the messages, translations, neutral shipping reports, and a submarine U-boat report, marked with big letters “TOP SECRET ULTRA.” Only four WAVES, including Janice, are permitted to handle these fully decoded and analyzed messages. An armed officer messenger appears every morning at the Naval Communications Annex. He places the envelope in his locked bag and drives downtown to the main Navy Department. There, the envelope is immediately delivered to Commander Knowles at the American Submarine Tracking Room.

Secret Room, Washington, DC—August 1, 1943

A bit later, after the armed messenger had already brought the overnight messages, the US Navy’s codebreaking unit on Nebraska Avenue in Washington, DC, teletypes another solved intercept to Commander Knowles in F-21, at 8:40 p.m. Eastern War Time, August 1, 1943:


BEGINNING 1 AUGUST,145 1600B IN ((PROBABLY CE = 39.45 N–33.18 w)) TROTHA ((306)) AND NEUMANN ((117)) WILL STAND BY FOR REFUELLING FOR ECONOMICAL RETURN. AFTER COMPLETION TROTHA SEND AFFIRM SHORT SIGNAL. NEUMANN STAND BY IN SQ 60 WEST OF ABOVE-NAMED SQUARE ((CD = 38.50 N–37.20 W)) . . .



The message is about thirty-six hours old, which is the time it has taken for the Enigma transmission146 to make it through the whole intercept-decryption-translation-decoding-analysis operation.147 Yet another message coordinating the U-boat rendezvous trickles through OP-20-G’s codebreaking team, fifteen minutes later. Sent ten hours after the first message, it instructed the U-66’s captain, Kapitänleutnant Friedrich Markworth, to meet with Neumann’s U-117 approximately two days from when the transmission was sent.


1135/1/176. 56.148 1 AUGUST 1943 BEGINNING 3 AUGUST AT 2000B MARKWORTH((66)) WILL PROVISION FROM NEUMANN((117)) IN SQ 6755 (PROBABLY CD 6755 = 37.57 N–38.30 W)) OF THE LARGE SQ WEST OF ____ ((PROBABLY CE = 34.48 W TO 42.54 N–24.42 W TO 35.30 W)) ((FOR)) ECONOMICAL RETURN TO BERGEN.((AFTER EXECUTION MARKWORTH REPORT AFFIRMATIVE, NEUMANN WAIT IN THAT AREA.

TOI 1006 Z. 10310 KCS 1320/1



***

COMMANDER KNOWLES ARRIVES149 AT Main Navy just before 7 a.m., his mind already buzzing with the tasks ahead. The first rays of dawn do little to lighten the heavy weight of responsibility he carries. Methodically, he prepares the board for the nine o’clock meeting with the rest of the Tenth Fleet and selected high-ranking Navy personnel.

Before the meeting, Knowles dives into the ULTRA intelligence gathered and summarized overnight. His colleagues, commanders of various naval ships, often dub him “clairvoyant,” or as an “intelligence wizard of the U-boat war” for his uncanny ability to predict which information is crucial. With sharp focus, he analyzes the positions of convoys and U-boats, ensuring both are systematically tracked. He is also looking for trends, and connecting SIGINT with human intelligence from sources like Alberti’s POW interrogation reports150 that can help him better assess the current situation. Among the notes is the intercepted message from BdU instructing U-117 and U-66 to rendezvous for refueling. He recognizes, thanks to the energetic overnight work of OP-20-G, that he has received this particular message before the rendezvous has actually occurred. This is actionable tactical information!

By nine o’clock, Knowles is ready. The daily situation conference is about to begin,151 a “Hollywoodish affair in front of the huge map” depicting the entire Battle152 of the Atlantic. As Admiral Low seats himself in the center chair of the first row and nods to Knowles, the conference kicks off in an informal yet brisk and disciplined manner.

Knowles steps forward, the weight of the past night’s intelligence heavy on his mind. He reviews the events, enumerating the crucial factors and summing up the situation in a concise intelligence estimate “to the brass and sundry assembled in the Plot Room to watch Knowles reading his crystal ball.”

The map before them is a dynamic battlefield, where convoys’ progress is ingeniously indicated by elastic bands, arrows showing their direction, moved every eight hours. U-boats are marked with pins—some presumed positions, others definitively located, a few identified, and those marked as kills. The whole disposition of their own forces is laid out, with several WAVES continuously busy making updates as new fixes on U-boats are obtained.

The situation changes virtually by the minute, making this the Navy Department’s busiest plot. Questions are asked, answers given, and sometimes decisions are made right then and there. The conference, usually over in ten to fifteen minutes, sets the tone for the day.

Knowles is acutely aware of every convoy’s departure, their routes, and the potential dangers they might face from U-boat concentrations lying in ambush. Today is no different. Following his briefing, he prepares a crucial message for transmission to the Fleet via the Fox Schedule, a dependable very low frequency (VLF) one-way link to American ships around the globe. Messages are sent via the VLF Fox method in a secret daily bulletin giving estimated positions and directions of advance to units at sea that could use it. The potential U-boat coordinates are also included in the U-boat report for August 2. Not giving the source of the intelligence, the report states:153 “Several [U-boats] area 3800 [north] 3830 [west].”

USS CARD, Atlantic Ocean—August 1, 1943

Operators in Main Radio Central aboard USS Card sit at their typewriters, or “mills,” and type out the Fox Schedule messages that come over their headsets in encrypted Morse code. Radio Central is normally manned by three men, two operators and a watch supervisor who “guard the Fox.” This is the unending process of listening so no pertinent messages are missed. As ships generally operate under radio silence, no acknowledgment is expected when a ship receives a message addressed to her. A missed message could result in a ship’s failure to participate in a major action, so the operators must stay on top of their game. Messages addressed to the ship are turned over to the communications officer, who deciphers them in the code room on the “crypto” machine and then passes them on to the captain.

Today, USS Card, as part of the US Navy’s Combat Task Group 21.14, a convoy support group also consisting of three old destroyers, is the intended recipient of one of the messages on the stream of data. The U-boat situation reports tell Card’s commander, Captain Arnold J. “Buster” Isbell, where to look for subs to sink. He knows that if a sub is refueling, they could be caught at a particularly vulnerable moment—moving slowly on the surface, joined by a fuel hose—and that one of them, the large Milchkuh submarine, would be a particularly valuable target. He sets a course toward the reported U-boat concentration while his planes scout ahead and to the sides.

***

LATE IN THE AFTERNOON of August 3, USS Card is approximately 150 miles from the submarine rendezvous area that the cryptologists and Commander Knowles had so carefully determined. Two of the pilots, Reserve Lieutenant (jg) Richard L. Cormier, flying a Grumman TBF-1 Avenger torpedo-bomber, and his wingman, Reserve Ensign Arne S. Paulson, in a Grumman F4F-4 Wildcat fighter, are making a routine submarine search. They are flying southwest at five thousand feet in clear skies when Cormier, using his binoculars, spots a grayish-white submarine off to port about eleven miles away. The submarine is fully surfaced and cruising so slowly that no bow wave or trailing wake is noticeable. It is the U-66, with several crewman standing in the conning tower.

***

IN THE SWELTERING SUMMER of 1943, the crew of U-66154 had endured nearly fourteen weeks of dogged pursuit in the Americas, claiming two kills off the East Coast. Now, more than halfway home, they skim along the Atlantic’s sun-dazzled surface, 457 miles west-southwest of the Azores. The men believe the worst of their mission is over, blissfully unaware that the Tenth Fleet has been tracking them since their radio transmission to Berlin three days earlier.

Suddenly, out of the setting sun, two American fighters from USS Card appear like wraiths. The first plane sweeps in and attempts to drop depth charges, but the weapons cling stubbornly to the wings and fail to release. The pilot’s low pass only serves as a warning to wake up the U-boat’s anti-aircraft gunners. The second plane makes its own run, this time met by inaccurate but determined anti-aircraft fire from the U-boat crew. The planes’ strafing, however, hits two of the U-boat crew. Hilfsgefreiter Heinz Nitsch, leaning on the bridge rail with a cigarette still smoldering between his fingers, takes a hit—both thighs are shot through by explosive ammunition. Second Watch Officer, Oberleutnant zur See Kurt Schütze, is killed instantly when a two-centimeter round pierces his chest.

Panic spreads through the conning tower, and someone rings the diving alarm. But Kapitänleutnant Markworth, demonstrating why he had won the Knight’s Cross, climbs up the ladder, cancels the dive order, and holds his men to their guns. U-66 begins evasive maneuvers, turning the rudder hard over.

The planes circle back. Again, the U-boat’s gunners unleash another barrage—wild and desperate. Undeterred, one of the American pilots maneuvers his torpedo-bomber low over the water and closes in on the U-boat, while his wingman executes another precise attack, firing at the figures visible on the conning tower. His shots hit several Germans.

Among the chaos, anti-aircraft gunner Matrosengefreiter Erich Lorenz fights bravely, his determination unwavering despite his wounds. On the fifth approach, as splashes from the attacking aircraft’s machine guns trace through the water and across the U-boat’s deck, Lorenz squeezes the trigger one last time before slumping over the weapon, his heroic stand at its end. The onslaught reaches its peak with the sixth approach. Rounds from the fighter-bomber’s .50-caliber guns whistle by, crashing against the German steel and striking Markworth. A severe blow to his back temporarily incapacitates him.

Out of bombs, the aircraft retreat, but the damage is done. First Watch Officer gives the order “Alarm Dive!” With no time for rescue, casualties are left on the surface except for their commander, Markworth, who is brought inside the embattled U-boat. The interval between each deadly approach has been a mere thirty to sixty seconds—a very efficient attack.

As U-66 dives, water seeps into the control room and diesel room. The crew works swiftly, sealing ballast and fuel tanks that are leaking. The boat stabilizes at fifty meters—safe for a few moments at least.

In the eerie quiet of the deep, the crew takes stock of their situation. Despite close calls and a depth charge explosion directly underneath them, U-66 sustains no major structural damage. However, the human toll is devastating: two dead, their first watch officer and six other men wounded, their captain suffering from a bullet in his abdomen. The fierce attack leaves a heavy mark on the crew—but they live to see another day.

But U-66 cannot simply return home. They still have not met U-117 for replenishment as ordered. The boat limps eastward toward home but with not enough fuel to finish the journey and only two days’ worth of provisions. The next day, after midnight, U-66 cautiously surfaces once more—the crew weary but alert. Though the sea claimed Lorenz, Schütze’s body remains on the lower machine-gun stand. In dim light, the radio operator begins transmitting a message.


21.30 HOURS, TWO FIGHTERS ATTACKED FROM OUT OF THE SUN WITH BOMBS AND ON-BOARD ARMAMENT. HEAVY PERSONNEL CASUALTIES. KOMMANDANT WITH A BULLET LODGED IN THE ABDOMEN. CLEAR TO DIVE WITH RESTRICTIONS. REQUEST TO PUT HEAVILY WOUNDED FÄHNRICH ZUR SEE ‘PFAFF’ ASHORE IN THE AZORES. POSITION NAVAL SQUARE CD 8298.



The message is signed simply, “Markworth.” Belowdecks, the crew tend to their wounded. The commander lies on a makeshift stretcher, grimacing in pain but issuing orders with steely determination. The bullet in his abdomen is a cruel reminder of the attack—a constant, throbbing pain that he bears stoically. Beside him, Fähnrich zur See Pfaff is in critical condition, his wounds even more severe. The crew press on, their faces set with grim resolve. The inexperienced first officer is temporarily in charge.

Three hours later, U-boat command sends a reply to both U-66 and U-117, informing them of a new, yet still-nearby rendezvous position and noting that U-117 has a doctor aboard. They also advise “Caution” and promise more details to come. Shortly afterward, the two dead—Schütze, and Maschinengefreiter Heinz Nitsch, who passed from his wounds during the night—are surrendered to the sea. U-66 proceeds, hoping to meet U-117 soon.

***

BACK IN KNOWLES’S SECRET room in the Main Navy building, data regarding the Germans’ transmission filter in from their various sources. Although the transmissions are intercepted, Allied cryptanalysts cannot read these messages as promptly as the others. However, the D/F Net and traffic analysis teams can still do their work. Based on the context and clues they have, the markers for U-66 and U-117 are moved along the giant wall map in Knowles’s Secret Room. The Tenth Fleet’s ULTRA-based knowledge of the rendezvous attempts is significant. On July 30, USS Card had been ordered to stand by within one hundred miles of 38°50'N, 37°20'W. This was a circle within which the August 1 rendezvous was to have been affected. Therefore, Knowles determines it is still worthwhile to keep Card in the vicinity, and he tells Buster Isbell to keep his Task Group on station.

***

EARLY ON AUGUST 6, U-66 signals command that she has not been able to find U-117 at the scheduled time, and yet another rendezvous is ordered. Then, shortly before noon, U-117 and U-66 finally meet. As a safety precaution, they wait until after dark for the combat submarine to take aboard some provisions and Oberleutnant Paul Frerks from U-117 as backup commander and first watch officer. They also take on a physician to treat Markworth. But, unable to refuel at night, the pair of subs wait for morning for the delicate fueling operation. At daylight, U-66 begins to take on oil.

***

AT JUST ABOUT THE same time, 6:49 a.m. on Saturday, August 7, Card155 launches a sortie comprised of the same pair that had originally attacked the U-66, an Avenger torpedo-bomber and a Wildcat fighter. An hour into the patrol, engine trouble forces the Wildcat to return to the carrier. The Avenger, piloted by reserve Lieutenant (jg) Asbury H. Sallenger, continues searching.

“There!” he points out to the gunner, positioned in the center of the three-man cockpit. The gunner squints, trying to make out the shape in the distance. It looks like one big ship at first, but then it becomes clear. Two submarines, fully surfaced, lying close together or proceeding slowly, with no wake showing. The refueling is still in progress. “Man your turret,” Sallenger instructs. “Check my switches, including the electrical arming switches.”

The gunner quickly climbs back into the turret and checks the bombing setup. “All ready, Lieutenant,” he confirms. Sallenger decides to use the sun to his advantage and maneuvers his plane to come out of its blinding light, hoping to surprise the enemy. Sallenger radios USS Card, eighty-two miles away, and maneuvers to attack. “This is it,” Sallenger says, his voice steady. “Stand by with the camera.”

Below, on U-117, panic erupts as Sallenger sees the U-boatmen spot the incoming threat too late. Their initial pass is nearly perfect, and their depth charges hit the water extremely close to the sub. After they sink to their trigger depths just below the submarine, two massive explosions erupt from the water: one aft and the other just forward of the conning tower on the starboard side. A large flame shoots out of the stern of the sub, and dense smoke starts pouring out. The gunner, now in his turret, sees about twenty men on the deck and conning tower, one of them jumping down the conning tower hatch. Concentrating his fire around the machine guns on the conning tower, he strafes the vulnerable and unprepared submarine. Sallenger, circling sharply to the left and gaining altitude, watches plumes of smoke erupt from the submarine, trailing in its wake.

He quickly radios a preliminary contact report to his ship. After checking his instruments, he follows up with another radio call, giving the bearing and distance. The damaged sub maneuvers erratically, its steering apparatus seemingly out of control. The second sub, the smaller of the two, follows closely, apparently trying to help. About ten minutes later, the second sub submerges, leaving the damaged one to fend for itself on the surface. Sallenger seizes the opportunity for another run. Under more heavy fire from the damaged sub, he drops a FIDO torpedo on the submerged sub. The gunner, taking advantage of another excellent chance to strafe, sees the sub smoking badly. The anti-aircraft barrage is heavy, so Sallenger maneuvers his plane around into the sun.

From six thousand feet, Sallenger calls to USS Card, reporting their position. He holds high, circling patiently, eyes scanning the water below. The sub they bombed trails a dark slick through the sea, still belching smoke, and seemingly unable to submerge. Minutes later, reinforcements arrive, two TBF-1 Avengers and two F4F-4 Wildcats join the scene. The Wildcats waste no time. They dive hard, riddling the single remaining sub with gunfire as the Avengers sweep in. Their depth charges plunge into the sea, erupting in towering columns of water that swallow the boat from view.

When the spray settles, the submarine is still there—barely. It pitches oddly, as if the stern won’t go under. The Wildcats loop back and rake it again with bullets, merciless and precise.

Sallenger circles the area, ensuring the success of the mission. Moments later, the Avengers drop their FIDO torpedoes, one on either side and ahead of the faint swirl left by the sub. Several minutes later, there is another disturbance on the water to starboard and ahead of the last observed position of the U-boat. Sallenger ensures that all actions are documented, with the radioman taking pictures and the turret gunner continuing to strafe.

Suddenly, shock waves ripple across the surface, signaling the end for U-117. A patch of oil spreads across the waves, marking the submarine’s final resting place. The Avenger crews circle above, observing the aftermath.

As the Avenger aircraft is recalled back to USS Card, the crew of U-66, still submerged and listening intently, hear the distant echoes of the battle’s conclusion. For them, survival means slipping away from the Allied assault, while U-117 meets its tragic end.

***

REPORTS OF THE ENGAGEMENT do not reach U-Boat Command for several more days. Finally, with U-117 presumed lost, plans for refueling and operational strategies are revised. The loss of another Milchkuh means critical adjustments to the U-boat operations in the Atlantic.156

Dönitz notes in his war diary that supplies are still available for U-boats short of fuel returning from their operational area. The next day, this has to be amended: there are “no more reserve tankers left; only the most essential supply operations can be carried out, and then only on the outward passage.” Refueling U-boats on the outward passage means they can still return to base immediately if the rendezvous fails, although this inevitably reduces long-range U-boat operations. The next day, Dönitz orders his commanders at sea not to “report too much bad news, so as not to depress the other boats; every radio message goes the rounds of the crew in every boat. If necessary, report matters which ratings do not need to know by officer’s cipher.” A further order requires U-boats to make aircraft carriers their primary targets.

The critical supply situation forces U-Boat Command into complicated maneuvers: some combat submarines have to give fuel to other boats, then return home using fuel as sparingly as possible. U-66 barely makes it back. The loss of the tankers forces Dönitz to end operations in the mid-Atlantic earlier than planned. Between June and August, American carrier planes, aided by ULTRA, sink five Milchkühe and reserve tankers.

The U-117 was a tiny floating speck, ingeniously designed and camouflaged to blend into the fifty million square miles of ocean. But thanks to the tireless efforts of the many stations and individuals involved, the Milchkuh threat is coming to an end, and Dönitz has absolutely no idea how it’s happening.

From the vigilant radio operators and Huff-Duff scanners in Amagansett, who listened for and pinpointed suspected U-boat transmissions, to Engstrom’s cryptologists who crafted the cribs and menus, to Desch’s Bombes in Dayton, expertly run by Louise Pearsall and her team of WAVES, each link in the chain was vital. Once the Bombes confirmed a hit on the daily keys, linguists swiftly translated and deciphered the messages, and sent their findings to F-21. With this crucial intelligence in hand, Knowles’s intuitive grasp turned it into actionable insight. Their coordinated actions and unyielding pursuit crippled the U-boat supply network, leaving the once-feared Milchkühe as little more than sitting ducks in the vast Atlantic. As Dönitz struggles to piece together the mysterious losses, the Allies’ combined efforts are driving the nail into the coffin of Germany’s submarine warfare strategy.

***

READING THE GERMANS’ TRANSMISSION a few days after the attack, Commander Knowles is pleased to summarize the events in his “Submarine Situation Report” on August 20:157


7 AUGUST BROUGHT A BLANKET ORDER TO ALL SUBS IN OPERATIONAL AREAS (DAKAR TO LAGOS AND SOUTH AMERICA) TO BEGIN THEIR RETURN AT SUCH A TIME AS WOULD ENABLE THEM TO REACH PORT WITHOUT REFUELING. ON 14 AUGUST, AFTER REPEATED ORDERS TO A TANKER* TO REPORT WENT UNANSWERED, TWO MORE COMBAT U-BOATS WERE ORDERED TO SACRIFICE THEIR CRUISES AND FRUGALLY FUEL OTHER U-BOATS WITH ENOUGH TO MAKE PORT. NOW, SINCE NO TANKERS ARE AVAILABLE AT SEA, A MASS RETURN OF SUBS FROM PATROL AREAS HAS BEGUN.



Emboldened by American successes, the British withdraw all their reservations about using Enigma intelligence in these operations. Rodger Winn, who had “the feel of the British, naturally, of protecting ULTRA at all costs,” sends Knowles a personal message on their own circuit that reads,158 “Too true to be good” because of the “daring operation.” Winn later indicates that he believes that the Americans “really saved the game by this aggressive operation as against their very cautious one, because they utilized ULTRA to the utmost.”

Peenemünde, Germany—August 17, 1943

Outside in her nightgown, little Monika Steinhoff stares wide-eyed159 at the sky above Peenemünde, where trails of light paint the heavens in hues of eerie red and green. At three years old, she thinks of Christmas trees, the strange colors dancing like decorations above her head. But the August air rains down something far less festive.

Just hours before, Ernst had kissed their foreheads and tucked his children into bed, their eyes heavy with trust as they drifted into sleep. It was a routine he’d performed every day, though lately, it had carried a quiet unease. Air-raid sirens had pulled them briefly from slumber that evening, but the radio’s assurances soothed them—the bombers were bound for Berlin, far from Peenemünde. They returned to bed, relieved but familiar with this unsettling rhythm.

Half an hour later, the sirens wail again. This time, the news is dire: the planes have changed course and are heading straight for Peenemünde. Panic ensues as the nine Steinhoff family members scramble to gather essentials and evacuate. The once-cheerful neighborhood, recently doused with black paint as a kind of camouflage, looks alien and foreboding in the flickering light.

In the confusion, little Monika finds herself alone, transfixed by the sky. The “Christmas trees”—flares dropped by British pathfinder planes to mark targets—illuminate the night. She watches, oblivious to the danger, as massive explosions rock the ground.

In a nearby shelter, the rest of the Steinhoff family huddles together. Ernst, who had been next door trading old sailplane stories with Wernher von Braun and renowned test pilot Hanna Reitsch, counts his family members in the shelter. His eldest son, Hans, realizes he’s run to the shelter barefoot, unsure how he avoided injury in the rush.160

The air fills with the drone of hundreds of Allied bombers—nearly six hundred aircraft from RAF Bomber Command. The night sky becomes a terrifying canvas of searchlights, anti-aircraft fire, and the merciless rain of bombs. The ground shakes with each impact, and the acrid smell of explosives permeates the air.

Bursting from the shelter after the raid, they find Monika unharmed, but all around her, scenes of utter devastation. Fires rage unchecked, consuming entire blocks. Their neighborhood transformed to a moonscape of craters and rubble. People stumble through the chaos, desperately searching for loved ones or attempting to salvage belongings from burning buildings.

The toll is staggering.161 Hundreds of bodies are collected and stacked “like sacks of flour” on waiting trucks. The official count later reveals 815 casualties, including 600 foreign laborers. The raid dropped 10,000 half-ton bombs and countless incendiaries, leaving much of Peenemünde in ruins.

Decisions come swiftly in the aftermath. The von Brauns, Steinhoffs, and other top scientists will relocate.162 The Housing Project, once home to the German scientists’ families, empties as its residents are dispersed across the northern part of the island. Facilities shift underground, to a vast new complex hewn into the Kohnstein mountain near Nordhausen. The Mittelwerk facility is born.

Days later, a somber procession buries the dead, but the attack’s repercussions have only just begun. On August 28, a convoy of prisoners arrives at the Kohnstein ridge from Buchenwald, the first of many to endure brutal labor as they carve out the new subterranean production site. This air raid achieved its purpose. The physical blow is devastating, but it’s the psychological toll that strikes deepest in the children, the shaken engineers, and the laborers whose bodies will be buried in this work. The Allies have left their mark on Peenemünde, and the myth of its invulnerability is shattered.

Detroit, Michigan—August 23, 1943

At 6 a.m. on August 23, FBI agents, led by Senior Agent Jack Bugas, execute synchronized raids across Detroit, snaring five suspected spies. A sixth is caught boarding a freighter in New York. Together, they form a strange cast—a countess, a fashionable doctor, a social worker, a sailor.163 Bugas dubs it “a bizarre plot,” and it’s not hard to see why. Pressed for details, he remarks cryptically, “It will sound like storybook reading; it is so fantastic.” A leak allows United Press to flash the story on August 24, but authorities persuade managing editors to halt the presses,164 costing nearly $20,000 in losses. The hush echoes the secrecy shrouding the previous year’s Pastorius trial.

When the FBI finally lifts the veil, the press wastes no time in crafting portraits more sensational than fiction. The Detroit Free Press reports:


Charged with collecting information on U.S. war plans and plants: Countess Grace (pronounced “Grahss,” she insists) Buchanan-Dineen, Canadian-born, 34, world-traveler. Somewhere in Europe, she picked up a hyphenated name and a title. Dripping with real and fake jewelry, the lively, stylish Countess became a fixture in Detroit’s elite circles as a lecturer and hostess. She serves sherry with a touch of a British accent. In her apartment kitchen, the FBI finds a bottle of invisible ink; in her desk, a black-and-green notebook listing 200 “influential” Americans. For two years, the Countess has danced a dangerous double game—running this spy ring with one hand while tipping off the FBI with the other.



The colorful article continues:


Dr. Fred William Thomas, obstetrician, 44, sullen-eyed, and lethargic—except when extolling Hitler’s New Order—provided the Countess with prescriptions for the ingredients of invisible ink, says the FBI. Thomas, who spent a year in Hamburg on an exchange program, denies all charges.

Mrs. Theresa “Teri” Wassertauer Behrens, social worker and International Center Y.W.C.A. secretary, is known in Detroit as “that nice social worker.” Unremarkable and non-threatening, Mrs. Behrens embodies the type of seemingly colorless character that spy-thriller readers eye with suspicion. Upon arrest, she refuses food and her health has declined substantially. Amongst those involved, her actions to aid the Axis are perhaps the most dangerous.

Bertram Stuart Hoffman, 27, an ex-earmuff salesman and former U.S. sailor, is tall and gangly, none too bright. Joining the U.S. Merchant Marine last March, he reported convoy movements back to his Detroit contacts using a basic cable code.

Others are equally dubious figures. Countess Marianna von Moltke, 46, with her poesy and soft pro-Nazi doctrines, is said to be the wife of a Wayne University professor and reputedly a descendant of Bismarck’s famed strategist, Field Marshal Count von Moltke. Mrs. Emma “Mamma” Leonhardt, the motherly boarding house keeper, rounds out the group, running cozy German “coffee klatches” for them all. Her name, the FBI notes, was scrawled on one of the Long Island saboteur’s notes.



Grace, stunned, feels the sting of betrayal. She thought her cooperation with the FBI would keep her free. It almost does. While her associates languish in jail cells, she remains under protective custody in a hotel. Gone are the days of Grace’s open-door apartment and her false safety, replaced now by the confines of protective surveillance.

Manteo, North Carolina—August 31, 1943

As the last rays of sunlight cast long shadows over the tarmac, the flag at Coastal Patrol Base No. 16165 begins its slow descent. A solemn mood settles over the men and women gathered around the flagpole. For eighteen months, the Stars and Stripes fluttered proudly over this base, marking the patriotic efforts of the Civil Air Patrol. But tonight, the flag’s retreat signals the end of an era.

Alpheus Drinkwater,166 whose hands once telegraphed the news of the Wright Brothers’ first flight at Kitty Hawk, stands among the crowd. His presence shows how far aviation has come—from the dunes of Kitty Hawk to these small planes now ranging miles out to sea for America’s defense. The weight of history presses on them, though it’s not just the past they feel. It’s the immense, bittersweet pride in what they’ve done and what is slipping away. The lowering of the flag is more than a ritual; it’s a farewell.

As the ceremony ends, the emotions linger. Laughter returns slowly as the night brings a parting banquet and the base transforms into a hub of camaraderie for one final time. The sound of lively conversation and music mingles with the melancholy of parting. Awards are distributed in recognition of the heroic and often invisible work they’ve done. Henry B. Fenner, logging an astounding 842 hours of flight time, is honored with a standing ovation. Marvin B. Overcash, who spent nearly six hundred hours observing the sea from above, is also recognized. But there’s a quiet knowledge in the room that this is more than just another ceremony. This is the end.167

Manteo’s local newspaper, The Dare County Times, captures the sentiment. “Many people will wonder why service of this magnitude and value has been discontinued. The answer is simple: When they began their task, the country was deficient in aerial equipment and manpower.”

Those who came here did so to bridge the gap, to stand in the breach when America was vulnerable. Now, the arsenal has been built, and it’s time for the CAP coastal patrols to step back, their task complete. Yet, as the paper notes, this departure is like saying goodbye to old friends. The bonds between the base members and the local community have become more than professional; they are personal, forged through shared fear and mutual reliance.

The decision to close these bases and end the coastal patrols did not come lightly. For over a year, these “Sunday pilots” flew unarmed over dangerous waters, patrolling the coastlines in fragile planes that could easily have been shot down or forced to crash-land in the Atlantic. By the summer of 1943, however, the Navy’s air capabilities had grown strong enough to take over full responsibility for anti-submarine warfare. The discussions between the Army and Navy had been heated, but in July, the decision was made: CAP’s coastal patrol operations would end. They would keep flying until the last day of August, but after that, the skies would be left to the Navy.

The CAP had done their part—and more.168 More than 244,600 hours flown on 86,685 missions, sighting submarines, rescuing survivors, and protecting convoys from the ever-present menace lurking beneath the water. Their work saved lives. It bought time. And it came at a cost. Twenty-six CAP members lost their lives in the line of duty, and many more were injured. Ninety planes were lost to the sea, claimed by bad weather or mechanical failure, or worse.

These men and women had been ordinary citizens when they signed up—teachers, farmers, mechanics—people who had never imagined they’d be part of a military operation. They flew with their own planes, often paid for their own fuel, and risked their lives not for glory, but out of a deep sense of duty. CAP members will go on, patrolling the nation’s borders, towing targets for military training, responding to emergencies, and even flying mercy missions for the Red Cross. They will continue to serve, but the mission that brought them here—flying those dangerous coastal patrols—is finished.

The night wears on, and the last dance begins. There’s a finality in the air, the kind that comes with knowing that tomorrow the base will be quiet, the planes grounded. But for tonight, they celebrate. They reminisce. Some talk about the missions that nearly ended in disaster, while others share stories of the friends they’ve lost. And then, in quieter moments, they think about the question that has haunted many of them: Did it make a difference? Did their small planes, their patrols, their hours in the air truly count for something?169

Perhaps General Hap Arnold answers that best when he delivers one of the most powerful tributes to the Coastal Patrols soon after. Framing the civilian effort within the wider war, he writes: “The Civil Air Patrol itself grew . . . out of the urgency of the situation [and was] set up and went into operation almost overnight. It patrolled our shores and performed its anti-submarine work at a time of almost desperate national crisis. If it had done nothing beyond this, the Civil Air Patrol would have earned an honorable place in the history of American air power.”

As the lights dim and the last goodbyes are said, the men and women of the CAP know their place in history is secure. They had flown into danger when others could not. They had patrolled the waters when the military was stretched thin. And in those months of uncertainty, they had done more than anyone could have asked. Well done, indeed.
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Dayton, Ohio—August 29, 1943

Standing guard behind NCR’s Building 26 that September night, Navy Midshipman Raymond Torchon keeps a close eye on the perimeter. His gaze sweeps over the shadows as six colossal wooden crates are rolled from a truck bed and into the waiting baggage car on a spur of the Baltimore and Ohio line. Each crate cradles a mammoth piece of machinery, an N-530 production Bombe,1 weighing in at five thousand pounds. “All I knew, it was NCR,” he admits, “and I thought they were cash registers.”2

Next to a passenger car, Louise Pearsall watches the scene unfold. After a long day of prepping the Bombes for transport, she’s exhausted but deeply relieved. For weeks, she’s toiled alongside Joe Desch, John Howard, and the team, fighting the quirks of each machine. Even now, she can hardly believe they’re ready. But no one has worked as hard as Joe. He shepherded these devices from mere ideas on paper to electronics and motors in giant crates. He fixed the last-minute issues, getting his hands dirty all the way through the process.

Trying to keep herself awake until she can sleep on the train, Louise takes another look at the NCR campus and the building that had practically been her home throughout the summer. She will miss her time at Dayton, especially the quiet dinners she shared with Joe and his wife, Dorothy. Dorothy was the steady heart of a household that hardly felt like one anymore—Navy men, engineers, and officials cycled through, each visit casting her life into upheaval. Yet, she carried herself with class, a warm smile ever-present for both visitors and the team, never knowing what exactly her husband’s work entailed.

Joe rarely had a moment at home, and when he did, there was always Ralph Meader, the incorrigible flirt, lounging around as if he were part of the family. Everyone close to Joe and Dorothy knew there was nothing between Meader and Dorothy, yet Joe felt his patience wearing thin with the man. Meader’s prodding to work “faster and harder” grated on the entire team, especially since Meader would leave each day at five on the dot to go relax—at Joe’s home, no less. Joe’s mother and sisters grew more resentful with each passing day, still not understanding why Joe was never around. But for Dorothy, there was no escaping it. Joe never uttered a word about his work to her, only returning home with a silent, wearied gaze that said more than words ever could.

One night in August, Joe came home particularly flustered. A message from Bletchley Park revealed a leak,3 decoded from one of their radio intercepts. “For several months coded German orders to operating U-boats have been read.” They named their source, “a Swiss-American in a high position in the U.S. Naval Department.” Somewhere, a traitor might have compromised their secret work.

Though no formal accusations were made, the crisis aligned with the surprise departure of Joseph Wenger, who had led the charge on the Bombe project. It wasn’t Wenger’s integrity under scrutiny, but that of his wife, Mary, who had a reputation for spreading whispers before they left the mouths of their owners.4 She’d even called Prescott Currier’s wife about his trip to England with the Sinkov team when no one was supposed to know they’d left. Some speculated that during a dinner at the Swiss consulate or a diplomat’s soirée, she might have innocently shared a detail too close to the truth, a remark that ended up in the wrong ears.

The rumors of leaks and spies have everyone on edge. So understandably, Louise jumps when John Howard appears beside her.5 “There’s been a problem, and that’s why we’re late leaving.” Louise wonders if all that target practice with her .38 pistol will finally be needed.

Torchon, the perimeter guard, confers with Howard for a moment. “It’s okay. They’ve secured everything.” The guards had intercepted a suspicious group of men near the equipment—potential saboteurs.

Finally, with the threat contained, everyone boards the train. Though some of the WAVES drift off, Louise and John stay alert. As the train spirals around the legendary Horseshoe Bend of the Pennsylvania Railroad, she remembers the newspaper headlines telling how George Dasch and his saboteurs had planned to blow up this landmark. Sleep is the last thing on her mind.

Germany—Late Summer 1943

In a nondescript office in Berlin,6 Erich Gimpel sits across from Dr. S., sometimes known as “Dr. Spaun,” the deputy head of Reich Security. The room, recently repainted, carries the sharp tang of fresh paint. An electric fan whirs, and a portrait of the Führer gazes down from a dark wooden frame, its eyes lifeless.

Dr. S. outlines a risky new mission. The atomic bomb looms as a spectral threat. The Manhattan Project, America’s top-secret endeavor, is advancing rapidly, with facilities across the United States, including Los Alamos Laboratory in New Mexico, where scientists labor to discover how to split the atom. Germany needs to know what they are facing. “We have tried everything possible. We have sent agents out there, and they have either gone over to the other side or been caught. We can’t work with foreigners anymore or with stooges. We’ve got to put one of our own men on it, and that’s where you come in, Gimpel.”

Gimpel’s initiation into German intelligence began in 1935 in Peru,7 where he’d spied on shipping routes for Anglo-French ports. After Pearl Harbor, Peru joined the Allies, and Gimpel was caught by Elizebeth Friedman’s Coast Guard Unit 387. They intercepted enough of his transmissions to expose his activities, and he was deported to Germany in early 1942. Once back, instead of being cast aside, Gimpel was pulled deeper into the web of espionage, where he was trained as an agent and assigned a new identity: Agent 146.

“You are to go to America,” Dr. S. continues. “How you are to get there, I will now explain. We still have a few contacts, and through them, you will reach the Manhattan Project. You will get everything you need.”

This is an ambitious operation, but it wouldn’t be his first. In recent months he’d led Operation Pelikan under the supervision of Dr. S., aimed to disable the Panama Canal. Gimpel had been granted “everything he needed—money, men, ships, aircraft. Every support. The mission was to have absolute priority.”

Pelikan’s plan was audacious: two Stuka dive bombers, disassembled and stowed in U-boat hulls, would be reassembled on a Caribbean shore, then flown to dive-bomb the canal’s spillway. The canal was a vital artery for Allied logistics. Disrupting it would force US vessels to reroute nearly eight thousand miles, stalling the flow of troops and supplies. The fifty-mile-long canal, with its six double locks, was a challenging, yet theoretically vulnerable target.

As departure neared, the crews enjoyed a few last luxuries and a fine meal. Patriotic speeches filled the air, invoking the Fatherland, heroism, and the Führer, yet Gimpel and his team focused solely on their impending task—the canal’s destruction. Then, abruptly, everything changed. A telegram arrived: “Operation Pelikan called off. Report to Berlin at once.”

Operation Pelikan had imploded.8 Behind the collapse was the quiet handiwork of Department 50, a shadowy Chilean counterintelligence unit whose ragtag agents unraveled the plot before it could begin. True to form, German Intelligence wasted no time shifting Gimpel to another mission. Things were unraveling in America—Sebold, Duquesne, Ludwig, dozens of others—all failures. It’s why he’s in Dr. S.’s office today. Countess Grace Buchanan-Dineen and her cohorts are about to face trial, and there’s no telling what kind of further disaster that might bring next. Gimpel can’t help but wonder if his mission to the United States will fare any better, or if any of their current sabotage efforts are making any difference at all.

Dayton, Ohio—September 1943

Bombe production and delivery to Washington hums along without interruption until one November morning, when the night-shift workers stream out from Building 26. A worker, part of NCR’s new “share-a-ride” program, plops himself into James Montgomery’s 1937 Chrysler coupe. Closing the passenger door, he slides into the stiff seat with a sigh, grateful to escape the chilly breeze. Craving a smoke, he pops open the glove compartment. However, instead of a lighter, he finds a crisp stack of index cards, neatly folded around a letter.9 Curiosity gets the better of him. He unfolds the page, and glancing at the letterhead, he’s shocked. It’s from the German Embassy. Heart pounding, he scans the letter. “Referring to your letter of January 10, 1941, I beg to inform you that this embassy is not in a position to comply with your request.” With footsteps approaching, he stashes everything back into the glove compartment. James and Lillian Montgomery slip into the car, their easy conversation suddenly out of place. Spies, at NCR?

After hours of wrestling over what to do, the worker tells his supervisor what happened. His words fall out with a mixture of dread and urgency. Two hours later, Meader’s battered Navy-issue Nash Rambler10 screeches into the lot. He fires off a cable to Washington containing the phrase “severe threat to a critical project.”

Hours tick by, until the late afternoon of November 8, when FBI agents arrive at Montgomery’s modest home in Franklin. “We’d like to have a look around.” The agents turn up sketches of Bombe assemblies, circuit designs, and a four-diode tube. One look, and Meader knew: these were unmistakably linked to the Bombe project.

Joe Desch feels crushed by the news. The project had been a tightrope walk from the start, balancing enormous technical challenges with looming security threats. Just six weeks earlier, Joe had received a letter from Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal himself,11 acknowledging the immense contributions made by the NCR team. “This project would not have been so successfully and quickly accomplished without your constant and able assistance.” Joe had felt a rare swell of pride—years of sacrifice and isolation had finally borne fruit. He hoped it wouldn’t be undone by the teachery of a factory worker.

Safely housed at the Naval Communications Annex on Massachusetts and Nebraska Avenues, Joe’s Bombes are now breaking the infamous Shark code, slashing the time to decipher German communications from weeks to mere hours.12 “They [aren’t] quiet,” Louise Pearsall, now in charge of training incoming WAVES, acknowledges. “You [can] hear that big, whirring noise even down the block.” Despite the cacophony, the machines bring success so great that the British essentially hand over all their Bombe work to the Americans by the fall.13

Pearsall’s dedication to the project doesn’t go unnoticed. After the final shipment of American Bombes arrives in DC, John Howard dispatches Louise to officer’s training school. Her work with the Bombe and other top secret communications projects deserves a promotion beyond enlisted ranks.14

Back in Dayton, the specter of betrayal hangs over everything. Ralph Meader continues his stay at the Desch home for security reasons, and guard patrols intensify. Montgomery’s guilt seems clear, but if he is convicted, can they trust him to keep the project’s secrets in prison?

Washington, DC—1944

In the bustling Naval Annex, Frank Raven sits at his desk, surrounded by the usual chaos of cryptographic work. His team is aware that the Japanese are about to change the cipher in their naval communication systems again. The Japanese always broadcast their changes ahead of time, a predictable flaw that Raven and his team ruthlessly exploit.

Elizabeth “Bets” Colby, one of Raven’s spirited and brilliant WAVES,15 bursts into his office. She’s known for her parties—wild enough to knock the whole crew out of action for ten days. Raven “wouldn’t call them orgies. They weren’t, because at least they were decent.” But after enough chaos, a rule went on the board: she needed Raven’s approval before hosting any more.

Bets is eager to organize another one. “When can I have my next party?” she asks, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

Raven chuckles. “Well, Bets, you’ve got a two-week window before the next change. Go ahead,” he says, knowing full well he’ll lose his crew to this one.

As the other half of the team prepares for Bets’s party or takes leave, Raven finds himself pondering what to do with the remaining time and the rest of his crew. His thoughts drift back to Coral—and its code system, known as JNA-20—the elusive Japanese naval attaché cipher that has stumped Aggie Driscoll and her team for more than a year. This is a painful déjà vu of her earlier missteps with the Naval Enigma codes. In 1942 Raven had uncovered Aggie’s dishonesty on the Naval Enigma codes, prompting Wenger—at Howard Engstrom’s urging—to push her onto the abandoned attaché systems Jade and Coral just to “keep her busy.”16 Her ego and unwillingness to admit she couldn’t break Enigma had cost the Navy at least six months on Enigma—and immeasurable losses in the U-boat attacks.17

Now Raven goes straight to Engstrom, head of production for the Bombe. “Sooner or later, the Navy is going to want this Coral system cracked,” he argues. “Leaving it with Aggie isn’t going to get it solved.”

Engstrom, nodding in agreement, mutters, “Look, I’ve got to get rid of that gal.” But he is adamant—he doesn’t want Aggie back on Enigma, and she’s still protected by the powers that be.

Raven sees his chance. He then approaches Howard Campaigne, in charge of research, with an ostensibly friendly offer. “We’ve got a crew without too much to do,” he says. “You’re working on Coral, right? How would you like us to make a study of what the plain language looks like under it?”

Campaigne, seeing this as a hand of friendship from the production division, breaks into a smile. “It’s the best idea I ever heard,” he says, practically beaming. “Maybe we can finally get production and research together for a change.”

What Campaigne doesn’t know is that Raven’s “study” requires hands-on work with the cipher—a subtle maneuver to get the Coral system under his team’s control without Aggie’s knowledge. With Campaigne’s tacit approval, Raven assembles a handpicked team. Through an old friend,18 they bootleg copies of the original cipher and its associated materials, then begin their work on Coral behind Aggie’s back.

The team starts with a collection of early messages from New York—a series of “cribs” they convert into Romaji, a Japanese phonetic alphabet. Jack Hall, a brilliant linguist, is the first to catch a pattern. “This looks like it’s from Ahlmanado. This is the way they talk up in Ahlmanado,” he says as his fingers trace the text. “It’s about what I think it would look like. Pretty close, I’d say.”

Raven looks over his shoulder and nods. “Okay. If you had to break it down, where would you start?”

Jack points to a section. “Bisect it right there. If you do, it gives you a funny pun, a play on words. In short, by bisecting this particular combination right in the middle it completely changes the meaning when you put the front end on it, see?”

Raven nods approvingly.

Meanwhile, Walter Gifford Jr., Raven’s technician, pieces together a makeshift cipher machine using old telephone exchange parts—a rough imitation of the Japanese “Jade” device they’d already beaten. By midday, he comes into Raven’s office, his face alight with excitement. “I think I’ve got it,” he announces.

Raven, skeptical, raises an eyebrow. “You’re nuts. You haven’t even had time to really dig in.”

Gifford grins. “No, I really think I’ve got it.”

Raven sends him off to lunch, suggesting he look it over with fresh eyes upon his return. When Gifford comes back, he brings undeniable proof.

Raven, scanning the output, looks up, his expression transformed. “By God, you did get it.”

The breakthrough is enough to pull Engstrom and Campaigne into the fold. Though Raven believes Engstrom will likely “have kittens” when he learns of the covert operation, his response is immediate and unwavering: “To hell with Aggie. This is too important to the war. Get it out.”

With official support, Raven’s team begins a full-court press, reaching out to Joe Desch19 in Dayton for his mechanical expertise in building a machine tailored to their needs. Every few hours Raven sends more wiring information out to Desch as Gifford teases out the patterns. Within one week of the day they started, Joe Desch delivers a machine. Using the machine, made up of various telephone parts and NCR custom parts, Raven’s team is able to decrypt the Coral traffic.

As luck would have it, Hugh Alexander, a British cryptanalyst, arrives just in time to witness the machine’s first success. Alexander had been championing a more aggressive approach to Coral for months, so he watches in awe as the American team effortlessly decodes message after message. Not everyone shares his enthusiasm. When Aggie Driscoll discovers Raven’s unapproved operation, she is livid, and accuses him of misusing government resources and going against orders. She even demands a court-martial, and refuses to hand over the latest Coral messages. The Navy brass backs her initially, leaving Raven in a three-day standoff.

Yet, Raven has planned for this. His wily team had already tapped into the line carrying Coral’s current traffic, and they process it covertly with Campaigne’s and Engstrom’s blessings. Driscoll, her reputation in ruins, is relocated once again.20 She is assigned to OP-20-G-50, the Russian Language Section, where she oversees a small machine-support group. All the while, Bets Colby’s party continues in full swing. Raven’s team decodes message after message, cracking one of Japan’s toughest ciphers under the cover of what Bets would later call “the best damn party of the war.” Raven can’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all—a clandestine operation running right under Aggie’s nose, as half the team parties, and their British visitor looks on in disbelief.

“Now that was one of the funniest periods of the whole damn war,” Raven later admits with a grin.

By March 1944, Joseph Wenger, who has returned from his six-month leave in Florida, issues an order to Joe Desch and his team at NCML: build analogs of the JNA-20 machine and call them “Pythons.” They also recalibrate “Rattlers” to help decipher Coral.

By April, Coral’s secrets begin to spill out. Japanese attachés stationed across Berlin, Rome, and Madrid dutifully radio Tokyo every detail they gather from their Axis counterparts. “They’re obsessed with Germany’s scientific wizardry,” an analyst observes, noting how the Berlin attaché transmits frequent updates on “the entire scope” of German anti-submarine strategies. Every description he transmits exposes the Reich’s desperate naval efforts—the new maneuvers to break through convoy screens, strategies to evade Allied destroyers, and emergency training to counterattack. He becomes a de facto mirror to Dönitz’s latest ambitions.

Coral’s intercepts warn the Allies about another breakthrough: Schnorchel-equipped U-boats. Using a Schnorchel, they’re able to “breathe” underwater, staying nearly submerged for days and slipping past Allied patrols undetected. The Berlin attaché transmits his awe for the German engineers, his tone wary but laden with praise for the German Navy’s science.

Yet, even as these warnings mount, a single decrypt emerges as Coral’s ultimate gift: the attaché’s comprehensive descriptions of German fortifications along the Atlantic Wall. The value of this intelligence is beyond question, as Allied forces gather for a cross-channel invasion. The break into Coral reveals every gun placement, bunker, and defense meant to repel the Allied invasion.

Detroit, Michigan—March 15, 1944

With a sound of terrible finality, the judge’s gavel strikes the polished wood. The defendants before him—once confident, now stricken—stand as Judge Arthur Moinet’s words fall like a hammer. “For conspiracy to commit acts of espionage and sabotage against the United States, I now sentence you . . .”

Eyes lower, shoulders sag, and Grace Buchanan-Dineen, once vibrant and untouchable, glances toward the bright, starry flag by the judge’s bench, a silent witness to her distress.

Through the courtroom window that afternoon, Detroit sprawls under a shroud of pluming smoke as vast furnaces blaze white-hot, churning out America’s tools of war. “Nothing would ever stop that mighty flow now,” one observer notes. Grace, once a dazzling figure in social circles, sits hollow-eyed at the defendant’s table. Her polished veneer, all elegance and charm, has been stripped bare since that August day when the FBI stormed her apartment. “You can’t do this!” she’d shouted, her voice echoing through the hall. “I’m a countess!” But her aristocratic title is meaningless against a charge of treason.

One by one, her associates were caught by the government’s net—Theresa Behrens, Emma Leonhardt, Countess Marianna von Moltke, Dr. Fred Thomas—each with a part to play in this plot against the country they call home. Behrens, clinging to hope, staged a hunger strike, and collapsed in the courthouse corridors. Yet her theatrics failed to sway the jury. Four grueling weeks of testimony stripped away every last layer of secrecy.

Only Dr. Thomas and Bertrand Stuart Hoffman refused to plead guilty, though Hoffman was soon deemed mentally unfit for trial. For the others, judgment looms. US District Attorney John C. Lehr’s words resonate through the courthouse: “The enemies of America within and without our borders will find no comfort in this decision.”

Following her arrest, Grace’s handler, Jack Bugas, had tried to mitigate her sentence. Though no longer with the FBI—he is now working at Ford—he’d written to J. Edgar Hoover on her behalf, ensuring her custody with the Bureau rather than the US Marshals. Grace was “the most important and key witness in any trial to be had,” he’d reasoned. “It would be completely improper to turn her over to the custody of the U.S. Marshal.” The arrangement kept her in protective custody, where she reluctantly agreed to turn state’s evidence.

And so, draped in a tailored gray suit, mink muff in hand, she took the stand in Detroit’s packed courtroom. Her voice steady, her accent tinted by her Canadian roots as she spoke of secret meetings and coded ink. “Dr. Thomas came to my apartment three times,” she confessed. “I visited his office thirty-eight times, collecting invisible ink chemicals and information.” His tale of betrayal unfolds, offering a stark portrait of clandestine meetings and espionage.21

Although the FBI’s surveillance footage is never used in court, thousands of documents and transcripts are offered in evidence. The jury deliberated for twenty-one agonizing hours, and on February 24, 1944, returned a single word: guilty.

Now, on this March afternoon, the sentences come down. Dr. Thomas stands stoic as Judge Moinet pronounces: “I sentence you, Dr. Thomas, to sixteen years in the federal penitentiary.” A ripple of shock courses through the room.

Ten days later, Judge Moinet condemns Grace to twelve years—a sharp fall from the life she once knew. Behrens, the hunger striker, receives twenty years, Emma Leonhardt five, and two others, Carl Leonhardt and Walter Abt, ten each. As the shackles close around them, a small yet decisive victory resounds in that courtroom. Yet Grace, who had believed her role as a double agent would count for something, feels betrayed.

New York—March 1944

In a New York courtroom around the same time, Velvalee Dickinson,22 the notorious “Doll Woman,” impassively listens as the federal grand jury weighs charges against her. Though composed now, it’s a stark contrast to the scene just weeks earlier.

That January morning, as she reached for the door of her Midtown Manhattan bank, a hand clamped down on her shoulder. She twisted around and came face-to-face with an FBI agent. In an instant, her composure shattered. Her once-elegant poise crumbled as she thrashed and bit against the agent’s hold. Her cries echoed through the marble corridors, but it was futile.

Inside the bank, agents led her to her safe deposit box. The metallic clang of the lock opening sounded like a death knell. When the box revealed $15,900 in cash, each crisp bill felt like an indictment. The agents took her away as her mind raced back to her doll shop on Madison Avenue. Her dolls, once innocent objects of fascination, now mocked her, concealing secrets coded in letters meant for Japan.

In the interrogation room, Velvalee tried to regain her composure, spinning tales of insurance money and life savings. But the façade unraveled as FBI agents revealed what they already knew: she had been communicating US naval movements through letters encoded with invisible ink. They had been intercepting her letters for years.

***

AGAINST J. EDGAR HOOVER’S wishes, Elizebeth Friedman is brought in by the FBI to analyze the intercepted letters relating to the “Doll Lady” case. The ink has nearly faded, the words seemingly trivial: “an old German bisque doll dressed in a Hulu grass skirt.” A charming image, perhaps, but Elizebeth sees through it. She’s no stranger to such language—“Hulu grass skirt” isn’t an innocent adornment; it’s code for naval activity in the Pacific. Another line hints at walking around Seattle, ostensibly to repair the doll. To anyone else, it’s idle chatter; to Elizebeth, it’s a warning of a ship in for repairs at Seattle’s shipyards, one of the Navy’s prized assets on the West Coast.

The intelligence cloaked in plaintext codes is part of an intricate network passing secrets to the Axis powers.

Elizebeth is also one of the most formidable cryptologists in the country. Over her career, she’s dismantled more than four thousand encoded messages, brought down bootlegging operations, and unraveled Nazi spy webs spread across the Americas.23 It was Elizebeth who unmasked Erich Gimpel, a German operating in Peru, funneling sensitive naval data to Berlin prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor. Thanks to her sharp eye, Gimpel was sent home before he could cause real damage. But despite her brilliance, Elizebeth’s work remained in the shadows, her successes buried, her name stripped from the headlines.

The first letter in this case had appeared in early 1942, flagged by her confidante,24 Nadya Gardner, in Bermuda’s censorship office. It had mentioned “dolls” and “fishing nets.” Elizebeth saw it instantly: a “doll with a fishing net” wasn’t a toy but an aircraft carrier draped in antitorpedo netting. “Mr. Shaw” wasn’t a man; it was USS Shaw, the battered destroyer from Pearl Harbor, now actively fighting in the Pacific. These were no innocent letters; each one pulled back another layer, exposing Japan’s watchful eye on US naval maneuvers. Eager for full control, Hoover sidelined Elizebeth, and the case passed exclusively to the FBI.

The investigation stood still for months, then a break came unexpectedly when a Colorado woman received a letter—supposedly from herself—returned undelivered from Buenos Aires. A former customer of Velvalee Dickinson, a Manhattan doll shop owner, she was convinced Dickinson was behind it. She wasn’t alone. Across the country, others reported receiving similar letters, their signatures clearly forged. Dickinson had been using her customers’ names, mimicking their handwriting, and sending them overseas—letters loaded with naval secrets. The threads soon unraveled further, revealing Dickinson as a courier for Japan.

When the Bureau’s cryptanalysts hit a wall, the prosecuting attorney, Edward Wallace, insisted Elizebeth be brought back in—this time, officially. Though she took it on, she did so while still running her Coast Guard Unit 387—aware of how familiar this situation felt. In 1941, she and her unit trained FBI agents for assignments in South America and uncovered Nazi communications linking New York to Latin America. Only for FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover to swoop in and claim all the credit. He called it the “greatest spy roundup” in US history, never once mentioning Elizebeth’s leading role.

Now, despite her reservations, Elizebeth devotes herself to cracking the case and quickly finds the solution they need. Handing off her analysis to the FBI, she knows full well that her and her team’s work will likely remain unrecognized.

Elizebeth’s analysis proves key to the investigation. Her information, along with other damning evidence against Dickinson—including the unexplained cash and her relations with Japanese officials—allows the government to charge Dickinson with espionage, as a spy for the imperial Japanese government.

Following two separate indictments,25 Velvalee ultimately accepts a plea bargain and appears in court for sentencing on August 14, 1944. During the sentencing hearing, the court states:


It is hard to believe that some people do not realize that our country is engaged in a life and death struggle. Any help given to the enemy means the death of American boys who are fighting for our national security. You, as a natural-born citizen, having a university education, and selling out to the Japanese, were certainly engaged in espionage. I think that you have been given every consideration by the Government. The indictment to which you have pleaded guilty is a serious matter. It borders close to treason. I, therefore, sentence you to the maximum penalty provided by the law, which is ten years and $10,000 fine.



And while the country learns of the Doll Lady’s treachery from Hoover via a whirlwind press push with the FBI as the sole heroes, the woman who analyzed the Doll Lady’s letters in her spare time, quietly, as a side project, returns to her primary task of hunting Nazi spies.

In a twist of fate, Velvalee Dickinson ultimately finds herself incarcerated at the same facility as Grace Buchanan-Dineen—the Federal Prison Camp, Alderson, colloquially known as “Camp Cupcake.” This minimum-security prison in West Virginia becomes home to both women, as their paths converge in a place far removed from the world of high society and espionage they once inhabited.

The Tenth Fleet, Washington, DC—May 27, 1944

Commander Knowles has his eye on another target—a mysterious U-boat that flickers on and off their tracking board, far away from the normal shipping lanes, off the coast of Africa. Since March, Knowles has tracked this elusive boat, its position betrayed only by faint radio signals. First spotted leaving Brest, the U-boat skirted the Bay of Biscay, cut down the Ivory Coast, and paused ominously off Cape Palmas.

Then, on May 27, Huff-Duff stations pick up a signal from the same elusive boat near Bissagos Island, Portuguese Guinea—750 miles north of its last sighting. Knowles feels the thrill of pursuit as the Tenth Fleet sharpens its sights and closes in on the shadowy U-boat lurking somewhere in the vast equatorial expanse. The pin for U-505 marches steadily across his map in the Secret Room.

U-boat Command—May 1944

At U-Boat Command’s new headquarters at Koralle, near Berlin, Konteradmiral Eberhard Godt convenes a top secret situation conference, addressing his senior officers with a sense of dread. Since Großadmiral Karl Dönitz took charge of the entire Kriegsmarine in January 1943, Godt has overseen U-boat operations, though Dönitz remains deeply involved—even if less than he would prefer. On this somber day, Godt’s voice fills the room, announcing a grim reality: the casualty rates for U-boat crews are nearing 80 percent, and the recent loss of U-66 is another bitter blow. His message is clear, resonating with a deep certainty and sense of loss.

“Our U-boat is the sole instrument of war which, with a handful of men aboard, can make a wholly disproportionate contribution to our success in that battle,” he declares. The men listen in silence as he sketches out Dönitz’s two-pronged strategy. Group Mitte, positioned in Norway, and Group Landwirt, waiting along the coast of France, represent their best and only defense against an imminent Allied invasion. Losses, he warns, will be unimaginable, but the U-boats must be there to meet the invasion, “Even [with] losses out of all proportion to success.”

With his final words, he turns to the Schnorchel, the submarine’s newest innovation, which allows a U-boat to draw air without fully surfacing. This strange, periscope-like apparatus has only recently arrived at French bases, its first major test in Atlantic waters still incomplete. U-107 has the distinction of being the first Schnorchel-equipped U-boat to reach American waters.

Meant to sever the Allies’ Operation Overlord (European invasion) supply chains, the mission is instead declared an invisible failure. U-107 sinks nothing, and it operates with such caution that it remains totally inconspicuous through its sojourn. In fact, it never appears on a single Tenth Fleet plot.

The Tenth Fleet, Washington, DC—Spring 1944

Kenneth Knowles convenes his customary morning briefing. The urgency of Operation Overlord reverberates around the room. The Tenth Fleet’s mission is unchanging: to tighten the noose around the U-boats stalking the Atlantic. The invasion of Normandy is Eisenhower’s fight. Knowles had played his role in Operation Bolero26 in the year leading up to the invasion, ensuring that thousands of American troops arrived safely in England for Overlord. But his focus has shifted.

Fresh intelligence reports paint a chilling picture: long-range German rockets, aimed like spears at London and Bristol, may be poised to ignite terror across England. If they are successful there, will the United States be their next target? Knowles doesn’t wait—he relays this threat, fully aware of its implications,27 to command. This is not the first intelligence received on the matter. Back in January, news of the potential threat had reached Vannevar Bush. Bush had rallied his scientists to act on the whispers, driving further development of the proximity fuze—a small marvel of precision that could detonate midair to neutralize a target. The devices, primed with special rugged tubes designed by Joe Desch, arrive in Britain by March. Their potential to save lives is clear, but unproven.

Now in London, Bush takes his case to Eisenhower himself.28 “The menace of rocket attacks [is] very great indeed,” Bush warns. America and Britain have passed off the responsibility for defense, each assuming the other will handle it, he explains. Without proper preparation, rockets could fall on Plymouth, Bristol, and the invasion forces themselves.

Eisenhower finally breaks the silence, his tone edged with worry. “You scare the hell out of me,” he says. “What should I do?”

Bush replies without hesitation. The bombers must target launch sites, he insists, and a swift mobilization of American weaponry is imperative.

Back in his Submarine Tracking Room, Commander Knowles reviews the steady stream of signals from the mid-Atlantic.29 He notes that “almost the entire capacity of OP-20-G was devoted to Army and Air Force work [in June 1944]. This resulted in a considerable gain in intelligence during a very critical phase of the invasion of France.” For weeks now, Huff-Duff stations, strategically placed around the Atlantic, have picked up transmissions from the swath of ocean between Newfoundland and the Azores. Like clockwork, U-boats in this sector broadcast coded messages. It doesn’t take long for Knowles to realize they’re not just passing idle chatter, but detailed weather reports. A meteorological picket line.

It’s Joe Desch’s machines—the Bombes—that allow them to read these messages so quickly, breaking the cipher keys with near-surgical precision. In the cryptographic heart of Washington, DC,30 ninety-six Bombes now hum through their calculations, working to crack open every line of U-boat traffic. A recent memo confirms what Knowles sees firsthand each day: “The effect of the U.S. Bombes on solving the Atlantic U-boat cipher exceeded all expectations.” Since early April, the daily key has taken only hours to break. On most afternoons, they read German messages almost as fast as the Kriegsmarine themselves.

These broken transmissions come straight to Ensign Janice Martin,31 one of the WAVES stationed just one floor above the hum of Desch’s machines. Martin works in a tracking room so concealed that anyone who opens the door sees only a blank wall. Inside, the room is packed with files on U-boats and their commanders, and a huge map stretches across the wall. Pinned to it are every known convoy route and every U-boat track Knowles’s team can ascertain. The latest decrypted messages land on her desk; they were translated, typed up, and handed off to the watch officer before they finally make their way to her. With each new report, she pins the suspected locations of these U-boats on the board, her fingers flying over colored pins, aligning and realigning them as the Atlantic battlefield morphs before her.

On May 25, they intercept a weather transmission sent to BdU from U-853. The signal confirms it: U-853 is the first to relay weather conditions in this new picket line. The hunter-killer groups, eager for the elusive quarry, nickname U-853 “Moby Dick” after the great white whale hunted by Captain Ahab in Melville’s tale.

Atlantic Ocean—May 25, 1944

Meanwhile, the U-853 crew, admiring Kapitänleutnant Helmut Sommer’s skill in evading pursuit, christens their boat “Der Seiltänzer,” or Tightrope Walker. In the early morning, after sending a weather report and dodging rain squalls, the crew spots a distant silhouette on the horizon—a massive ship slicing through the waves at remarkable speed. It’s the British liner RMS Queen Mary, carrying nearly fourteen thousand US soldiers toward the Allied invasion. Because of the passenger liner’s great speed and zigzagging course, Sommer cannot maneuver into an advantageous attack position before the angle becomes too broad. Queen Mary’s speed saves her.

Following in the Queen’s wake, U-853 is suddenly attacked by Fairey Swordfish aircraft launched from three British merchant carriers. The U-boat sustains no real damage, and instead of diving, Kapitänleutnant Helmut Sommer orders his anti-aircraft guns into action—a bold move that briefly disorients the attacking pilots. All three planes are hit and limp back to their carrier, though one is so damaged it’s jettisoned after landing. U-853 slips away, unscathed, and the boat’s reputation as an elusive target grows.

USS GUADALCANAL—June 1944

Two weeks earlier,32 Captain Dan Gallery set out from Hampton Roads aboard USS Guadalcanal, leading Task Group 22.3 with a rare purpose. Before his departure, Gallery made a stop in Washington to visit COMINCH headquarters, where he confided in Captain Henri Smith-Hutton,33 an old shipmate from USS Idaho. As assistant for Combat Intelligence, Smith-Hutton knew more than a bit about German submarines, and Gallery shared his bold intent. He planned to capture one as a prize.

Smith-Hutton, intrigued by Gallery’s ambition, promised to supply reports on German submarine activity. He even escorted Gallery to ONI’s Technical Section, where Gallery received interior layouts for two types of U-boats active in the Atlantic. These plans, as he learned, came from hard-won human intelligence. OP-16-Z, ONI’s Special Intelligence Section under master interrogator Alberti’s direction, had been gathering details from U-boat prisoners. They’d questioned survivors from forty-three U-boats and pieced together critical information. Most recently, from the captured crew of U-66.34

Gallery gathered his destroyer skippers and shared his vision. He distributed the U-boat information to the boarding parties and issued a remarkable command: “If a U-boat surfaces within range, don’t sink it. Keep it under small-arms fire until the crew abandons ship. Then, we’ll board her.” The destroyer captains stared at him, stunned. Gallery’s idea was, by any standard, audacious. He ordered them to organize boarding teams, keep a whaleboat ready, and have tow lines accessible at all times. The room felt a little lighter as they left, buoyed by the thrill of the unexpected.

With Chatelain, Flaherty, Jenks, Pillsbury, and Pope by her side, Task Group 22.3 sets out. Knowles’s skillful analysis of ULTRA decrypts and Huff-Duff provides Gallery with frighteningly precise updates. The summaries note U-505’s daily position, predicting her course with accuracy that surpasses the Germans’ own estimates.

Without access to ULTRA himself, Gallery follows Knowles’s position estimates across the Atlantic for nearly two weeks with an almost religious devotion. He later says, “Knowles was a soothsayer.35 He could put himself in the position of a German skipper and just figure out what the guy was going to do, and where he would go. He was absolutely uncanny in his predictions . . . I treated the COMINCH daily estimate as Bible truth.”

Gallery risks bypassing a refuel in Casablanca and continues north, knowing that his faith in Knowles’s instincts may bring them face-to-face with a U-boat.

***

A MOMENT OF CRISIS comes for Captain Dan Gallery on May 26 when his chief engineer, Commander Earl Trosino, warns him that Guadalcanal must abandon their quarry due to low fuel. Gallery argues with Trosino about the situation, and the next morning, being Sunday, he prays at Mass along those same lines. All day, Gallery pushes back, a battle between his relentless will and the cold calculus of fuel.

***

ABOARD U-505,36 Oberleutnant zur See Harald Lange scans the gray expanse through his periscope. Most days, Lange keeps submerged at fifty meters, barely coming up except to listen. The air inside the U-boat hangs stale and suffocating, heat pressing down on the men as the temps reach nearly ninety degrees. On May 29, U-505 surfaces just before nightfall, but the Naxos warning screeches. They dive, then surface briefly, repeating the exhausting cycle, avoiding the planes that hound them. Batteries drain as they cling to the depths, surfacing only long enough to recharge before sinking back down. It is clear someone is on his trail.

***

AT 11 A.M., THE squawk box on the bridge erupts:37 “Frenchy to Bluejay! I have possible sound contact.” Twelve minutes pass, and a second report rings out, electric: “Frenchy to Bluejay—contact evaluated as sub! Am starting attack!”

Gallery snaps into action. “Left full rudder! Engines ahead full speed!” Grabbing the TBS radio, he barks orders: “Bluejay to Dagwood—take two destroyers and assist Frenchy! I’ll maneuver to keep clear.” It’s game on.

The attack unfolds quickly. Gallery, buzzing with adrenaline, radios his pilots, “Use no big stuff if the sub surfaces! Chase the crew overboard with .50-caliber fire!” The destroyer Chatelain launches hedgehogs—forward-thrown anti-submarine mortars—searching by sonar, when Wildcat pilots sight the sub and frantically signal Lieutenant Commander Dudley Knox, “You’re going in the wrong direction, come back!” Bullets spray the water, marking U-505’s exact position.

The Chatelain’s explosives thunder around them, breaching the outer hull. Lange thinks they’re done for. He orders the tanks blown, bringing her to the surface.

Ensign J. W. Cadle, soaring above in his Wildcat, radios in triumph, “You struck oil; the sub is surfacing. Let’s get the bastard!” The ocean splits with a roar as the submarine bursts from below, and crew spill out of the hatch. Gallery seizes his chance, calling to Commander F. S. Hall, “I’d like to capture that bastard if possible.”

By 11:24, Jenks reports, “They’re all holding their hands up. They’re surrendering.” Hall’s voice is clear: “Cease firing! Away boarding parties!”

From Pillsbury, Lieutenant (jg) Albert David and his men climb into the eerily silent U-boat. Papers, charts, and codebooks fill their arms as they rush them to the whaleboat. As the whaleboat grows full, the boat’s junior crewman decides to throw a heavy item, “just an old typewriter,” overboard, particularly since one just like it is already aboard. The boat’s coxswain reminds him of their orders and insists that everything taken from the submarine go into the whaleboat, thus saving both of U-505’s Enigma machines. By 12:30 p.m., with U-505 under tow, a massive American flag flutters from her conning tower—a captured prize heading to Bermuda.

Extreme secrecy is their mandate now. The capture of U-505 must be shrouded, hidden even from those who would celebrate her capture. Prior to departing for Bermuda, Low had sent out a directive: all dispatches concerning the capture will be reclassified as top secret, spreading from the Atlantic Fleet to the Moroccan Sea Frontier. There can be no leaks, no misplaced mentions of U-505.

Bermuda—June 1944

Knowles and Low fly to Bermuda,38 part of a quiet reception committee awaiting U-505’s arrival, and tour their prize. The air inside still smells of her German crew, who’d scrambled to abandon ship under a torrent of American fire. Low insists on assigning a cover name for the captured U-boat—one she might keep if ever recommissioned as a US warship. As senior intelligence officer, and having played such a crucial role in her capture, Knowles is asked to suggest the alias.39 An ardent fan of Jules Verne, he proposes “Nemo,” after the mysterious captain from Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. Low drafts a memo to Admiral King, suggesting “Ark” or “Nemo.” King circles the latter, giving his approval with a quick initial. Gallery and his commanders then gather their men, warning them of the strict secrecy surrounding Nemo, and order them to speak of her to no one.

As they inspect her innards, Knowles grasps the immense value of the spoils inside. He points to one of the sleek, dreaded acoustic torpedoes—sound-seeking, self-guided. “These are the ones that sank several of our carriers,” he says grimly. “The Germans have been a step ahead, hitting our baby flattops with these.” They’ll ship these torpedoes back to the Navy Torpedo Station for inspection, aided by intelligence from earlier interrogations of the U-487’s crew.40

But perhaps the most valuable catch41 from this hunt are the Enigma keys. Within days, the Atlantic and Indian Ocean keys arrive at OP-20-G, the Navy’s codebreaking nerve center. With these, OP-20-G can intercept German messages almost in real time, cutting through encrypted layers just as quickly as they’re transmitted. The capture not only frees up thirteen thousand hours on the Bombe machines but allows OP-20-G to shift their sights to Army and Air Force traffic, an essential move as the Allies prepare for the Normandy invasion.

U-505’s cipher charts,42 or Addressebuch, are also in Allied hands, and OP-20-G can strip the extra layer of encipherment off U-boat position reports immediately, without hours of analysis. The office acquires the new Short Signal Cipher too, vital for tactical messages that are only growing more urgent as the Allied push advances. The cipher, due to go live in July, could have stumped the Allies for months, but now it’s theirs to read in real time.43

And then there’s the Short Weather Cipher, invaluable to Knowles on the other matter that had been bothering him for weeks. Through this cipher, OP-20-G can now pinpoint the positions of any U-boat transmitting weather updates. It gives Knowles the final edge in tracking these elusive hunters down as they hide across the Atlantic, feeding Dönitz and the Axis valuable weather reports for the Allied invasion.

D-Day—June 6, 1944

Under the cover of Operation Fortitude, a masterstroke in deception, Allied forces orchestrate one of the most ambitious ruses of the war. Using false signals, dummy tanks, and a network of double agents, the Allies paint a vivid picture for the German High Command—a picture that points squarely toward Pas-de-Calais. Normandy, just south, is barely a flicker on the enemy’s radar.

But at dawn on June 6, that illusion shatters as Allied forces storm the French coast in a colossal assault. More than 160,000 soldiers from the United States, Britain, and Canada surge across the English Channel, shielded by an imposing armada of 7,000 ships and 11,000 planes. From hidden bunkers, codebreakers pore over intercepted German communications, their fingers tracing the pulse of the battle as they monitor the success of the deception. Each message they intercept proves invaluable, illuminating German confusion and shaping Allied strategy in real time.

Behind enemy lines, paratroopers seize key positions in the dark, while as dawn breaks, wave after wave of landing craft surge onto Utah, Omaha, Gold, Juno, and Sword. Omaha becomes a crucible—American forces hit brutal resistance, yet by nightfall the Allies hold a beachhead, and the gateway to liberation is secured.

London—June 13, 1944

Retaliation comes swiftly, when a strange new menace pierces the quiet dawn in London. At precisely 4:25 a.m., an unsettling buzz fills the air,44 unlike anything the city has heard before. It grows louder, closer, and the people who wake to it describe an odd, stubby-winged plane with flames bursting from its tail as it barrels over rooftops at impossible speeds.

Then, without warning, the buzzing cuts out. For a breathless instant, there is only silence—and then a deafening explosion. The East End shudders as a V-1 flying bomb tears through a railway bridge in Grove Road, Bow. The blast levels nearby houses, killing six, injuring dozens more, and rendering hundreds homeless. Shocked Londoners scramble to make sense of this “buzz bomb” that strikes with no warning, no defenses, and only fate deciding its victims.

By midday, more of these V-1s scream over the city, each bomb silencing, diving, and detonating on London’s already-battered streets. People huddle in shelters, ears straining for that sickening buzz. But silence becomes the true terror—if the noise stops, it means death may be moments away. The city, exhausted after years of merciless bombing, is gripped once more by panic. Sirens blare, fires flicker through dense smoke, and rescue crews sift through the wreckage. Hitler’s vengeance weapons are here.

The Germans unleash thousands of V-1s on England and Belgium, but there is a glimmer of hope. Vannevar Bush and his teams, foreseeing the need for countermeasures, have been preparing new technology for months. Proximity fuzes combined with radar-guided anti-aircraft guns—developed with grim urgency after early intelligence on this “long-range bomb”—dramatically increase the number of V-1s shot down. For every blast averted, a life is saved.

Still, whispers spread among the Allies of an even deadlier weapon, the V-2 rocket. Intelligence reports suggest it’s faster, unstoppable, a force the Allies have no match for yet.

Atlantic Ocean—June 17, 1944

“Tightrope Walker” U-853 navigates deeper into the Atlantic, her hull groaning under the mounting pressure. Kapitänleutnant Sommer stands, knife in hand,45 in the dim glow of the control room. A thin sliver of wood rests in his palm; his steady hands carve each stroke, the soft scrape swallowed by the hum of the boat’s systems. Around him, a few of his men do the same, their hands focused, chipping away in silence. It’s a ritual now, one they learned from Sommer himself—a quiet discipline to keep their minds from drifting to the hunt prowling above.

American destroyers stalk the surface,46 their sonar pinging off U-853’s hull. A ping sounds louder now, closer, and Sommer raises a finger to his lips. Eyes fix on the depth gauge as it ticks past one hundred meters, each movement magnifying the stillness of the crew.

In the torpedo room, young sailors cling to their bunks, pressed against the sleek metal tubes of death that are their primary weapons. The confined space, barely wider than a man’s outstretched arms, sometimes feels like a metal coffin. One sailor fumbles for the small picture of his sweetheart he’d tucked into a condom for safekeeping, as he silently prays he’ll live to see her again.

After what seems an eternity, U-853 surfaces, breaking the waves to transmit her weather report on June 17. The hatch hisses open, and men scramble onto the deck and gulp the cold, sweet air. Gaunt and pale, their sweat-soaked faces reflect the burden of three weeks spent mostly submerged.

But the hunters have caught their scent. Croatan’s Huff-Duff intercepts U-853’s transmission, betraying her position just thirty miles away.47 Within minutes, two FM-1 Wildcats roar down from the sky and strafe the deck. Bullets tear through the crew; Bootsmann Kurt Schweichler and Maschinengefreiter Karl-Heinz Löffler fall instantly, and twelve others collapse, wounded. Shrapnel and bullets tear through Sommer’s body, slicing his head, stomach, and arms, but he somehow gives the order to dive. Through sheer resolve, he pulls his boat down, and it slips away from the bombers’ reach.

The hunt has worn them all thin. U-853 remains intact, though her commander is near death. Sommer, with a heavy heart, decides to “commence return passage,” as U-Boat Command’s war diary notes,48 “on account of a large number of the crew being unfit for duty.” Twenty-three-year-old Oberleutnant zur See Helmut Frömsdorf takes over and guides the battered submarine back toward Lorient—his first command already scarred by the deadly chase.

***

THE BACKBONE OF THE U-boat force lies shattered, yet morale endures—fierce, unyielding. Only one man falters under the unceasing blows: Großadmiral Dönitz himself. In August, he paces the Koralle, his nerve center in Bernau near Berlin, besieged by wave upon wave of grim reports. The strain began in July, when Konteradmiral Godt reported twenty-three U-boats lost in the Atlantic. Now, the dam has broken; defeat floods in, inescapable as the tide. In Toulon, American bombers tear through the remnants of his Mediterranean flotilla, obliterating eleven U-boats. Still, he waits for long-overdue news from U-1229, dispatched on a mission so secret, only a handful know its purpose. The longer the silence stretches, the louder it speaks.

USS JANSSEN —August 20, 1944

A German lieutenant sits aboard USS Janssen, nursing the throbbing wound in his thigh. His injury isn’t what consumes him; it’s the gnawing fear coiled tightly inside him. Thick dark brows furrow over sharp, weasel-like features as he stares out over the sea. His muscular frame, though small and wiry at five foot seven, seems tense, like a spring ready to snap. Even in his pain, his dark brown eyes glint with a guarded edge, hinting at secrets locked behind his measured calm. As the vessel rocks beneath him, he clings to a single question: when the Americans uncover who he truly is, will they execute him?

Just days ago, his world had been the dim metal hull deep beneath the Atlantic. U-1229 was discovered on August 20, 1944, nearly three hundred miles from Cape Race. A Grumman TBF Avenger from Bogue spotted it,49 then unleashed rockets and depth charges, forcing the U-boat to crash-dive. For two hours, the crew huddled in darkness, as acid seeped from batteries and deadly chlorine gas filled the submarine, stinging eyes and throats. Kapitänleutnant Arnim Zinke, in charge, faced a bleak choice: stay submerged and suffocate or surface and risk death. He chose the latter.

When U-1229 surfaced, gunfire and bombs met them immediately. The Avenger circled back and strafed the U-boat’s hull until its steel skeleton buckled, dragging it to the depths. Zinke, whom few admired, went down with the boat. The others were flung into the turbulent Atlantic, clutching debris, clambering onto rafts, or simply treading water. Of the original sixty crew, forty-two were pulled aboard Allied ships. Some would call it luck, though the sea claimed one more on board.

The “lieutenant,” dressed in a Kriegsmarine uniform, was found wounded. His torn thigh and supposed rank earned him a place in Janssen’s officers’ quarters, while the other German sailors huddled in sailors’ bunks with soup and coffee. The Americans did not yet know this man was no ordinary sailor. This was Oskar Mantel, a Reich-trained agent, a propagandist carrying secrets he’d guarded for years.

As Janssen cuts through the waves, Mantel faces his first interrogation. Calm and measured, he recounts his years in New York as though recalling another life. “Cosmetics, wholesale,” he says with a faint smile. He talks of his sister’s beauty shops, of “lovely” days in Paris, yet reveals nothing of the storm within. He mentions the U-boat, its impossibly long submerged runs with a new Schnorchel—a “shoot”—and brags of her hull’s resilience, as if her sinking were still some badge of honor. But then he falters, hinting at something darker: whispers of new U-boats with unprecedented weapons.

By the time Janssen pulls into Argentia, Newfoundland, after another round of questioning, Navy intelligence grows wary.50 Mantel is found holding $2,000 in American money, funding given to him for his journey. He quickly reveals his true colors as a bitter Nazi, staunch and defiant. Word spreads to Boston, where agents prepare for the next round of interrogation. Under their cold gazes, Mantel begins to crack. He clings to his lies, but fragments slip through—enough to raise alarms. He speaks of plans hatched in Berlin, of weapons capable of reaching American shores, of U-boats outfitted to launch missiles. As interrogators press him, his tale darkens: rumors surface of a task force poised to unleash a new “vengeance weapon” against the United States.

The Tenth Fleet, Washington, DC—August 1944

Intelligence officers notify the director of Naval Intelligence in Washington. Mantel claims the Germans are planning a buzz bomb attack on the United States, launched from a special task force of missile-carrying U-boats. It appears his own mission, violently interrupted, was part of this scheme.

The director of Naval Intelligence forwards the FBI’s memo to Vice Admiral Herbert Leary at Eastern Sea Frontier. US military intelligence becomes convinced that Germany’s newest U-boats might soon threaten American soil with secret V-weapons: the Fieseler Fi-103, a pulse-jet-powered, cruise-type missile, stored in watertight deck-mounted hangars and launched from stern-mounted rails; or another rumored V-weapon, similar to those now devastating London and Antwerp, launched from submersible containers.

When Leary’s teletyped query reaches Tenth Fleet, Knowles hands it to his executive officer,51 Lieutenant Commander John E. Parsons. “What do you make of this, Number One?” he asks, using the Royal Navy vernacular that both men find suitably salty. Parsons scrutinizes the intelligence closely. He’s seen certain curious hints.52 Recent aerial photos of U-boats in Norway show strange contraptions mounted on their decks. British intelligence identifies them as launch devices for buzz bombs. Yet Parsons, after close examination, concludes the devices are mere wooden tracks for loading torpedoes. But given the eerie uncertainties of the U-boat campaign, no one dares take a firm stand against these warnings. Knowles signals a cautious “very doubtful” to Leary in New York, unwilling to say impossible, but determining it’s highly unlikely.

Then . . . the next dominoes fall.

Europe—September 8, 1944

On the morning of September 8, 1944, Paris breathes in its new, fragile freedom. The sky is calm as residents emerge from their doors, savoring a moment that feels like peace. The Nazi occupation is over, and the city is regaining color and sound. Then, at precisely 8:09 a.m., that quiet shatters. A thunderous blast tears through Charentonneau,53 collapsing buildings and gouging a vast crater where only moments before, life had been routine. The V-2 rocket—the first of its kind deployed on an Allied city—unleashes havoc.

Hours later, the same terror strikes in London’s Chiswick. At 6:43 p.m., Tony Simpson, a local, is nearly thrown from his feet by “the biggest explosion that [he] had ever heard.” He watches smoke rise in twisting columns above Staveley Road. Then comes the aftershock. “It sounded as though every thunderstorm in England had gathered and released its energy over Chiswick.” The strike leaves a twenty-foot crater, claims three lives, injures twenty-two, and damages more than 550 homes.

These two strikes mark the start of a new nightmare—one that arrives from the sky without warning. Unlike the V-1 buzz bombs with their signature whirring, the V-2 rockets fall unseen, giving no time for anyone to run for cover. In Chiswick, confusion reigns as rumors swirl through the streets. Nobody seems to understand why a gas main has suddenly developed a fault. Resident Victor Moore can’t help but ask “Why would the Gas Board bury pipes twenty feet down?” But reality soon sets in: Germany’s deadliest new weapon has arrived.

While the British government initially tries to conceal the true nature of the attacks, rumors spread. “It was a terror weapon,” a survivor states. “You didn’t hear it arriving; it was just there . . . bang!” Far away, in the secrecy of Peenemünde, Wernher von Braun and his team—architects of the rocket—keep working, ironing out the imperfections of their creation.

Peenemünde, Germany—September 1944

In his Peenemünde office after the first V-2 hit,54 Magnus von Braun leans over a cluttered table with Dieter Huzel, his brother Wernher’s newest technical assistant. Magnus will soon leave for the Mittelwerk complex—a vast underground factory 320 kilometers southwest of Peenemünde, where production of the V-2s was transferred in August 1943 after the facility’s bombing. Magnus’s move is a necessity. He’s been tasked with overseeing gyroscope production to steady the rocket’s unstable trajectory—an essential role as Germany’s hopes and propaganda intensifies around these “miracle weapons.”

Two half-mile tunnels gouged into the mountainside hold the brutal assembly line. Prisoners from nearby camps toil in choking dust, flinching at distant explosions. In the pitch-dark barracks, ten thousand cram into lice-ridden bunks, the stench of overflowing oil-barrel toilets thick in the stagnant air. With no clean water and minimal food, more than twenty die each day from starvation, disease, and exhaustion. Jean Michel, a French resistance fighter, keeps a hidden journal of the atrocities:55 “Some deportees are too weak and collapse. They have dysentery. The SS beat them . . . They will suffer no more.”

Wernher von Braun and his team, under SS General Hans Kammler’s ruthless command, oversee the V-2’s assembly, with Kammler enforcing harsh discipline. Any hint of sabotage results in executions by hanging above the assembly lines, a grim deterrent.

Back in Peenemünde, Magnus and Dieter go through the last of Wernher’s correspondence. The room is still as they take a rare moment of rest. Suddenly, Magnus’s secretary, Fräulein Beise, bursts in,56 clutching a newspaper. She extends it, her voice trembling. “I’m sorry, Herr von Braun, but look.” The headline reads: “Vergeltungswaffe-2 Gegen London im Einsatz” (The V-2 in Action Against London). Magnus and Dieter are on their feet, newspaper in hand, hurrying to Wernher’s office. Inside, engineers gather around, talking in hushed voices, each struck by the reality of what they’ve built.

Wernher’s voice cuts through the room’s excitement with a steady tone. It’s clear that propaganda is outpacing reality, with Goebbels mythologizing the V-2 as the war’s turning point. “Let’s not forget,” von Braun says, “this is only the beginning of a new era, the era of rocket-powered flight. But it’s another sad fact that so often important new developments get nowhere until they are first applied as weapons.”

They understand now: the V-2 is out there, silent, carving its deadly path across the sky. Each of them has a part in its creation. For some, it is duty; for others, vengeance; and for a rare few, it is a step toward reaching the stars. Yet, the V-2’s legacy will mark the dawn of an age where human progress is bound, irrevocably, to human cost.

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—Fall 1944

Encrypted messages hiding secrets of life and death flow through the Naval Communications Annex in Washington. Sometimes, the WAVES, like Lieutenant Fran Steen,57 see familiar names in the stream of data. The latest decrypt to cross her desk says her brother’s ship in the Pacific is targeted for a kamikaze strike. Fran gasps, and her fingers pause for the briefest second. WAVES around her spring into action, alerting every line in reach, but they can’t stop what’s already set in motion. Hours later, another message arrives: the kamikaze strikes. It’s only much later she learns he’s still alive—spared by a wardroom bulkhead.

In Dayton, Joe Desch is privy to the same bleak updates on attacks and losses streaming through the secure lines from DC. Few have happy endings. He doesn’t need a uniform or a rifle to feel the war pressing down on him. He’s grinding through sleepless nights, tethered to the machines his team is upgrading. They will crack the new Enigma and Japanese ciphers—particularly JN-11, a four-digit problem used on commercial vessels. This cipher, if broken, could be used to plot Japanese cargo vessel routes, enabling Allied forces to ambush convoys and potentially shift the balance in the Pacific war. But the cost is mounting.

In July, the Japanese navy rolls out their newest, most elusive cipher yet: JN-25N, the “Nan cipher.” This cipher, shrouded in secrecy, is impenetrable—a wall the Americans can’t break through. With it, Japanese officers are preparing for the upcoming battle at Leyte Gulf, a storm the Allies can sense brewing, but cannot see.

Two years earlier, a reporter for a Chicago paper broke censorship rules58 and announced that the victory at Midway came from breaking Japan’s codes. Enraged, Japanese commanders reacted quickly. By the time Allied forces fought to hold Guadalcanal, their critical intelligence pipeline had all but dried up. Starved of Japanese positions and plans, the United States lost more than seven thousand men and nearly as many wounded—a near-total disaster on the heels of a media blunder. The moral of the story: a blackout in enemy communications could cost the lives of thousands.

Now, in 1944, with intelligence trailing the need, breaking JN-25N is a necessity. The code becomes a dead end, even for the Japanese, given its impossibly complex structure. Japanese cipher clerks begin leaning on JN-11—a simpler four-digit fallback cipher originally used for convoy communications but now repurposed for more general purposes. It is less complex than JN-25N, but still capable of stalling Allied efforts.

With the Bombe operation running successfully, NCR expands production—Copperhead, Viper, Duenna—each machine built for a specific cryptographic task. Each new task requires new hardware, with new arrangements of relays and vacuum tubes representing different algorithms.

After months of work, Howard Engstrom asks for answers on October 14: “Request status report on 4-digit problem.”59 Meader and others have piled the pressure on Joe; he can’t falter now, not after so many brutal hours. His top engineers are at his side, working from dawn until the quiet, aching hours of the following morning. They whisper between themselves, “Joe is not doing well.60 We hope we’ll get him through before all this is over.”

Yet Joe’s war is not only fought in the lab. A devout Catholic, Joe wrestles with his own conscience. He understands the rules of engagement when it comes to the Germans. With Japan, however, he feels the conflict is different—darker. The brutality in the Pacific theater makes Joe wonder about his role.61 He is uneasy about playing God as his machines send enemy ships to the depths.

He often thinks back to a day in 1940 when Orville Wright, now an aging pioneer, had stopped by the NCR lab. After lunch, two men walked along Main Street, Wright’s gait unsteady from a long-ago crash. Overhead, a bomber flew toward Wright Field, a base that carries Orville’s name. Joe asked if it troubled him that his invention had become a tool of war. Wright paused, eyes following the plane, and quietly replied, “No. If we hadn’t done it, somebody else would have.”

But for Joe, the guilt can be overwhelming at times. Does the intelligence his machines provide lead to innumerable deaths? Sometimes, he wonders if his work bears responsibility in a way he’d never anticipated.

Joe steps into the communications room as an urgent memo arrives. One of his machines crafted to decrypt Japanese communications is failing. They need him to fix it. This is more than a malfunction; it is a crisis. He knows from his high-level contacts in Naval Communications and Operations—men like Joseph Wenger, Howard Engstrom, and Kenneth Knowles, who have direct access to ULTRA—that the Battle of Leyte Gulf is about to get underway. The machine’s failure could leave them blind heading into battle.

Leyte Gulf in the Philippines. It sparks a thought in the back of Joe’s mind. He remembers that his old reserves unit had surrendered near there in 1942. Reports had come in over the past two years that the entire group was either killed or MIA,62 but there are no real answers.63

The Navy brass tells Joe they need his machine to locate a Japanese convoy laden with troops near Leyte. Thinking of his old friends, Joe works nearly forty-eight hours straight. He finds a solution just before the battle begins. As he hangs up the secure line to Washington, he knows the information he has just given OP-20-G will mean the deaths of thousands of men. But perhaps his machines can also help in liberating those prisoners, perhaps even saving the lives of some of his friends, if they are still alive.

Leyte Gulf—October 17, 1944

As October 17 dawns, the Philippine Sea erupts in steel and smoke. Operation King II, the Battle of Leyte Gulf, begins. American forces press to secure Leyte, a springboard for the final push toward Japan. Submarines encircle the area, feeding vital intel to Admirals William Halsey and Thomas Kincaid. Over one hundred thousand square miles, carrier planes scream from American decks. They sink the mighty battleship Musashi in the Sibuyan Sea. At the Surigao Strait, US ships hammer the Japanese Southern Force. Yet, danger looms when Halsey chases a decoy, leaving San Bernardino Strait exposed. Vice Admiral Takeo Kurita’s battleships slip through, threatening American escort carriers off Samar. Outgunned, the Americans fight back, forcing Kurita’s retreat.

Then come the intercepted messages. On October 21st, a TOP SECRET ULTRA intercept in JN-1164 code states a convoy will withdraw to Takao. It lists the escorts and the transports.

The day before, a similar message decoded with help from NCR’s Copperhead I machine, which compares JN-11 and JN-25 ciphers, allowed the Navy to pinpoint the ships’ locations, destinations, and cargo. This was enough information for the Navy to send submarines to intercept them.65

The submarines Shark II, Seadragon, and Blackfish coordinate their approach. On October 22, Shark reports spotting four large Japanese vessels. On October 24, Seadragon intercepts a brief transmission: Shark has made radar contact with a lone Japanese freighter and is moving in for an attack. It’s her last known message—a signal that fades into the static of warfare.66

Nearly 1,800 American POWs are packed into the cramped, fetid holds of Arisan Maru, a Japanese cargo ship repurposed to transport prisoners. These men, captured in the Philippines in April 1942, are survivors of the Bataan Death March—a brutal, sixty-five-mile ordeal marked by starvation, disease, and merciless violence. After enduring two and a half years of horrific imprisonment, the men are weakened by malnutrition and debilitating diseases. By the time they board Arisan Maru, they are gaunt shadows of their former selves.

Conditions aboard are barbaric. Men die of suffocation and trampling in the first hours. The bodies stay in the hold for an extended period before being tossed overboard. The prisoners are packed so tightly into the holds that movement is nearly impossible. With only a few makeshift latrines available, sanitation is nonexistent. “Wading in fecal matter. Most of the men went naked. The place was alive with lice, bedbugs, and roaches; the filth and stench were beyond description.” The tropical heat inside the steel hold is maddening, and water is rationed to three ounces per man daily, barely enough to keep dehydration at bay. Sometimes, Japanese guards cruelly pour water into the hold, forcing prisoners to catch it in clothing and suck it dry.

By the eleventh day, the prisoners’ desperation grows. Some even begin to pray for an attack on the ship, preferring a quick death to their prolonged suffering. “Come on, Navy!” They pray to die. Arisan Maru is spotted by American submarines, and a volley of torpedoes follows. On deck, a POW named Harry Brundidge sees “A big torpedo . . . cascading toward our stern.” Chaos erupts as Japanese guards scramble to seal the hatches, intending to drown the prisoners like trapped rats.

As the ship sinks, the prisoners are forced into the water. Some cling to debris, while others attempt to swim toward a nearby Japanese destroyer. However, the destroyer’s crew shows no mercy, using poles to push away or drown the approaching Americans. “Laughing and chattering hysterically, they [are] using the poles to force the Americans under the water.”

***

ON OCTOBER 24, 1944, a Japanese naval message is decrypted in Washington from the original JN-11 enciphered message—“ARISAN MARU sank at 1940.”67

Through its Pacific Command, the Navy learns USS Shark II (SS-314), with eighty-seven crew members, is lost with all hands after Japanese forces unleashed an onslaught of seventeen depth charges. Rumors spread that Shark might have gone down while attempting a daring rescue of American prisoners of war—a mission that would have been her final act.

Then comes the hardest news of all. Arisan Maru, sunk by USS Shark using intelligence deciphered by Joe’s machines, carried 1,781 American POWs. Only nine survived.

Dayton, Ohio—October 24, 1944

On that same October day, Joe Desch’s name fades from all message traffic between Dayton and Washington. Joe passes a neatly typed memo to Joseph Wenger through his secretary Esther Hottenstein, a dear friend. Joe is resigning. He wants no further part in this “damned, dirty business of the war.”68 The war machines, the pressure, the sleepless nights—he’s done.

Early the next morning, Joe calls a lifelong friend, then packs a sledgehammer, spikes, and an ax into his car. He drives twenty miles east, where the thick woods outside Xenia wait for him. All day, he swings the ax, clearing dead trees, splitting wood—an honest, unthinking rhythm. It’s the kind of work that clears the mind.

At dusk, Joe returns to his cottage and stacks each log into the fireplace. Dorothy sits with him, and they talk quietly as the fire crackles, sharing a rare, gentle intimacy. An evening of peace, one they haven’t shared in what feels like a lifetime. Joe, still processing yesterday’s events, shakes his head. “Those poor boys.”
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Germany—October 1944

The reality of what Erich Gimpel, Agent 146, is about to undertake is sinking in. The Allies march steadily toward Germany, but in Berlin, a different mission is taking shape. Dr. S., his German Intelligence handler, had informed him of Operation Elster (or “Magpie”),1 this journey to America, nearly a year ago, soon after the canceled attempt to sabotage the Panama Canal. Gimpel had agreed to go, but on one condition—he needed someone he could trust.

“A proper American,” he insisted to Dr. S. “Not some seedy adventurer. He must know the latest dance steps, the popular songs. What width one’s trousers should be, how short the haircut. Everything about baseball. And Hollywood gossip—he must have it all.”

Dr. S. raised an eyebrow. “Do you have such a man in mind?”

Gimpel shook his head. “That’s the trouble. I have no idea where to find him.”

Dr. S.’s answer was terse: “We’ll find him.”

The search for Gimpel’s assistant was as eventful as it was incidentally humorous, punctuated by dead ends and misplaced loyalties. But finally, running out of time and desperate, they stumbled upon a young American, William Colepaugh.2

“Wilhelm,” as he prefers to be called, is eager to renounce his home soil. Born in Niantic, Connecticut, he has the right background—Admiral Farragut Academy, MIT. But red flags abound. In October 1942, he joined the US Naval Reserve, only to be discharged a year later “for the good of the service,” likely because the FBI had begun probing his Nazi sympathies. Unbeknownst to them, he’d already acted as an Abwehr spy in 1941, sailing with the British to gather intelligence on convoy routes between the States and Scotland. By the time the FBI realized he was a true traitor, Colepaugh had disappeared. He had hired himself out as an ordinary seaman on the Swedish ship Gripsholm, the same vessel that had taken Gimpel back to Germany two years before. Despite his erratic loyalty, German Intelligence deems him fit for the mission, his sympathies outweighing the risk he presents.

And thus, Gimpel and Colepaugh ready themselves, drilling American customs, slang, and the nuances of blending into a foreign city. Gimpel can’t shake the nagging thought: are they being sent on a “Himmelfahrtskommando,” a suicide mission?

American West Coast—November 1944

Meanwhile, Japan, battered by incessant American assaults, has been pressuring Germany for more than a year to strike the United States. Frustrated with delays, they take matters into their own hands and launch incendiary balloon bombs3 from submarines along the US coast. Flimsy yet dangerous, the balloons drift toward American forests, intended to ignite a slow-burning chaos.4

The first of these “Fu-Go” balloons is discovered in early November 1944, floating off San Pedro, California. It’s harmless, just rubberized silk, and military officials initially write it off as a curiosity. But on November 14, another balloon is recovered off Kailua, Hawaii, now bearing incendiary payloads. News spreads swiftly as dozens more are found, each incident compounding fear. Rangers patrol the forests. The Civil Air Patrol mobilizes.5 In South Dakota, Lakota tribesmen volunteer as ground lookouts, determined to guard against unseen threats. The true nature of these objects—weapons launched by Japan in a desperate attempt to attack the American mainland—is still unknown to most.

Aboard U-1230, Atlantic Ocean—November 1944

Headed toward the mainland from Europe, German spies Erich Gimpel and William Colepaugh adjust to the strange customs of submarine life aboard U-1230. Colepaugh complains to Gimpel6 that using the toilets requires “climbing through a hole sideways and only reaching one’s objective after performing a variety of contortions.” For Gimpel, a veteran of espionage but new to the brutal confines of a U-boat, it’s all part of the mission.

By the fourth day, reality slams into them. Bombs thunder around the submarine, shattering the monotony with violent clarity. The alarm blares, and the U-boat dives, plunging into darkness. Gimpel observes as “Daylight disappear[s] . . . the boat went down, the air grew foul.” Silence follows—the gramophone records, endlessly looping through the small space, fall quiet as if even the music senses the danger.

Beside him, Colepaugh’s face is pale, his voice low. “What shall we do if a bomb hits us?”

Gimpel glances at him, deadpan. “We will drown, and then it will all be over.”

Nerves fray as days stretch into weeks, punctuated by bombs and evasion drills. Each night, the submarine creeps to periscope depth to gulp fresh air, running silent by day.7 “What fools we were to let ourselves in for this,” Colepaugh whispers in the dark, unable to mask his regret.

Gimpel meets his gaze, offering little sympathy. “Remember why we’re here,” he replies. Their hatred for the Allies, their purpose—it’s a fragile thread holding them steady.

Then comes a moment that nearly breaks them. As they use the Schnorchel to replenish their oxygen supply in heavy seas, a massive wave washes over the ventilator, blocking the escape of exhaust gases. Men begin to slump over, choking, as the diesel engines grind to a halt. Gimpel fights to stay conscious, his vision blurring. The diesels cut out, and no one understands why. Eight men collapse from the fumes. Thinking fast, the boat’s engineer disconnects the diesel engines and switches to electric power. As the boat begins to sink, the captain orders them to surface. U-1230 lurches upward, her hull bucking like a wild animal as she surfaces. Fresh air floods in as the hatch is flung open, and unconscious crew members are dragged up onto the deck. Gimpel feels the pounding of his heart. A split second’s hesitation, and they would’ve died.

They are headed for Frenchman Bay in Maine. Near the American coast, another shock awaits. Rifling through their supplies, Gimpel notices the stack of dollar bills they’re carrying—wrapped, inexplicably, in Deutsche Reichsbank paper. He swears under his breath. This oversight could be a deadly giveaway.8

Then, a last-minute message from headquarters raises alarm: “We have reason to believe that the enemy may be apprised of our undertaking. Act according to your own discretion.”

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—November 29, 1944

A memorandum from OP-20-G makes its way through the offices of naval leadership, including Kenneth Knowles and the Tenth Fleet. Intelligence is starting to build a picture of U-1230, slicing through the icy Atlantic under Kapitänleutnant Hans Hilbig. Inside the memo, a message from British Intelligence man Harry Hinsley, sent to the Office of Naval Communications, echoes with certainty—and perhaps a bit of dismissal. Hinsley’s words are deliberate,9 “We have, of course, received the rumors to which you refer that the Germans plan to use a U-boat (or U-boats) to fire robot bombs on the east coast of the United States and—because, as you say, the project is worthy of considerable attention—we have been in close touch with the Admiralty in an effort to discover whether these rumors have any foundation.” Simply put, British Intelligence did not believe there was more to the situation than German propaganda and further outlined their reasons why.

In Hinsley’s report, a name surfaces:10 Oskar Mantel, a POW who had been captured in August. He’d claimed he was meant to be smuggled ashore as an agent. But Hinsley remains skeptical, breaking apart Mantel’s story piece by piece. He concludes with a final statement: “There is nothing in Mantel’s story to suggest that a second attempt to land agents by submarine might have been intended before the first was known to have failed.”

Frenchman Bay, Maine—November 29, 1944

The same day the memo circulates through OP-20-G in Washington, U-1230 drifts silently into Frenchman Bay, Maine. The boat had lurked off Baker Island for two days, waiting for the best tides and conditions. Her commander, Hans Hilbig, maneuvers the boat with tense precision, nudging it closer to the coast in slow, cautious advances. Inside, Colepaugh and Gimpel change into civilian clothes and double-check their bags. They both know every stitch of clothing, every possession, will soon be scrutinized by the Americans they’ll try to deceive. But right now, the ocean around them is as silent as the grave they might share if they’re discovered too soon.11

Hilbig’s voice cuts through the silence. “I’ll try to get in a bit nearer. I’ll turn her once more and approach in reverse, but I have to watch the screw doesn’t get caught.”

They creep within seventy yards of shore, so close only the conning tower breaks the surface. The shore looms dark and still; a house stands off to the left, its blank windows giving no sign of life. Through the binoculars, the men can see all too well: a lone truck passes on the road and is overtaken by a private car, their headlights piercing the still night. Two dogs dart across the road, their howls ghostly against the dark. The wind shifts; even the slightest sound seems amplified.

“Now,” Gimpel whispers.

Hilbig’s nod is barely perceptible, his tone a low rumble. “But first, I’ll aim the artillery and machine guns. We’ll cover the shore.” He turns to Colepaugh and Gimpel. “If you are surprised, jump into the water and swim back to us. I’ll give them something to think about on shore meanwhile.”

The dinghy creaks as it drops into the black water, rocking in the swell. The Atlantic heaves and slaps against the hull, breaking over the gunwales in sprays that sting like needles of ice. Gimpel and Colepaugh clamber down, clutching their bags and climbing in along with two U-boatmen. The snow falls heavier now, veiling the shore. The two sailors row with steady strokes. Colepaugh’s thoughts flicker to George Dasch’s bungled mission, the lectures drilled into Gimpel by command: Remember the coastguards. Don’t waste words. If someone stops you, shoot.

Gimpel fingers the revolver in his pocket. His gaze is locked on the approaching shore, questions racing through his mind: If someone finds me, what will I do? An old man? A child? I can’t shoot them—can I? He pushes the thought aside, turning instead to the mental map he’s etched into his mind, rehearsing each step. The nearest town is Ellsworth, a few miles off, and they’ll have to avoid it. Strangers attract attention.

With a slight bump, the dinghy hits land. The sailors exchange glances, but Gimpel signals them to keep silent. He slips one revolver into his coat pocket and grips the other, then steps onto solid ground. The forest stands waiting, cloaked in snow; the branches brush his face, leaving wet streaks on his cheeks as they climb through the undergrowth.

Behind them, the dinghy disappears as the sailors paddle back to U-1230. Through the snow-laden pines, Colepaugh and Gimpel catch a final glimpse of the U-boat. Hilbig stands rigid at the conning tower, his artillery aimed toward the coast, breath steaming in the cold as his gaze follows them into the woods.

They trudge deeper, their bags heavy, branches tangling their feet, the snow muffling their steps. The night is only broken by the occasional crunch of a misstep.12 “The worst is over,” Gimpel mutters, though he doesn’t believe it himself. He looks to Colepaugh. “Billy, if someone speaks to us, you answer,” he adds.

The woods give way to the road, forcing them to walk along its edge. Headlights appear in the distance, brightening with each passing second. Colepaugh moves as if he is going to dart back into the cover of trees, but Gimpel holds him back. “Stay where you are, you idiot,” he whispers harshly. Gimpel’s own pulse quickens as the car approaches, its lights glaring as they walk on, feeling exposed, naked. The car passes, its headlights flashing over them in a moment that stretches far too long, and then it’s gone, leaving them in a shivering silence.

A sign on the roadside looms into view: “Melas Potato Chips. The Best in Boston.” A final, ominous warning beneath it reads, “Drive Carefully. Death Is So Permanent.”

***

AS FAMED AUTHOR E. B. White wrote in The New Yorker, “People who live in the villages on Maine’s coast are members of the oldest bureau of investigation in existence—they have the eyes, the ears, and the curiosity of hunters and fishers, and whatever or whoever comes ashore or goes afloat, man, bird, or beast, in whatever kind of weather, is duly noted and entered in the book of days.”

That night, snow falls in heavy, wet flakes, coating Hancock Point in a thin, white blanket—the first snow of the season. Harvard Merrill Hodgkins,13 a high school senior and a Boy Scout, drives home from the Wednesday night dance at the Townsend Club. It’s just after eleven, and he’s navigating the winding, unlit road back to Crabtree Neck, as snow drifts down in near-blinding sheets.

As he rounds a bend, his headlights catch two figures trudging through the snow. They’re moving slowly, heads down against the wind, dressed in long, city-style overcoats and slacks, clothes that look foreign here in the Maine woods. He slows the car, and the men turn their faces away from the light. It’s bitter cold, but they wear no hats, no boots. Hodgkins finds it suspicious. “You just don’t see folks walking without boots out here when it’s snowy . . . no one around here wears a topcoat in the winter.”

He considers offering them a ride; something about them nags at his curiosity. “Shucks, if they were crazy enough to be out on a night like this, maybe I’d let them walk,” he thinks, edging the car to the side as they pass. Their faces are unfamiliar—strangers, he realizes, and in a place where six families live year-round, everyone’s face is familiar.

Hodgkins watches them disappear around the bend, their steps trailing off toward the woods and the black sea. It’s a risky time to be out here alone, with recent whispers of spies landing on the Maine coast. He stops the car. He gets out and follows their footprints down the road, then down a little trail that veers off toward Sunset Rocks—a spot he knows well from rabbit hunting with his father, Dana Hodgkins, a deputy sheriff and local guide.

Their tracks vanish into the trees near Kent Crabtree’s house. They’d come from the shore, Hodgkins realizes. “There was no reason for them to be coming from down there,” he ponders, unease prickling as he scans the empty coastline. The cottages along Sunset Rocks are empty in the winter—no reason at all for strangers to emerge from that path.

With his father away on a hunting trip, Harvard decides to keep quiet about the encounter until he returns. But he’s not the only one with an unsettling story to tell.

Down the road, another local, Mary Forni,14 mother of three and the tax collector’s wife, is driving home from her weekly card game. It’s nearly midnight when her headlights pick up two men walking along the edge of the macadam highway, close enough that she can make out their thin, city-style coats, their shoulders hunched against the snow. She, too, feels that flash of unease. Forni tells her husband, who brushes it off with a laugh.

OP-20-G, Washington, DC—December 1944

OP-20-G grows increasingly unsettled. Reports circulating between the Tenth Fleet and British intelligence at the OIC take on an urgent tone. The shift in German tactics is stark:15 U-boats now transmit in shorter, less frequent bursts—just enough to elude Huff-Duff, their signals lasting mere seconds. With U-boats imposing radio silence for up to forty days, Wenger sees traditional tracking methods slipping through his fingers.

The suspicion is that this is all tied to advancements with the German Schnorchel and various technology, which they’ve learned about through continuous communications from the Japanese naval attaché.

In late summer, Vice Admiral Hiroaki Abe and the Japanese naval attaché in Berlin, alongside German officials, travel to Danzig for a close-up look at Germany’s latest technological marvel—the 1,600-ton Type XXI U-boat. As they tour the construction yards, Abe and his colleague glimpse what might change the fate of submarine warfare. The new model is outfitted with a Schnorchel, allowing it to stay submerged for prolonged periods and avoid detection. Hints surface of specialized racks, a modification that suggests Germany plans to arm the boats with novel, secretive weapons.16 The Japanese attaché reports brim with guarded enthusiasm over these advancements, and conclude, “With admirable tenacity the U-boat authorities have adjusted themselves to the change at home and have persisted in subordinating everything to one end: ‘the reopening of the Atlantic battle.’”

Meanwhile, the British intercepts of ULTRA data, once reliable, have also grown scarce. Fewer transmissions are making it through, and delays in breaking German codes render much of the intelligence obsolete by the time it reaches Allied hands. U-boat Command’s recent orders paint a troubling picture, introducing the phrase “Total Underwater Warfare.” This isn’t just about the advanced Type XXI or the nimble Type XXIII. Even the older U-boats are pushing full-on stealth, honing their tactics for the impending battle, waiting to unleash a new era of underwater warfare.

The Tenth Fleet’s Huff-Duff stations sporadically pick up faint signals in early December, traced to desolate points near Rockall and between the Faroes and Greenland. But nothing stands out—yet. The signals are from U-boats on an unusual mission. Under Hitler’s orders, U-870, U-1052, and U-1232 operate as weather boats, relaying vital data for the Ardennes offensive. Their reports enable Hitler’s meteorologists to predict the fierce winter storms that paralyze Allied forces, grounding planes and freezing the advance. For Dönitz, it’s proof that even a whisper from the Atlantic can alter the war’s direction.

Hancock, Maine—December 1944

The encounter with those two strange men lingers in Mary Forni’s mind, keeping her awake long into the night. By morning, she can’t shake her misgivings, so she shares them with her neighbor, Harvard’s mother.17

“They just weren’t like anyone you’d see here in November,” she said, the unease still fresh in her voice. “Honestly, it’s a wonder I didn’t stop and offer them a ride.” They quickly connect the dots to the two sightings. Both families resolve to tell Dana when he returns.

Two days later, Dana Hodgkins arrives home, greeted by his son’s story about the two strangers he’d spotted18 trudging through the snow along that country road. As the local deputy sheriff, Dana first assumes they must be burglars and sets out, investigating all seventy homes in the area. He finds nothing is amiss. Then, on December 4, when he’s up in Bangor on business, Dana happens to run into an FBI agent with whom he had worked before. He mentions the suspicious men Harvard had spotted five days earlier.

An hour later, three agents arrive in Hancock and grill Harvard about what he’d seen. They had already been in the area, sent by the Boston FBI to investigate reports about U-1230 and the sinking of Cornwallis, a Canadian freighter hauling sugar and molasses up from Barbados, cut down ten miles southwest of Mount Desert Rock. The master, thirty-five crewmen, and seven gunners are killed. A U-boat was clearly operating in the area, but Harvard's report provides the first evidence of a potential enemy landing.

For days, agents sweep the area, checking bus terminals, rail stations, even local phone records, but it’s as if the strangers have vanished like a breath on glass.

Germany—December 1944

In the heart of a Westphalian forest, torches flicker against the ancient stones of Schloss Varlar,19 casting long, eerie shadows. The air is dense with smoke and the scent of pine, which barely softens the tang of military leather and polished medals. Wernher von Braun and Walter Dornberger stand side by side along with two other colleagues from Peenemünde, their figures silhouetted by the firelight, waiting to be decorated. This evening, they’re to receive the Knight’s Cross of the War Merit Cross—a symbol of honor as chilling as it is coveted, a gesture from a regime watching its ambitions slip through its fingers.

In the hushed crowd, Ernst Steinhoff stands still, pride rising in his chest as two of his closest friends step forward to receive the honor. The spectacle unfolds around them. Beside the stage hangs a ceremonial curtain, heavy and dark, like a lid on a coffin, drawn back only when the signal comes. Each time a V-2 rocket launches from a nearby position, lighting up the sky, the curtain pulls back to reveal von Braun and Dornberger, framed against the strobing light of rocket exhaust. The rumble reverberates through the walls, mingling with the soldiers’ cheers. It’s a Wagnerian display of power and theater, meant to stir even the coldest hearts; yet beneath the grandeur lies an unmistakable desperation. This ceremony, more than an honor, feels like a requiem.

Back at Peenemünde, the missile program churns on. The V-2 rockets—a triumph of technology that had once promised to reshape warfare—now fly not only over London but across the Channel to Antwerp, where Hitler hopes to stem the flow of Allied supplies. The engineers and soldiers at Peenemünde are exhausted, toiling under relentless pressure to increase production. At the Mittelwerk facility, the assembly line grinds on, day and night, producing missiles at a brutal pace, under conditions as dark as the rock tunnels in which it operates. It has been one year since the first V-2 rocket rolled off the assembly line. The factory, hidden underground, is now filled with forced laborers from nearby concentration camps, whose weary bodies fuel the Nazi war machine’s final, furious gasp. Each rocket is a monumental achievement built on suffering, and each launch only intensifies the Allies’ resolve to extinguish these terrible weapons.

It is during this time that von Braun, Steinhoff, and a select group of scientists, engineers, and high-ranking officers from the German Army and Navy gather in a secretive meeting room. The discussion returns to an audacious idea that had once proven successful—launching rockets from a U-boat. There had already been talk of reviving the project in recent months, but now, the discussion turns to an underwater launch system for the V-2,20 something that could bring the terror of their rockets to new shores. Development begins at Peenemünde’s “Prufstand XII” (Test-stand 12). The premise is both simple and ambitious: a U-boat would tow a massive, waterproof container holding a V-2 rocket close to an enemy’s coast, where it could be raised, launched, and then abandoned. The project brims with the same misplaced optimism that has colored so many of the Reich’s recent months. Von Braun assigns a few engineers to take up the task, drawing plans for immense rocket canisters that would be righted by flooding, the top opened, and a missile launched at New York at a moment’s notice.

New York—Christmas Week, 1944

The early evening settles over Rockefeller Center, and the city glows with that familiar holiday spectacle—the glint of shop lights bouncing off brass and chrome, the air tinged with the metallic bite of a New York winter. Streams of people rush through the streets, bundled in wool coats, wool scarves, all packed against the crisp cold. Olive-drab Army uniforms mingle with navy-blue coats as servicemen on leave navigate the crowds, men in fedoras duck into doorways. Fifth Avenue’s stately bronze traffic lights flash red, green, red again, punctuating the avenue’s darkened sidewalks with muted bursts of color.

In front of Radio City, skaters swirl and spin on the sunken rink, scarves fluttering behind them as they catch the cold air, their faces flushed with laughter. Music filters through loudspeakers—the cheerful chords of “The Trolley Song,” the steady swing of “White Christmas,” a hushed “Silent Night.” Above, the massive Christmas tree towers over the crowds, the tree lights casting warm pools of color onto the ice below, drawing the eyes of passersby who slow to watch.

In this festive throng, two men drift through, unnoticed. Erich Gimpel and William Colepaugh, both working for Germany, walk among the holiday crowds, headed for Roger Kent’s tailor shop.21 Colepaugh retrieves a suit he’s ordered, his mouth set, eyes shifting as he surveys the skaters, the shoppers, the families moving past.

Their next stop is the Robert Reed store, but Colepaugh stops, uncomfortable. He turns to Gimpel and mutters that it would embarrass him to enter the store while carrying a box from a competing shop. He gestures to the skating rink, his voice light, saying he’ll wait outside, take in the holiday atmosphere. Gimpel nods and steps inside, leaving Colepaugh to stand at the edge of the crowd, listening to the echo of Christmas carols.

But as soon as Gimpel slips inside the store, Colepaugh turns sharply and merges into the mass of people on Fifth Avenue. He doesn’t glance back, his shoulders drawn tight as he hails a taxi and directs it to Beekman Place. The cab pulls up outside the address, and he darts upstairs, returning moments later with two suitcases—one holding a significant amount of cash in a briefcase. As he’s descending, he passes Mrs. del Busto, the landlady. He pauses, sets down his cases, and wishes her a warm “Merry Christmas,” flashing a broad smile.22 He tells her he’s off to Connecticut for the holidays to spend time with family, and with a final handshake, he heads out into the night.

At Grand Central Station, Colepaugh checks the bags at the baggage room—though the keys are with Gimpel, and he has no way of opening them. He’s simply rid himself of the weight. With only his suit, he slips onto the subway and heads uptown, just two stops to Fifty-Ninth Street. After buying a few essentials, he steps into the opulent St. Moritz Hotel on Central Park South and registers as “Mr. and Mrs. William C. Caldwell,” expecting a date to join him later. He pays in advance and retires to his room, enjoying the momentary sense of freedom.

Meanwhile, Gimpel emerges from Robert Reed, carrying his newly purchased suit. He scans the area, expecting to see Colepaugh by the rink, but the man is gone. A quick scan of the crowds confirms his fear: Colepaugh has abandoned him. His heart beats fast as he realizes what this might mean. He hurries back to Beekman Place, finding the apartment empty. Mrs. del Busto tells him that “Caldwell” mentioned he’d gone to visit his family. Panic gnaws at him. Still, he convinces himself that Colepaugh has only gone on a lark, perhaps planning to indulge in the city before he flees.

On a hunch, Gimpel heads to Grand Central, where he soon spots the two familiar suitcases in the checkroom. Hours pass as he lurks by the baggage area, hoping Colepaugh might return to retrieve them. At midnight, his patience exhausted, he approaches the clerk and explains he’s lost his ticket.23 After a bit of persuasion, he’s allowed access, quickly unlocking one of the bags to verify its contents. Satisfied, he hauls the suitcases back to Beekman Place and settles in for a restless night.

In his mind, he cycles through a dozen scenarios—though betrayal barely crosses his thoughts. But as morning dawns, the growing silence from Colepaugh hasn’t gone unnoticed. By Friday afternoon, Gimpel can’t ignore the gnawing sensation that something has gone wrong. He packs a couple of boxes, makes some polite excuse to Mrs. del Busto, and leaves Beekman Place. He checks into the George Washington Hotel under the alias Edward Green, half a block from a familiar haunt, the Kenmore Hall. But suspicion dogs his every move, pushing him across the city to the Pennsylvania Hotel on Thirty-Third Street. There, he checks in as George Collins, his alias backed by forged papers.

While Gimpel lies low, Colepaugh, under the alias “Caldwell,” spends the next two days moving freely around New York, indulging in the city’s luxuries. On Saturday, December 23, he finds his way to Queens, seeking out an old friend, Edmund Mulcahy, whom he hasn’t seen since their academy days. Standing on the doorstep, he greets Mulcahy’s mother, who tells him where her son works. He heads to the store, and soon he and Mulcahy are sharing lunch, talking over memories. Later, as they sit together in Mulcahy’s bathroom, Colepaugh finally opens up.24

“Edmund,” he says, his voice low, “remember you always said I’d never get into any real trouble?”

Mulcahy laughs. “Yeah, what of it?”

Colepaugh leans in, his face solemn. “I’m in trouble now. Big trouble.”

He hesitates, then admits it: he’s just come back from Germany, tasked with gathering intelligence. Mulcahy stares, disbelieving, until Colepaugh unveils his secrets—the microdots, identification papers, his German-made wristwatch, and the thick wad of cash. Piece by piece, the story tumbles out, from his training in the Hague to his mission back on American soil.

Mulcahy’s face hardens as he listens. “What do you expect me to do, Bill?”

After some discussion, they agree Mulcahy will contact the FBI. After another day together of “painting the town,” on December 26, Mulcahy places the call. Within an hour, FBI agent William McCue arrives, and Colepaugh lays it all bare. Every detail about Gimpel, from his alias to his Incan ring, that he frequently bought Peruvian newspapers at a subway newsstand in Times Square, and that he had a habit of taking money from and putting change back into the breast pocket of his jacket.

The clock ticks as a manhunt begins, with 1,100 agents in New York alone, and many more across the country.

***

AS THE BIG APPLE prepares for the New Year, Erich Gimpel starts the day like any other, alone in his grim, overheated room. The wallpaper peels, a faded backdrop to his isolation, but what grates most is the memory of Joan, the American woman he left behind. He imagines her in the little dress shop she runs in New York, her face vivid, haunting. She’d been a brief escape from the war that had dragged him into this life of deceit. But the fantasy had been fleeting; now he’s just another man on the street, blending into New York’s faceless crowd.

Lunch is steak and fries—a small comfort, but he relishes it. He browses newspapers, scoffing at Roosevelt’s latest speech; the man’s words grate like an insult to the quiet fury boiling in Gimpel’s chest. Afterward, he drifts into a nearby cinema for distraction, but the Western on screen is all dust and guns, a stark reminder of this foreign land that is not his own. He leaves after half an hour, restless, turning instead toward Times Square, where New Year’s Eve preparations pulse through the crowd like an unrelenting heartbeat. All around him, people are preparing to celebrate, but for Gimpel, there is no celebration, no joy—only the persistent ache of wanting something he can’t have.

Gimpel scans the area, eyes sharp for pairs of men. Two men together mean trouble. He lingers near the newspaper stand, pretending indecision, fingers trailing over glossy magazine covers as if weighing his options. Finally, he selects two magazines and, with a quiet voice, asks for the South American paper.

The vendor pauses, a flicker of recognition in his eyes, and nods. “One moment, sir.” He sifts through a pile, the newspapers shuffling like cards in his hands, until he pulls out the rare one Gimpel needs.

“Not a popular request,” he says with a slight smile. “If you’re a regular, I could save it for you.”

“Just passing through,” Gimpel replies, managing a casual tone. He hands over a dollar.

The vendor glances down. “Nothing smaller?”

“Afraid not,” Gimpel says, his voice tight.

He hands Gimpel twenty-five cents in change, counting each coin with deliberate care. Gimpel unbuttons his overcoat and slides the change into the left breast pocket of his jacket.

He moves away from the stand, slipping into the flow of foot traffic. A man nearby lights a cigarette, and the flame catches Gimpel’s eye. The man seems focused on the match’s glow, but as Gimpel walks on, the man falls in step, edging closer. Just then, a rowdy group of young soldiers barrels past, laughing, their voices drowning out the city noise.

“Excuse me, sir,” the man with the cigarette calls out, his tone light, but as Gimpel turns, another man appears at his side as if conjured from thin air.

“Edward Green, I believe?”

Gimpel doesn’t flinch. “No,” he says evenly, “my name’s Frank Miller.”

“Well, whatever your name is,” replies one of the men, “you are under arrest.”

***

J. EDGAR HOOVER STEPS up to the press podium25 just two days after ringing in the new year, boasting of yet another victory for the agency, and America. “We captured both men that landed from a submarine near Bar Harbor on the coast of Maine,” he declares, building the legend of a vigilant FBI that had trailed the spies for nearly a month. His assistant director, E. J. Connelley, reinforces the story on January 3, minimizing the role of the locals in Hancock Point by claiming the agents were already stationed in Maine, following the sinking of Cornwallis near Searsport.

The truth, however, is far more muddled. Just like in the Dasch case, Hoover’s FBI isn’t the true hero. Young Harvard Hodgkins and his neighbor Mary Forni spotted the strangers the night they landed, seeing what FBI agents could not. But by the time Colepaugh surrendered a month later, the Bureau was scrambling, its pursuit having already fallen apart. Hoover seizes this local sighting as the perfect cover. He makes Hodgkins a star, celebrating his “keen eyes” in the press while conveniently glossing over the Bureau’s missteps.26

The newspapers run with it: “Boy’s Keen Eyes, Woman’s Intuition Led to Capture of Two German Spies.” Overnight, young Hodgkins becomes a national hero, with the New York Journal-American footing the bill. He’s flown to New York City, is feted with a whirlwind tour, and given the Key to the City. He sees the Statue of Liberty, shakes hands with Joe Louis, and shares a few words with Babe Ruth, who claps him on the shoulder and says, “Swell job, kid.”27 Hodgkins, caught up in the fanfare, tells reporters, “I am a Boy Scout, and the motto of the Boy Scouts is: Be Prepared.”

Mrs. Forni receives a quiet thank-you: a $100 war bond, with little fanfare.

Meanwhile, Erich Gimpel and William Colepaugh sit in custody at Foley Square, soon to be handed over to the Navy by order of the Attorney General. Jack Alberti, the OP-16-Z specialist known for his intense—and at times questionable—methods, takes charge of the interrogation;28 his reputation is riding on his ability to crack even the hardest cases. But Gimpel, a seasoned German espionage agent, is impenetrable. Alberti’s reports label him “a very difficult subject for interrogation,” noting that Gimpel, deeply indoctrinated in German security, is convinced he faces the death penalty and knows that nothing he says will alter his fate. He offers only fragments, “told them only what he believed they already knew,” rendering his statements “of very little value.” Throughout it all, Gimpel clings to his loyalty, a German patriot to the end.

Colepaugh, by contrast, is eager to cooperate, clinging to the slim hope that helping might spare him the gallows. Described in the report as “a somewhat unstable New Englander,”29 he nonetheless “impressed his interrogators as attempting to tell the truth.” His recall is uncanny—“Extraordinary visual memory for details”—and he proves meticulous, distinguishing between firsthand evidence and hearsay. But it’s his revelation about German U-boat capabilities30 that sends a chill through his captors: Colepaugh claims that U-1230 wasn’t alone. Allegedly, it was shadowed by a pack of U-boats equipped with long-range V-weapon rocket launchers,31 intended to strike at New York City and Washington, DC—the exact nightmare scenario intelligence agencies have spent the past months investigating.

New York—January 9, 1945

USS Vixen glides into New York Harbor, her sleek, dark form cutting through the dawn mist. From the bridge,32 Vice Admiral Jonas Ingram watches the city grow larger, the skyscrapers standing proud and oblivious, casting cold reflections over the Hudson. Ingram, commander in chief of the Atlantic Fleet, is here with a purpose: to shake America out of her comfortable sleep. He knows the threats looming over the horizon, and he intends to make sure New Yorkers understand what might be heading their way.

Ingram’s duty is defense—the Atlantic and the East Coast, tasked with hunting down enemy submarines before they come too close. But finding them is an elusive task. The responsibility falls to the Tenth Fleet and her new chief of staff, Rear Admiral Allan Rockwell McCann. Since the departure of Admiral Low, McCann has become the heart of the hunt, working alongside Kenneth Knowles to sift through a torrent of intelligence, each message a fresh warning of impending danger. They are haunted by clues that suggest a terrifying new offensive: a potential U-boat strike that could bring the battle right to America’s shores.

The warnings began with the capture of a German agent who dropped vague hints of rockets aimed at America. Then came reports from Stockholm, where OSS contacts warned of U-boats bound for New York Harbor, carrying a V-1—the sinister buzz bomb33 that had left London in ruins. In early November, more messages trickled in, each one whispering of U-boats loaded with deadly cargo. And then, in December, Hitler’s production chief, Albert Speer, went on Berlin radio with a dark prediction, one that chilled listeners a continent away: by February, V-1 missiles and V-2 rockets could fall on New York.

The intelligence flashes back to a year earlier when word of German missiles first crossed the desks of Allied leaders. Six months later, those whispers became real, when the first V-1s streaked across the London sky like fiery daggers. Then the V-2s came, soaring silently above the clouds, faster than sound, a destructive force that struck without warning.34 New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia had warned about these possibilities back in December, his voice strident, trying to shake the public from their disbelief. Many dismissed his speech as alarmist, even paranoid. But now, with British reports warning of new Type XXI and XXIII submarines—machines faster, deadlier than any before—suddenly La Guardia’s words seem prescient.

Ingram’s allies in the intelligence community report the same grim story. From Britain, Rodger Winn whispers of a looming German offensive. From the underbelly of Manhattan, the Third Naval District’s informants—spies, POWs, even Mafia connections—relay murmurs of an impending buzz bomb attack. Rumors collide with evidence, each piece building toward a disturbing conclusion.

In USS Vixen’s wardroom,35 Ingram has summoned the press for a briefing, one that will leave them breathless with shock. The commandant of the Eastern Sea Frontier stands at his side as the reporters file in, voices quieting as they take their seats.

“Gentlemen,” he says, “I have reason to assume that the Nazis are preparing to launch a strategic attack on New York and Washington by robot bombs.”

A ripple of disbelief spreads through the room. Reporters shift in their seats, pens poised, suddenly electrified. Ingram presses on, recounting the warnings, the intercepted messages, the unrelenting march of German technology. “You may recall,” he continues, “that on November 7, a joint Army-Navy statement explicitly warned that such attacks on the United States were possible. I’m here to tell you that within the next thirty to sixty days, that warning may become reality.”

The press corps is struck silent as the enormity of his words sink in. Ingram holds their attention, his tone frank but unyielding. “The next alert you get will likely be the McCoy,” he warns. “But we’re ready. The key is not to get excited. A high building or two might go down. Fires, casualties in the area hit. But it won’t affect the course of the war.”

By morning, his words are emblazoned across headlines:36 “Robot Bomb Attacks Here Held ‘Probable’ by Admiral.” The headline is enough to send a pulse of dread through New York. The notion of a pilotless missile striking American soil is no longer a vague threat—it’s imminent, horrifyingly real. Even as the Office of Civilian Defense tries to quell the panic with promises of no blackouts, New Yorkers remain uneasy. Police Commissioner Lewis Valentine issues warnings on the siren protocols, a reminder that they’re not defenseless, even if the threat is unfamiliar.

The city becomes a reflection of its own fears. Strangers on subway cars exchange glances, people crowd around radios, hanging on to the latest broadcasts. It’s as if they can see the V-1s streaking through the air above them. New Yorkers have heard the stories of London’s suffering—the fires, the rubble, the haunting whine overhead. Now, they brace for the day when those same sounds might fill their own city, as if destiny is a shadow cast across the Atlantic, inching closer with each passing day.

***

THE EASTERN SEA FRONTIER Headquarters in New York calls for a shield—an armada to intercept and eliminate this looming threat. They call it Operation Teardrop. Admiral Ingram marshals a force unrivaled in scope: forty-two destroyers and destroyer escorts, four carriers, seventy-six aircraft. They form two deadly barriers in the Atlantic.37

The First Barrier Force,38 stationed farthest north, is spearheaded by Mission Bay and Croatan, carriers flanked by destroyer escorts. Twelve destroyers stretch eastward from their bow, forming a 120-mile screen of trigger-happy sailors, prowling the frigid waters. Southward, the Second Barrier Force waits along the 54th meridian, near St. John’s. With Core and Bogue as their anchors, fourteen destroyers fan out, a wall of guns and sonar. Ingram describes the strategy simply:39 the barriers will “bar off the entire eastern seaboard of Canada and the United States to a phalanx of Schnorchel boats.” From Argentia, Newfoundland, the fleet sets out, a hammer raised in the dark winter sea, ready to meet any foe who dares approach.

Brunswick, Maine—January 1945

At the Naval Air Station in Brunswick, base officers and families of the USS Eagle 56 crew are gathered40 for the change-of-command ceremony. Lieutenant Commander John Barr inspects his crew one last time. After a year at the helm, Barr listens as the base commander reads the orders, passing the baton to his successor, Lieutenant Commander James Early. Barr’s decision to transfer to the Pacific is driven by a sense of unfinished duty, a need to “see action against the Japanese.” His men know he’s not just chasing adventure—he’s drawn by a calling, one they understand after years of defending the American coastal waters.

Despite their short time together, Barr and his men have formed a bond that runs deep. They’ve weathered long days training off Key West, the grind of patrols and tows, and nights spent unwinding with basketball at the base. Eagle 56 has become a family, the lines between officer and enlisted blurred by camaraderie and respect. Wives of the men have grown close, finding comfort in shared experiences, building a support network that stretches across rank.

The “black gang” is now led by Lieutenant (jg) John Scagnelli, and supported by longtime crew members George Neugen and John Charles Merk, who together labor with dedication in the engine and boiler rooms. Scagnelli, once a neighborhood kid dreaming of college, saw his ambitions rerouted by the attack on Pearl Harbor. He joined the Merchant Marine, then rose through the Navy, attending sub-chasing school in Miami before finding his way to Eagle 56. In Barr’s eyes, Scagnelli embodies the resilience and resolve of the whole crew.

As Barr looks out at his assembled men, he knows he’s leaving Eagle 56 in capable hands. Early is steady, sharp, and grounded, and the men respect him. The executive officer, Jack Laubach, has been Barr’s right hand, someone who has shared not only responsibility but friendship. These men are skilled, tested, ready to do their part, even in this backwater of the war, where they tow targets for combat pilots headed to the Pacific. Even the newest sailors aboard, like James Cunningham, having joined days earlier, show great promise.

As Barr heads off to his next post, he carries with him a sense of duty fulfilled—and a hope that by leaving, he’s giving his crew a chance to continue, safe and steady, in the capable hands of their new skipper.

Peenemünde, Germany—February 17, 1945

The rumble of distant artillery reaches Peenemünde, a reminder that time is running out. Wernher von Braun knows it. Ernst Steinhoff knows it. With the Soviet forces closing in, the V-2 launch site—Germany’s crown jewel of wartime innovation—is no longer safe. Quietly, they make their move. Von Braun gathers his top engineers and scientists, and lays out the escape, a final bid to dodge the Soviet noose and secure their survival with the Americans. The evacuation plan is scrupulous,41 veiled in secrecy, with a color-coded system and a fabricated organization, “VABV,” that only the initiated understand. Von Braun orders Ernst and select scientists to split from their families and supplies, and disperse southward in opposing directions. The goal is clear: mislead the Soviets, buy enough time.

Kiel, Germany—February 17, 1945

As the final V-2 rockets are fired off toward London and Antwerp, Fritz Steinhoff, Ernst’s brother, braces for his own departure. The sea calls him back; U-873 lies in wait, poised for a patrol that promises no return. He bids goodbye to Ernst and to his wife,42 Ilse—once a concert pianist, now carrying their third child—and their young son. The two brothers understand, in ways words cannot capture, the unforgiving demands of war.

For Fritz, the past year has been harsh. The brutal November of 1942 still lingers—U-511, stationed in North Africa, had turned back when his body betrayed him, illness taking him from the Atlantic’s front lines.43

Five days into U-511’s silent watch along North Africa’s coast, Fritz’s health had slipped into alarming decline. What began as fatigue soon unraveled into something far worse—fever spiked, his skin cold and clammy, a pallor haunting his face. Word of his illness reached BdU, who ordered U-118, a supply boat, to deliver a doctor and fresh diesel. On November 21, at noon, U-118 drifted beside her, and the doctor climbed aboard. His practiced eye swept over Steinhoff, taking in the labored breathing and hollow stare. The diagnosis came quick: exhaustion, compounded by strain. The order followed—a bitter one for Fritz—to turn toward Lorient. Fritz had returned home for recovery and after a year’s duty as adjutant to the Flotilla CO of the Second U-boat Flotilla, he commissioned U-873 in March 1944. But then came another blow. His eldest son fell ill, diphtheria taking hold swiftly. Fritz, resolute in his Aryan conviction that only the strong deserved to survive, forbade Ilse from seeking help.44 Before long, their son slipped away. Their marriage, once firm, wilted after the loss. And yet, Fritz remains tethered to family, to duty.

Now, he stands at the dock, the hulking form of U-873 before him, pondering the staggering odds—only 20 percent of U-boats return.45

Stavanger, Norway—February 23, 1945

U-853 slides out of the Norwegian fjords,46 still bearing her distinctive conning tower insignia—a red horse mid-gallop on a yellow shield—weathered and deteriorating, the departure is somber, tinged with dread. The crew had seen heroism under Commander Helmut Sommer, who steered them through hell and back after a vicious hunter-killer attack. Sommer himself took multiple bullets, yet brought his men safely to port, earning near-legendary reverence from every crew member. But now, with Sommer sidelined and the young Helmut Frömsdorf in command,47 the men aren’t sure they can maintain their boat’s reputation as the Tightrope Walker.

Frömsdorf, nearly six and a half feet of youthful ambition, had been picked by Dönitz himself. Tall, athletic, and patriotic, he embodies the ideal image of the Fatherland’s servicemen. Sommer had warned Frömsdorf to “not act frivolously,”48 concerned that this “very young and ambitious” officer might gamble recklessly with the lives of his men. Sommer knows the odds are against the U-boat men now, with Allied technology hunting them down from every angle. He fears that Frömsdorf’s eagerness to prove himself might cost the crew’s lives.

Crewman Friedrich Volk, only twenty, confides to his mother that he dreads the journey, shaken by doubts in Frömsdorf’s judgment. Another crew member writes that Frömsdorf is “a different personality than Sommer . . . out to get a decoration, maybe.” To them, Frömsdorf’s confidence feels more like youthful bravado than the tempered steel of a true commander.

Frömsdorf feels duty bound to fulfill the legacy of U-853. Before leaving, he pens a letter to his mother,49 ending simply, “I am lucky in these difficult days of my fatherland to have the honor of commanding this submarine, and it is my duty to accept . . . goodbye for now and give my sister my love.” Despite some lingering reservations, he believes he can bring pride to his crew and his country.

The Tenth Fleet, Washington, DC—March 1945

In the Allied camp, there is a similar reverence—and fear—of U-853. It doesn’t take long for the Great White Whale to appear on Knowles’s submarine plotting board.

In March 1945, a gust of fortune arrives at Allied Command from the unlikeliest place: a Bonn University lavatory, where a Polish lab assistant uncovers crumpled papers stashed deep inside the plumbing.50 These scraps, dubbed “Osenberg List,” are a wartime Rosetta stone—cataloging the names of scientists once buried in anonymity, now wanted by the Nazis to reverse Germany’s rapid losses on the Eastern Front. Smuggled to MI6, the list soon reaches US intelligence, revealing the Reich’s desperate strategy to recall its best minds for a final, technological gasp against the Allies.

At the top of this list are men like Wernher von Braun and Ernst Steinhoff, who invested their intellects in advanced rocketry and guided missile systems. US agents, armed with these names, set in motion a quiet but intense scramble to capture the leading minds of Hitler’s failing war machine before they are swept away—or worse, leveraged by Soviet forces in the east.

As intelligence pulses through Allied channels, the name of a new group of U-boats appears:51 Seewolf. The operation aims to resurrect the battered U-boat force in a last, ruthless attempt to choke the Allied supply routes. Commander Knowles and his cryptanalysts at OP-20-G are ready; they’ve pried open the Reich’s encrypted communications, unraveling enough of Seewolf’s skeleton to see the veins of Dönitz’s plan. They know the name. They know the boats. And they know their target—convoys scattered along the North Atlantic, the lifeblood of the Allied war machine.

The submarine war in United States waters had begun in the Eastern Sea Frontier and it appears that it might also end there.52 Six Type IX U-boats, far larger and more advanced than the early-war models, slip quietly from Norwegian bases in March and cut ghostly paths toward the East Coast. With their new Schnorchel, they slink just beneath the waves, evading Allied aircraft and radar, yet making frustratingly slow headway—barely a hundred miles each day. Captains like Hans Offermann and Paul Just, steeled by years of ruthless Atlantic warfare, command these iron hulks, each a monstrous 1,200 tons and bristling with torpedoes primed for Allied hulls.

Fort Jay, New York—April 11, 1945

It’s seven in the morning, as Erich Gimpel watches the warden close his cell door and walk away, leaving behind a single piece of news—a death sentence.

After their capture in December, spies Erich Gimpel and William Colepaugh were transferred to Governors Island to stand trial before a military commission.53 Justice Tom C. Clark served as prosecutor in what was only the third military tribunal in US history to involve American citizens accused of conspiring to commit treason. Their trial began on February 6 at Fort Jay, where they faced charges of violating the Eighty-Second Article of War and conspiracy. Convicted on February 14, the men were sentenced to death by hanging.

Now, in four days, the rope would find them, thirteen knots looped into the noose by custom, thirteen steps to climb, as the law demands. Gimpel’s breath stalls. Here, death’s protocol leaves no room for mercy. Gimpel feels time shift strangely.

It’s a paradox, he thinks. Hours crawl when you’re watching them, but sprint toward you when you wish they’d stall. He grips the cold wall, feeling the urge to smash his fists into it, to claw back hours he knows are slipping. A hollow laugh trembles in his chest, but it falls silent—a whimper more than a laugh. The finality twists inside him.

He muses, “Four days. Too little for living;54 too long for dying.”

The warden returns, offering coffee and white bread, small comforts in this tomb of a cell.

“Listen, Gimpel,” he says softly, “you know what’s going to happen. Not much hope now. Wouldn’t you like a word with the chaplain? I could arrange it.”

Gimpel recoils at the thought. A chaplain? The image of a man draped in black muttering soft words, parting with a sad smile as if he knows some secret comfort. “I don’t want a chaplain,” he replies.

“He’s not really a priest—just an Army captain with a cross on his cap. Nice fellow. It can’t hurt, can it?”

The next day, the chaplain comes—a casual, unassuming man with a steady gaze that doesn’t flinch under Gimpel’s scrutiny. He extends a hand, a gesture so genuine it catches Gimpel off guard. They sit together, smoking in silence. No sermon, no pity, just two men facing the inevitable. The chaplain smiles.

“Don’t worry,” he says, “I’m not here to preach. Sermons aren’t worth much, are they?” He leans back, resting against the wall. “Try the Old Testament sometime,” he adds, “if you’re looking for something. It’s got everything—sex, crime, war, peace. There’s no story quite like it.”

Gimpel manages a faint nod. “I haven’t read the Bible in a long time,” his tone trailing between curiosity and surrender.

Their silence is broken by a sudden commotion in the corridor.55 Gimpel tenses, straining to catch the words, but they’re a blur. The chaplain glances toward the door, and a GI rushes in, his face flushed, muttering urgently. The chaplain pulls him aside, and Gimpel watches the exchange, eyes trained on their lips. A habit of survival—reading whatever he can catch. He pieces together fragments of their conversation.

“Roosevelt is dead.”

The words hang in the air, surreal and disorienting. The man who steered a nation through war is gone, snatched away by a stroke. Gimpel can’t fully grasp it—the president, the world’s anchor, is dead.

The chaplain returns, his hand gentle on Gimpel’s shoulder. “This might just be your bit of luck.”

Gimpel stares at him. “What do you mean?”

The chaplain eyes him. “The president is dead, Gimpel. That means four weeks of national mourning. No death sentences during that time.”

Gimpel sits back, a strange flicker of hope weaving through disbelief. From beyond the grave, Franklin Delano Roosevelt has inadvertently done him a good turn.

Eastern Sea Frontier—April 1945

While America mourns her beloved president, Dönitz’s U-boats remind the country that the Atlantic is still a battlefield.56

One of the last U-boat veterans, Kapitänleutnant Rudolf Premauer, navigates his U-857 like a shadow, slipping through familiar waters off North Carolina. Yesterday, he sent MV Belgian Airman to the depths near Nags Head, another blow to an already grieving nation. Premauer’s torpedoes strike with deadly precision, echoing the brutal U-boat hunts of 1942. Three days later, off the Delaware Capes, he finds Swiftscout, a tanker hove to for repairs. At dawn, a torpedo rips into the tanker. Her armed guard answers back, firing one final shot as Premauer’s U-boat submerges in retreat.

That evening, USS Stanton catches radar contact with a second U-boat at close range. She lunges toward the target, shrouded in darkness. The U-boat dives, escaping into the depths, but Stanton chases her, using sonar to pinpoint the boat’s hiding place, then unleashing volleys of hedgehog projectiles. The U-boat evades her pursuers again, slipping deeper. Hours pass in this deadly dance until USS Frost joins the hunt. At 1:17 a.m., after a final barrage of depth charges, the ocean erupts—two explosions ripple through the barrier line, rattling hulls ten miles away. The captain’s voice comes through the radio: “That is the end of the attack and I think that’s the end of the sub.”

The next day, the same two warships continue their hunt. Frost detects another U-boat making a break at five hundred yards. “Close the target. Illuminate. Fire and ram!” the captain commands, as Frost’s searchlights slice through the darkness, bringing the sub’s conning tower into view. The destroyer’s guns roar, forcing the U-boat to dive, but there’s no escape. Stanton and Frost rush in, scattering explosives across the sub’s trail until, once again, the sea splits with an explosion so fierce that crockery shatters aboard the distant Croatan. Diesel spreads across the water. IXC40 U-880, commanded by Gerhard Schötzau, who turned twenty-eight that day, goes down with no survivors.

At the Tenth Fleet’s headquarters, Admiral McCann and Kenneth Knowles are locked in a struggle against time. Reports arrive in bursts, recounting the brutal victories at sea. Yet, for all their efforts, the net remains ragged. Aerial patrols falter; B-24s and Avengers return empty-handed. Apprehension grows. Since January, Knowles has fired off near-daily warnings of an impending “all-out U-boat offensive.”57 He’s sent letters warning of potential V-1 launches from U-boats since November. Thanks to Japanese communiqués deciphered by OP-20-G using Joe Desch’s machines, he knows that there are dozens of new Type XXI U-boats with unknown capabilities ready for service in Hamburg. The whispers from ULTRA speak of other boats quietly snorkeling westward. Two U-boats destroyed this week, but how many still out there, and with what deadly payloads?

Kristiansand, Norway—April 16, 1945

There is none of the traditional fanfare as U-234 slips away. It moves cloaked in silence, the cargo holds and every hidden compartment laden with the Reich’s last, desperate gifts for a distant ally: blueprints for V-2 rockets and advanced jet engines, designs intended to shred Allied defenses. Onboard are two Japanese passengers, high-ranking German officers, engineers, and a cache of “valuables.” It’s a final gambit before the Reich’s surrender, and they’re bound east—to Japan.

Dayton, Ohio—April 1945

Across the Atlantic, Joe Desch paces the floors of Building 26.58 He thought he’d closed this chapter after the Battle of Leyte Gulf, leaving behind the suffocating demands of cryptanalysis. But when Joseph Wenger, head of OP-20-G, appeared in person at the woodlot outside of Xenia, no letter, no warning, just Wenger’s determined face, it was clear the Navy couldn’t let him go. They needed him back—only Joe had the expertise to confront an engineering problem critical to breaking the new Japanese codes.

Joe agreed to return, but with conditions: he’d keep his own hours, and Ralph Meader would no longer live under his roof. But the Navy held firm on that last point—Desch would have to play by their rules.

Once back, Desch faced the critical task of building a specialized machine to break Japan’s increasingly complex codes. The project, launched on December 16, 1944, was an ambitious effort to automate the grueling work of cryptanalysis. It relied on more than one thousand relays and fifty thousand painstakingly soldered connections, translating intercepted messages directly from keyboard to page. Under Desch’s design and the Navy’s urgency, the machine was operational within thirty days, bolstering intelligence across the Pacific. His designs, refined with Dr. Lawrence Steinhardt’s leadership, had once again achieved the improbable.

As U-234 carries Germany’s final secrets east, Desch’s work provides the Tenth Fleet with vital intelligence. Not only do they brace for the looming threat of V-2 attacks, but they now also fear the possibility that these deadly technologies might reach Japanese hands. All they can do is wait.

Portland, Maine—April 23, 1945

Ivar Westerlund barely has a moment to catch his breath,59 let alone read The Portland Press Herald. He’s been on furlough, savoring a precious day with Phyllis and their children in Brockton, Massachusetts. The visit ends in a blur of laughter and routines, as Phyllis packs a hasty breakfast, and shepherds the kids. Ivar watches the clock, all too aware of the time slipping away. He needs to catch the 4:30 a.m. bus for a three-hour ride to Portland. He tells Phyllis he can’t miss it; Eagle 56 sails at 8:15 sharp, and being absent would mean being AWOL—a stint in the brig, or worse, a delayed discharge now that the war’s end is so near. “Foolish,” he calls it, this close to the finish line. Phyllis hurries him to the downtown Brockton bus stop with seconds to spare, and before the sun creeps over the horizon, Ivar is on his way.

By the time Eagle 56 slips out of Portland Harbor at 8:15 a.m., Westerlund is at his post, shoulders braced against a biting nineteen-knot wind coming down from the north-northwest. It cuts through the crew, sharp and insistent, rousing them from any lingering sleep as they prepare for the day’s exercises. Above them, a pale sky stretches wide, empty but for a few wisps of high cloud—a thin veil drifting over Casco Bay.

The mission today is routine, an exercise they can do blindfolded. The crew maneuvers into the towing spar area, where they attach a familiar green target—a cylindrical float, eighteen inches in diameter and four feet long.60 They call it “the pickle,” a simple, dependable marker mounted on a sled, trailing some five hundred yards behind Eagle 56 on a cable. Day after day, they tow this pickle across the waters off Cape Elizabeth for the Navy’s Grumman TBF Avenger torpedo bombers, stationed up at Brunswick, to practice their bombing runs. It’s their job to make a target of themselves, a task these men have come to know all too well.

Lieutenant Commander James Early stands on the bridge,61 scanning the horizon as he steadies himself against the rail. By his side is Quartermaster Third Class Joseph Lydon Jr., newly promoted but a longtime fixture aboard Eagle 56. Lydon’s been with her since before Pearl Harbor, one of the old hands—the few who were there when the surge of anger and dread swept through the ship that Sunday morning. Alongside him are Merk, Neugen, and Todd—the four of them bound by shared memories, the ghosts of war etched in their faces. They were there to haul survivors from the wreckage of USS Jacob Jones, the first Navy ship sunk by U-boats off the American coast, and they’ve spent long, tense nights patrolling these waters, guarding the Eastern Seaboard as U-boats prowled close enough to touch.

They’ve stayed by each other’s sides as ranks shifted, as men came and went, as faces familiar and new joined the crew. They’d bonded under their first captain, Parsons, who had been with them three years and led them through the early days of Navy life with a steady hand and a wry smile, guiding them through weddings, christenings, farewells, and losses. He’d been with them in Key West, as the ship trained the next generation of subchasers and sonar technicians, and ushered in the groundbreaking technology of the Mark 24 “FIDO” torpedo. When Parsons left for another assignment just before Eagle 56 was transferred to Maine, there was only Lydon and his three shipmates left of the original prewar crew. And though their new commanding officer, Early, isn’t Parsons, he’s earned their respect.

Lydon knows Eagle 56 like the back of his hand, the way she shudders at full throttle, the way her deck groans in cold weather. He’s memorized her rhythms, her quirks. She’s as much a part of him now as the salt in his veins, a steadfast presence through the cold Maine winters, the blistering hot Key West summers, and everything in between.

Below, Electrician’s Mate Second Class John Charles Merk is coming topside, his dungaree shirt draped over one shoulder to cool down after a shift in the sweltering engine room. He and George Neugen are swapping strategies for their upcoming basketball game. As two of the tallest and fittest aboard, they’re practically obligated to play for Eagle 56’s informal team, pitted against other Navy crews in Maine. The ship feels close-knit, a family forged by saltwater and routine.

There’s a lull after the morning’s first round of exercises. Eagle has come to a standstill. An unusual occurrence in potentially hostile waters. Some men gather by the forward rail, expecting another round of planes, while others head to the galley to catch an early lunch. Lieutenant (jg) John P. Scagnelli, senior engineering officer, slips belowdecks for a quick nap. In the aft compartment, Machinist’s Mate Second Class John Breeze is engrossed in a crossword puzzle, pipe in hand, the scent of Sir Walter Raleigh tobacco wafting around him when, at 12:14 p.m., the peaceful rhythm of Eagle 56 is shattered. A sudden, massive explosion rips through the hull, lifting the ship clean out of the water and tearing her in half, snapping her keel. Breeze is lifted up to the overhead, literally launched out of his shoes. After slamming back down to the deck, in a state of shock, his first concern is for his shoes. Scagnelli is thrown against the bulkhead with a force that tears a gash across his forehead, the metal leaving a horseshoe-shaped wound. The explosion rocks the ship from bow to stern, catching everyone off guard. On the bridge, Early, Lydon, and most of the ship’s officers are trapped, the bridge hatches are jammed shut by the force of the blast. The forward section of Eagle 56 begins its descent, sinking fast as water rushes in.

Miles away, the impact does not go unnoticed.62 From the Casco Bay Magnetic Loop Receiving Station on High Head, personnel watch in stunned silence as a column of water and debris shoots skyward, roughly five miles out to sea. On USS Selfridge, seven miles away, Lieutenant Commander J. A. Boyd sees “a white column of smoke and vapor about 200 feet high . . . larger than that from a depth charge, persisted for at least 20 seconds, and had the appearance of an external underwater explosion.” Even closer, aboard USS Nantucket, Coast Guardsman Lieutenant Guy V. Emro observes the force, the water thrust up in a plume reaching three hundred feet. He shivers at the recollection: “No explosion I have ever seen equaled the force and the amount of water and debris lifted into the air.”

Aboard Eagle 56, all semblance of order has collapsed. The severed bow, settling fast, juts skyward amidships, her tapered stem rising high above the waterline. She forms a stark, triangular silhouette with exposed anchors and the large, painted numbers “56” marking the bow—a ghostly target against the bright midday sky. In the aft compartment, the crew scrambles for escape ladders, their hands slipping on rungs slick with seawater as the flooding rises. Breeze, barely able to see through the stinging spray, fights his way toward the light, each step a battle against the crushing force of water.

On the fantail, survivors emerge from the aft deckhouse into knee-deep water as Eagle 56 sinks fast beneath them. Seaman First Class Johnny Luttrell is one of the first to reach the edge, followed by Breeze and Machinist’s Mate Third Class Oscar F. Davis. Suddenly, Davis freezes, pointing out to sea. “Hey, Breeze, look, there’s a sub!” Across the water, the black hull of U-853 breaks the surface, a red trotting horse on a yellow shield unmistakably visible on the conning tower before she dives out of sight.

There’s no time to waste. The men leap into the frigid forty-two-degree Atlantic, some barely dressed, others without life jackets, clinging to whatever they can find—wood shoring timbers, oil drums, even loose milk cans and Coca-Cola bottles that had floated free of the wreck.63

Machinist’s Mate First Class Edward G. Lockhart clutches a wooden timber, watching helplessly as “various members of the crew, some floating with their heads down, some holding on to different things” drift in the churning sea. Others struggle to stay afloat, the cold water leaching their strength minute by minute.

Selfridge and Nantucket race to the scene, but for many of Eagle 56’s men, rescue may come too late. Selfridge arrives first, lowering a whaleboat into the chaos, but the boat’s propeller snarls on floating debris. Desperate, her crew members dive into the icy waters, swimming to pull men aboard.

Nantucket reaches the site twenty-four minutes after the explosion. Lieutenant Emro’s crew launches their boats without hesitation. The scene is haunting—oil slicks, jagged pieces of debris, bodies, and a scattering of stunned survivors.

From his vantage point on Selfridge, Edwin Walker spots a man clinging to a floating barrel—a strong, broad-shouldered sailor in a white T-shirt, fighting exhaustion. Walker watches in helpless horror as the man’s grip loosens and life fades from his eyes. He’s devastated, thinking, “There goes some mother’s beloved son and she will never know how he died.” He wishes he knew who the sailor was so that he could tell her.

Ultimately, Selfridge rescues ten men—one officer and nine enlisted—while Nantucket’s crew manages to pull three more to safety. They also find the lifeless bodies of Seaman Second Class Paul J. Knapp and Machinist’s Mate First Class George W. Neugen, a longtime crewman, in the expanding, wreckage-strewn oil slick.

Out of the sixty-two who set out that morning, only thirteen survive. John Charles Merk and Ivar Westerlund—who’d barely made the bus that morning—went down with the ship. Both leaving their loves behind as widows, and Merk’s four children are left without their father. After serving aboard Eagle 56 throughout the war, there are no accounts of James Todd or Joseph Lydon Jr. in their final moments. Their stories, like so many of Eagle’s last crew, are lost with the ship. The senior engineering officer, Lieutenant (jg) John P. Scagnelli, is the only one from the forward section to escape the wreck. The rest—forty-seven souls—are claimed by the frigid Atlantic.

As survivors are hoisted aboard, their faces numb and vacant with shock, an alert bursts through Selfridge’s radio. Sonar has picked up a potential submarine contact, 1,125 yards northeast. Urgency sweeps through the crew as the destroyer’s screws begin to turn, dragging several of Eagle 56’s exhausted survivors—so close to safety—back to danger. The sonar specialist confirms the contact is strong. Commodore Frank Walker protests leaving any remaining survivors, but the captain has no choice.

At 12:53 p.m., Selfridge drops a pattern of nine depth charges. The detonations rumble through the deep, each blast a final, desperate strike against the hidden enemy. But orders come swiftly from the Harbor Entrance Control Post: the attack is over. Selfridge and Nantucket must return to port.

Back in Portland, the survivors are brought to shore, some on stretchers, some barely able to walk. Edwin Walker struggles to shake off the sight of those poor sailors who were “shocked, wounded, just hardly alive, frozen, miserable.” As medical crews work feverishly with plasma, morphine, and “medicinal whiskey,” the terrible truth settles on all present. Eagle 56 likely just fell victim to a U-boat attack, less than five miles from Portland. The Germans are here, and they made it through Operation Teardrop’s barrier forces.

Atlantic Ocean—April 24, 1945

Kapitänleutnant Paul Just scans the horizon from his conning tower, taking in the expanse of sea and sky, absorbing the false tranquility.64 “Heaven and sea seem so peaceful that the war does not seem to fit here.” The speck of a distant aircraft carrier fades into the horizon, swallowed by the pale blue haze. For a moment, the scene feels suspended, distant from the destruction of war—but only for a moment. His U-546 is one of the last Seewolf group boats at sea, and that makes him a prime target.

Out of nowhere, a formation of six destroyers appears. Just watches, a shiver of awe mixed with dread as they approach. “They are slim and beautiful,” he observes with a pang, “cutting through the long-running swell like with a knife. It is a wonderful, and dangerous sight.”

Aware of the peril bearing down, Just scans the horizon one last time. “Everything is free,” he mutters, sensing the hopelessness of escape, but knowing there is no other choice. As the destroyers close in, Frederick C. Davis takes the lead.65 The “Fightin’ Freddy”—an Edsall-class destroyer escort armed to the teeth—has every gun and projector primed and ready. At 0830, she detects the faint sound of Just’s U-boat on her sonar. Just’s fate narrows to a razor’s edge. “It [is] a matter of life or death,” he acknowledges, “a question of me getting the Davis, or the Davis getting me.”

Onboard Davis, officers hold tight to their posts, weapons primed but at general quarters. At 650 yards, Just launches a T-5 torpedo, a move that sends a tremor of anxiety through him—it’s his only shot. As the torpedo closes in, Davis cuts hard to starboard, but the Foxer countermeasures fail, unable to shield her from the incoming blast. The T-5 strikes her port side with a deafening roar. The explosion reduces the forward engineering spaces to molten ruin. Bodies and shattered metal are thrown into the sea.66

Sonarman First Class Arthur Huntley had just gotten off duty as he watched the ship “split into two” before him. “Men died instantly in the molten vortex of that eruption,” another sailor later recalls. The ship convulses, fires rage across the bridge, ripping apart the officers still gathered for breakfast, shattering any semblance of control. In mere minutes, the ship is splitting in two.67 Ensign Philip Lundberg rallies survivors in a desperate bid to save the stern, but as they work, the trapped depth charges explode beneath them, taking more lives. The ship sinks within fifteen minutes of the strike, her crew—once 192 strong—is reduced to only sixty-six survivors in the frigid Atlantic.

The other destroyers charge in for retribution. Flaherty darts toward the site of the sinking, her sonar probing the wreckage for the U-boat. Just’s vessel slips through the shadows, clinging to silence and the deep. But it isn’t long before Flaherty’s sensors zero in, triggering a cascade of depth charges. Just surveys the scene as everything “crashes around him . . .68 heavy bombs, very close. The whole boat is shaken; glass rattles, objects fly through the rooms, the light goes out.” The submarine quakes under the assault, pitch-black save for the flickering emergency lights.

The American destroyers hammer the waters, hedgehogs and depth charges falling in staccato intervals. Each wave crushes the walls around Just and his crew, draining precious power, battering their senses, and seeping poison into their lungs. Just’s breath grows labored. “We have consumed a lot of precious electricity,” he monitors, gripping the edge of the control panel. “The air in the boat can hardly be breathed, but life has us again.” The hours stretch on, their submarine cloaked in darkness, each swell of silence drowned again by the crash of another depth charge.

Finally, after nearly twelve hours, U-546 rises unwillingly, its battered hull scraping the surface. Sunlight bursts upon them, searing against their tired eyes, and with it, a hail of gunfire erupts from the American destroyers surrounding them. Just grips the railing as bullets spray past, tearing into the submarine. “A hail of bullets welcomes me . . . It whistles and crashes around our ears.” It is over. Just gives the order to abandon ship, leaving the wounded vessel to the sea.

In the water’s freezing grip, he floats, watching U-546 as “Very slowly the bow tilts, cuts under, and the stern rises further and further.” A quiet farewell to the vessel. Then, it disappears, swallowed by the abyss.

The rescuing destroyers comb through the survivors and bring up the exhausted men, whose weary faces are drawn and beaten by the fight. Just clutches the safety line, shivering as he waits his turn. He tries to climb, but his strength fails. An American sailor, strong and silent, climbs down, knife in his teeth, and slices the line free. “Thanks,” Just says softly, pulling himself up the ladder. “I can do it alone.”

Above him, the young American sailors stand in a circle, nervous and watchful. Fingers hover on the triggers of machine guns, trained on him as if he’s something monstrous, a werewolf from whispered tales, here to claw their throats. But he meets their stares in silence, feeling only the weight of the war dragging on behind him.

Portland, Maine—April 26, 1945

Three days after Eagle 56 sinks off Portland Harbor, the US Navy convenes a court of inquiry, ostensibly to investigate the shocking loss of the patrol vessel. Rear Admiral Felix Gygax’s memo calls for Portland’s base commander, Captain Ernest J. Freeman, to preside over the proceedings. Freeman, paradoxically, is the same officer responsible for the region’s security—a glaring conflict of interest. The court is charged with finding the cause of the explosion, assessing any damages, and determining responsibility. Yet, as events unfold, this investigation veers toward something far less straightforward than truth-seeking.

The inquiry is hardly held in a formal courtroom. Survivors of Eagle 56, dubbed the “Lucky 13” by the press, are confined to Portland’s Grand Trunk Naval Dispensary, still suffering from their ordeal. They are kept isolated, away from one another and the public, as rumors ripple through the base. Some survivors claim that naval brass had suggested, even insisted, “There was no submarine,” and that they must have been mistaken in what they saw. By the time they’re called to testify, the survivors know what the Navy wants them to say.

In the sick bay, a young WAVES stenographer, Mary Alice Heyd,69 captures their statements. She listens intently as six of the thirteen men—still haunted by the events of that day—insist they saw a submarine. Despite the unspoken pressure, these men hold fast, defying the narrative their inquisitors seem set on crafting. Each testimony paints a picture of a brutal, sudden attack, something far beyond an internal explosion.70

Lieutenant (jg) John P. Scagnelli, the only officer to survive, is adamant. “All engines and boilers were in good condition.” The ship had just undergone a complete overhaul in December 1944, with rigorous hydrostatic tests performed on the boilers. His account is echoed by other crew members. Watertender Joseph C. Priestas confirms, “There was no explosion of the boilers. Fifteen minutes before the explosion, the boilers were all right.” Another machinist adds, “I am positive . . . there is no 250 psi [boiler] that is going to do the damage to a ship that that did . . . from forward to stern.” For these men, the evidence is clear—something outside the ship had caused the devastation.

But the inquiry continues to steer clear of the U-boat theory, dismissing even the most compelling testimony. Seaman First Class Daniel E. Jaronik recalls seeing a black object just above the waterline—likely a U-boat’s conning tower. “Topside, I climbed up the fantail,” he says, “and Edwards said, ‘A submarine.’ I looked at it for a couple of seconds . . . it was black, and I could see red or yellow markings.” When pressed, he resolutely answers, “No, sir. It wasn’t the bow of Eagle.” Jaronik’s account remains unshakable, but the court, it seems, has no room for it.

The inquiry’s bias becomes even more evident when key witnesses are overlooked. Lieutenant Guy V. Emro, commanding officer of USS Nantucket, had been only two and a half miles away during the explosion. His log entry describes a blast force he believed must have come from outside the ship’s hull. Yet his testimony is never requested. Instead, his written account—one that points unmistakably to a torpedo strike—is reduced to a heavily redacted summary in the final report.71

Finally, the court issues its verdict: the explosion is due to a boiler malfunction, though its precise cause remains “undetermined.” This conclusion goes against the survivors’ testimonies, the physical evidence, and the very nature of the blast that tore Eagle 56 apart. No soot marks or burn injuries, and no characteristic signs of an internal explosion were found on the recovered bodies. Nevertheless, the court stands by its decision. The ship’s destruction is labeled an accident, not an act of war.

For Eagle 56’s fallen crew—Neugen, Todd, Lydon, and Merk, who had served throughout the war, and the other forty-five brave souls that were KIA—the ruling means no Purple Heart, no recognition of their sacrifice as casualties of combat. Forty-nine men, lost in service to their country, are denied even the faint solace of honor. For Mary Alice Heyd, who transcribes every word with growing unease, the inquiry feels like a betrayal. She has heard the survivors’ stories, the stark memories they recounted despite pressure to keep quiet. To her, Eagle 56 had been attacked, and the truth was buried that spring in Portland.

Argentia, Newfoundland—April 30, 1945

From the moment he steps onto solid ground at Argentia, Newfoundland, Kapitänleutnant Paul Just, commander of U-546, is thrust into a stark and unforgiving reality. It was written of the U-546 crew that,72 “They were a bitter and truculent group of Nazis, who refused to talk until after they had been landed at Argentia and had enjoyed a little ‘hospitality’ in the Marine Corps brig.”73

Perhaps the word “hospitality” had been lost in translation for Kapitänleutnant Just.

He is ordered sharply, “Go out to the right!” and forced to run under the eyes of guards gripping rubber clubs. “Faster!” they bark, driving him forward through the barren depot, their commands landing like blows. For Just, who had expected a level of restraint from the Americans, the brutality is jarring.

His situation worsens as he and the other prisoners are led into a facility bearing the American flag, taken down a cold basement corridor, and thrown into isolated cells—small, metal-walled enclosures with a single barred front. A crude board serves as a bed but must remain folded up during the day. Immediately, the guards unleash their “hospitality”: “Exercise! Free exercises!” they demand, and Just is forced into punishing drills under their gaze. Each stumble, each slowing pace, is met with a sadistic grin and the thud of a club.

Days into this degrading regimen, Just is brought to an interrogation room. Jack Alberti, buttoned into a crisp officer’s uniform,74 greets him in polished German and offers him a seat, even apologizing with feigned ignorance: “Weren’t they treated well here? I didn’t know that.” Alberti’s questions, however, are ruthless. “Did your boat carry V-weapons? Could it launch while submerged? What technology did U-546 have?” With each refusal, Alberti’s tone darkens.75 “Do you know how the Russians treat their prisoners?” he warns, promising “Russian methods” if Just keeps silent.

The threats are not idle. Back in his cell, Just is subjected to what Alberti calls the “Russian method.” He is forced to stand with his arms raised against the wall for agonizingly long periods while guards beat him with rubber clubs whenever his arms drop from exhaustion. The blows rain down on him—on his back, his head—until he can no longer stand upright. His body shakes uncontrollably from pain and fatigue. Yet he gives nothing away.

Berlin, Germany—April 1945

By late April, Berlin’s streets are ravaged, and Soviet troops are pressing closer with every dawn. The broken leader of the broken Reich huddles in his bunker, issuing orders in whispers, like a dying man.

Karl Dönitz and his staff have withdrawn from Berlin’s crumbling heart and are more than two hundred miles north, in the small town of Plön. Here, on April 28, Erich Topp stands before Dönitz and delivers his final report. Topp watches as Dönitz speaks—still radiating that undimmed optimism, even as the world collapses around them. In his eyes,76 Topp sees something indelible: the last flicker of defiance, like a sailor clutching a splintered mast while waves crash overhead, raising his country’s flag with his final breath. It is a sight common in German homes, that image of “the last man,” clinging as he sinks.

On April 29, deep within his underground tomb, Adolf Hitler weds Eva Braun in a hollow gesture, then names Dönitz as his successor—the Reich’s last Führer. A day later, Hitler does the world a favor and shoots himself in the head. By May 4, Dönitz issues the inevitable command:


AS FROM MAY 5, 0800 HOURS, CEASE FIRE X FOR U-BOATS AT SEA ATTACKS FORBIDDEN X BREAK OFF IMMEDIATELY PURSUIT OF ENEMY.



It is over. Since ‘Black May’ 1943, at least 450 U-boats and more than fifteen thousand men had been lost waging war against what Dönitz called ‘a crushing material superiority.’”

Fort Hunt, Virginia—May 1945

After enduring days of torment in Newfoundland,77 German POW Captain Paul Just and his men are transported in a windowless bus—“A Green Minna for criminals.” The bus rumbles through the darkness, its windows sealed, shutting out the world as it carries Just and his men deeper into captivity. Their destination remains a mystery, referred to only as “PO Box 1142” by their silent guards. It’s not long before they pull to a stop, and the men are forced out under the crack of swinging clubs. They stumble into a low, gray building—a place that to Just, seems to breathe with hostility. Fort Hunt, outside Washington, DC, is an interrogation center, designed to wring secrets from the defeated.

Inside, they face continued brutality. Just is made to run up and down a narrow corridor lined with guards, each one ready to strike the moment his pace falters. Beatings become routine, and the men endure degrading exercises meant to strip them of dignity. At one point, Just is ordered to kneel, sorting socks on the floor while a guard looms above, daring him to slow.

Days blur, filled with pain and exhaustion, but Just clings to defiance, offering no names, no intel. Finally, he’s led into a room with Jack Alberti, the officer who’d questioned him in Newfoundland. Alberti’s tone is polite, his German excellent. Just, barely able to stand, demands answers: “Why do you still torture us? The war is over!” Alberti’s reply is sly, almost taunting. He offers Just a deal. Write down the history of U-546, and the punishment will cease.78

Beaten but unbroken, Paul Just agrees—not out of fear or submission—but because he knows that the war has ended and there are no more secrets left to keep.

Germany—May 4, 1945

As Paul Just writes out the details about his U-boat, Germany’s surrender documents are prepared in Europe. Dönitz, for the second time in his life, must endure Germany’s defeat in a world war. With the surrender looming, he sends one final message to his U-boat men:79 “You have fought like lions . . . you lay down your arms after a heroic battle that knows no equal, unbroken and unimpeachable. We remember with great respect our fallen comrades, who sealed their loyalty to Führer and Fatherland by sacrificing their lives.”

At the same time Dönitz sends this message, Japan determines not to give up the fight by launching hundreds more incendiary balloons toward the West Coast.80

Atlantic Ocean, Rhode Island Sound—May 5, 1945

SS Black Point steams steadily81 through the waters off Narragansett Bay, a workhorse collier burdened with Virginia coal. Her captain, Charles Prior, appreciates the uneventful rhythm of the journey, the ship’s engine churning as she pushes north at eight knots. She shares the peaceful water with other freighters, unaware of any lurking danger. They are unescorted, not even zigzagging—a seemingly unnecessary hassle, now that war is all but over.

Beneath the surface, U-853, known to Knowles as the “Great White Whale,”82 prowls slowly forward. Helmut Frömsdorf, young but hardened, commands the U-boat with single-minded intent. It’s been days since U-853 struck USS Eagle 56 off Portland, Maine, a brutal attack that left the vessel shattered and sinking. Frömsdorf’s U-boat then slipped southward under radio silence, evading detection even as cryptanalysts, hunched over intercepted messages, piece together fragments of its path along the New England coast. Alerts of its movement westward and south through the Gulf of Maine reach the Tenth Fleet’s desks but do not spur action. Still undetected, U-853 hovers in Rhode Island Sound, its crew attuned to any sound from above.

At 5:40 p.m., U-853’s periscope catches sight of Black Point. Frömsdorf gives the order, and a T-5 passive-acoustic torpedo streaks from the U-boat toward the unsuspecting collier. Seconds later, the torpedo finds its mark. The explosion is violent and immediate, tearing the ship’s stern apart, ripping off forty feet of structure and destroying her propeller. On the bridge, Captain Prior is thrown, a terrifying thought flashing through his mind: his ship has struck a mine. Belowdecks, crewman Joseph Tharl is eating dinner when the blast shudders through him. He dashes to the radio room and his hands move instinctively, issuing a desperate SOS as the ship founders beneath him.

The damage is catastrophic. The stern, sinking fast, drags the bow down into the water’s depths. Black Point capsizes and vanishes, swallowed by the Sound. Eleven crewmen and one armed guard are lost. Nearby vessels scramble to pull thirty-four survivors from the cold, darkening waters.

And then, a strange sight—the U-boat surfaces briefly, as if caught in some indecision. Witnesses on nearby ships watch, stunned, as U-853 appears to deploy a yellow inflatable life raft, though what the crew seeks or retrieves remains a mystery. Seconds pass, and then the U-boat dives again—silent, unseen, gone.

***

WHEN BLACK POINT’S DISTRESS call reaches shore, it triggers an immediate response. The destroyer escorts—USS Amick, USS Atherton, USS Booth, and the Coast Guard–manned frigate USS Moberly—are dispatched. A hunter-killer group that has patrolled the Eastern Seaboard with razor-sharp readiness. Now they have their target: U-853, somewhere in Rhode Island Sound’s shallow, flat expanse. Here, unlike the rugged depths off Maine, there’s nowhere for a submarine to hide. The destroyer crews know this, and they move in with practiced precision.83

By 8:14 p.m., Atherton picks up a faint sonar echo. U-853 is trying to slip away, creeping through the water on silent electric motors. With the enemy in her sights, Atherton wastes no time, launching a pattern of depth charges that rip through the sea in thunderous detonations. The blasts send shock waves in every direction, but U-853 remains stubbornly elusive. Moments later, Moberly closes in, unleashing a hail of thirteen magnetic depth charges. The darkness of Rhode Island Sound erupts in flashes as the water convulses under the violent barrage. But when the silence returns, U-853 holds its breath in the deep, refusing to surrender.

The destroyers press on into the night, their assaults turning the sea into a foaming battleground. Atherton makes another pass, dropping more depth charges, followed by Moberly. The hunt grows fiercer still, the smell of diesel and gunpowder hanging in the air. Then, at 11:37 p.m., in a twist of fate, Atherton launches a hedgehog attack. This, along with continuous depth charge barrages by both Atherton and Moberly, ensured U-853’s destruction. Soon, signs of the U-boat’s fate appear: bubbles, oil slicks, and pieces of wreckage rise from below. Bits of wood, shredded insulation, and personal items float to the surface—a knotted life jacket, a pillow embroidered with a duck, even a cap that could only belong to Frömsdorf. Yet still, deep below, the “Great White Whale” clings to life.

As dawn breaks on May 6, Navy blimps arrive, their Magnetic Anomaly Detection gear sweeping the waters for any sign of the U-boat. They mark its location with dye markers and smoke buoys as more debris floats up. The Navy ships circle overhead, prowling like vultures. In these shallow waters, the destroyers set their depth charges to just 75 to 100 feet, perilously close to their own hulls, but they press on undeterred, dropping another crushing wave of explosives over U-853’s hiding place with each pass.

The attacks continue, more than twenty barrages raining down in a merciless rhythm. With every strike, the sea spits out more oil and remnants from the depths, each fragment telling of a crew that fought desperately in a battle already lost. By 10:45 a.m., after sixteen hours of bombardment, the commander of Task Group 60.7 gives the call: U-853 is finished. It lies shattered on the seafloor, the ocean littered with the remains of its final stand.

That afternoon, divers from USS Penguin descend to survey the wreckage. At a depth of 130 feet, they find the broken hull of U-853, its conning tower wrecked, the interior filled with the bodies of German sailors who tried to escape. They lie as they fell, escape lungs clutched in frozen hands. All fifty-five men aboard perish, their final breaths slipping away as the war itself fades into history.

The next day, the news breaks: Germany has surrendered. The war in Europe is over. But for those involved in this final battle against U-853, there is no celebration—only a quiet, grim satisfaction in avenging their fallen comrades.84

And as Herman Melville wrote, of Moby Dick, “Towards thee I roll, thou all-destroying but unconquering whale; to the last I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart I stab at thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee.”

After five long years, the Battle of the Atlantic and the threat to America’s shores, the longest and bloodiest naval struggle of the war, has finally come to an end.






Epilogue

THE END OF THE war unfolded in a strange contradiction. In Europe, the Allies clawed their way to inevitable victory through bombed-out cities while paying with blood and fire. Yet on the North American side of the Atlantic, the Germans still patiently hunted in silence, mostly undisturbed.

Raging from September 1939 to May 1945, the Battle of the Atlantic lasted longer than any other engagement in the war. In the first six months it exacted a staggering toll of 397 Allied ships in American waters, and continued to cost ships and men until the very end. Tankers and freighters burned against the night sky, some visible from shore.1 In a cruel lottery, 72,200 of the Allied sailors and merchantmen that went to sea did not survive. The US merchant mariners, in particular, paid with 9,521 lives. Their loss rate of nearly 4 percent exceeded that of any branch in the US military.

However, by honing their defenses and deploying radar, sonar, and Huff-Duff, the Allies had turned the tide by mid-1943. The Tenth Fleet coordinated devastating strikes that transformed the Atlantic into a graveyard for U-boats. Guided by messages deciphered by the American Bombes, faster escort ships and long-range air patrols left German submarines with no place to hide.

By the war’s end, the Allies had sunk an astonishing 783 U-boats.2 Approximately 30,000 German submariners—most of whom were “neither sharks nor wolves”—lost their lives, making U-boat duty one of the most dangerous assignments in the German military. Losses approached three-quarters of the estimated forty-thousand-man submarine force. Hans-Georg von Friedeburg, the last commanding admiral of the Kriegsmarine, fought to save his men by vainly refusing to send out more U-boats in the war’s final days. “A shadow of himself,” he reluctantly ordered them to fight to the last, then shook hands with U-boat ace Erich Topp. His eyes brimmed with tears. Less than a month later, after negotiating Germany’s surrender, he took his own life.

KLAMATH FALLS, OREGON—MAY 5, 1945

The Japanese brought the war to American soil in ways the Germans never did. Though never as acutely devastating as the U-boats, the Japanese efforts sowed just as much fear. Shells from Japanese submarines sporadically exploded against the California coast.3 In the skies, nine thousand incendiary balloons drifted across the Pacific. Japanese engineers calculated that only a fraction of the balloons would make it across the ocean, but even one could cause indiscriminate destruction and chaos.

Reverend Archie Mitchell, his pregnant wife Elsie, and five children from his Sunday school had set out for a Saturday morning picnic northeast of Klamath Falls, Oregon. As Mitchell parked the car by Leonard Creek, Elsie and the children wandered ahead, laughing and exploring. Just as he lifted the picnic basket, excited voices called to him from a nearby hill. They had found something, a strange balloon, lying among the trees. A chill ran through him. He had heard about Japanese balloons.

By the time of Archie’s picnic, 342 of these silent weapons had fallen across the United States, from Oregon to the plains of South Dakota and Nebraska. The Civil Air Patrol remained alert, following up on all balloon sightings. In Idaho, a CAP squadron searched for scattered balloon baskets. In Texas, CAP pilots pursued these floating “presents from Hirohito.” Toting shotguns in their civilian aircraft, they hoped to pierce the fragile balloons, but strict orders mandated that they could only report the sightings. Airborne skeet shooting would be too dangerous.

At the picnic in Oregon, Mitchell shouted, “Don’t touch it!” But the warning came too late. An explosion ripped through the trees, scattering birds and tearing the ground apart. Spared the full force of the blast, Mitchell still suffered injuries, but it didn’t stop him from rushing toward the smoke. After desperately trying to put out the flames clinging to his wife’s clothes, Mitchell discovered the worst. His wife Elsie and the children—all gone, their lives extinguished in an instant. Bomb fragments lay scattered across a four-hundred-foot radius. A wide crater, its edges sharp and smoking, marked where the Japanese had caused the first civilian casualties on the US mainland.

THE PACIFIC THEATER—1945

Meanwhile in the Pacific, an immense and brutal campaign inched forward, seizing islands at staggering cost. On Iwo Jima, the blood of more than 26,000 Americans soaked the black volcanic sand, as if each grain had been traded for a casualty.4 The invasion of Okinawa, which began on Easter Sunday, had turned into a nightmare. Japanese forces fought to the death, using kamikaze charges and guerrilla warfare tactics. Suicide pilots turned the sea around the island into a burning graveyard of American ships. Japanese soldiers burrowed into caves and refused to surrender, with no clear end in sight. Every day brought new reports of men lost, ships burned, and horrors like civilians leaping from cliffs rather than face capture.

As Japan’s fighting grew increasingly dirty and desperate, one question haunted those in the know: had Germany shared the technological keys to new kinds of terror with the Imperial forces? Fritz Steinhoff’s U-511 proved the terrifying potential of submarine-launched rocket attacks in 1942. A year later, the Germans sent his submarine to join the Japanese navy. On its way east, U-511 sank two American Liberty ships.5 What had Japan done with Fritz’s boat since then? Somewhere out there, in the vast, blue waters of the Pacific, the worry lingered. Could Japan strike the US mainland again, and with what tools?

REUTTE, GERMANY—MAY 2, 1945

Morning dawned dull and rainy6 in the Bavarian Alps. A persistent drizzle left the roads slick and treacherous as Magnus von Braun gripped the handlebars of his bicycle. There were no soldiers with him, no weapons, only the small white surrender handkerchief tied to his bike, fluttering weakly as he coasted downhill. The war was lost. The only thing left was survival.

As he neared the American lines outside Reutte, a lone sentry leveled his rifle. The soldier’s voice cut through the quiet.7 “Halt! Komme vorwärts mit die Hände hoch!”

Magnus slowed, raised his hands just enough to show he was unarmed, and spoke deliberately in halting English. “My name is Magnus von Braun. My brother invented the V-2. We want to surrender.”

Private Fred Schneikert’s grip on the rifle tightened. The claim was too extraordinary to ignore. Something in Magnus’s face gave him further pause. The war had been full of madmen willing to die for Hitler, but this one—this one wanted to live. Schneikert signaled for a superior.

Since February, Wernher von Braun, Ernst Steinhoff, and Walter Dornberger had seen the walls closing in. The Soviet army clawed toward Peenemünde, as the Americans pressed from the west, and Germany’s war machine lay in pieces. They had made their choice long before their surrender. It wasn’t about ideology, not anymore. It was about who would let them keep working.

Goodbyes in those days were whispered. Ernst Steinhoff watched as his brother Fritz departed for Kiel to command U-873, leaving behind his pregnant wife and young son. Ernst and Fritz did not know if they would meet again. Ernst stayed in Peenemünde as long as he could, helping others to escape, but in April, he finally left with his family to join von Braun. By then, the rocket program had disintegrated. Mittelwerk was in chaos. The British had bombed Nordhausen into oblivion, killing 8,800 people, including 1,500 enslaved laborers from Dora.8

Their radio hummed to life on May 1. “Stand by for an important announcement.”

Von Baun’s team gathered around, tense and silent. Capitulation? Something worse?

A few moments of static passed before the voice returned, flat and devoid of emotion: “The Führer was killed yesterday, April 30, in combat at his headquarters in Berlin.”

The scientists, now safe, did not speak. They simply exchanged glances.9

A year earlier, the SS had arrested Wernher for “defeatism” and alleged plans to defect to England—part of their maneuvering to seize control of the rocket program from the German army. The ordeal shook von Braun,10 who until then had “sleepwalked into a Faustian bargain with the Nazis,” forcing him to confront his entanglement with the regime. Realizing he was trapped, yet still loyal to the Army, he saw surrendering to the Americans as his best chance to continue his rocketry work.

They fled, and eventually reached the Bavarian Alps where Germany had hosted the 1936 Winter Olympics. For Ernst, the memory of his Olympic stunt—looping a glider around the Hindenburg to dazzle a cheering crowd—felt like a lifetime ago. The reminder of the Olympics threw into sharp relief just how much had changed for him and for Germany. In 1936, the Hindenburg soared over the stadium where five thousand athletes from fifty-one nations competed. Jesse Owens defied Nazi ideology, and the American rowing team seized victory. The world that had once cheered those athletes was gone.11 More than 70 million were dead, either lost in battle or as casualties of war. Even the landscape had changed, with cities reduced to rubble, and lives shattered beyond measure. Hitler’s death meant nothing; Germany itself—demoralized, battered, and overrun—was the true symbol of defeat. The little man who had once commanded everything had long since ceased to matter to the scientists.

And then came Magnus, pedaling down that rain-drenched Bavarian road. He had news. “I think it went well,” he reported, relief evident in his voice. “I have safe conduct passes and they want us for further interrogation.”

By 2 p.m., the deal was struck. The von Braun brothers, their team, and their families would surrender to the Americans. The war had taken nearly everything from them, but they still had one thing left to bargain with: knowledge.

Word of von Braun’s surrender spread quickly. The US military, desperate to harvest German technology before the Soviets, dispatched a Naval Technical Team, including Charles Lindbergh,12 to study the latest developments in German aircraft and missiles. His years improving and testing B-29s at Ford’s Willow Run factory, along with his early involvement in the American rocket program, made him a natural choice. His reputation—tarnished by politics, by choices—had suffered, but his technical expertise remained invaluable.

Denied reinstatement to military service by President Roosevelt, Lindbergh had served as a civilian consultant, but still flew fifty combat missions in the Pacific Theater. As a technical representative for United Aircraft, he evaluated aircraft performance, and developed fuel-saving techniques for the P-38 Lightning. He even shot down a Japanese aircraft while unofficially participating in combat operations. His loyalties remained steadfast, though it had been from the shadows. This mission would be much the same.

He arrived not as a hero, but as a witness—reminiscent of the undercover assignment he had been given during the 1936 Olympics. He had seen the beginnings of rocketry in Germany. He had shaken hands with these men before they had become something else. He had been a witness then. He was a witness now.

At Mittelbau-Dora, in the wake of the bombing,13 Lindbergh saw the horrific factories that produced the V-2 rockets. Corpses stacked like cordwood, their skeletal figures barely resembling men. The stench of corpse filled the tunnels where prisoners had worked themselves to death under the lash of SS overseers. Lindbergh, no stranger to war, was shaken.

After visiting the V-2 factory at Dora, he wrote in his wartime journal:14 “Here was a place where men and life and death had reached the lowest form of degradation. How could any reward in national progress even faintly justify the establishment and operation of such a place? . . . It seemed impossible that men—civilized men—could degenerate to such a level.” An estimated ten thousand prisoners of war perished at Dora during V-2 production—more lives had been lost in making the weapon than in its use.15

Meanwhile, Lindbergh’s reports reached Washington. The names of Steinhoff and his colleagues matched names on the Osenberg List—a Nazi registry of elite minds, miraculously rescued from the plumbing of Bonn University. Connections crystallized, and the staff at OP-16-Z and the Tenth Fleet had all the evidence that Steinhoff and his colleagues had been instrumental in the submerged rocket tests of 1942, even before their success with the V-2.16 Kenneth Knowles also had intelligence showing that the Type IXD-2 U-boat, with its extended range, could theoretically complete a round trip to the American coast while towing a rocket barge.

At the Tenth Fleet’s headquarters, Knowles needed certainty—just how far had the Germans advanced this technology, and had it been shared? If the Japanese had this technology now, could it still pose a threat to the American coastlines?

With these revelations, the scientists were deemed too valuable to leave behind. Operation Paperclip would bring them to America. Their pasts were erased, their sins buried within classified files. The blood of those lost in the V-2 attacks and in the Mittelwerk factory was quietly washed from their hands. They would soon be hailed as the visionaries, pioneers, and forefathers of American spaceflight.

However, in those early days following the surrender of Germany, beyond the reach of classified deals and whispered promises, and unbeknownst to his brother, Ernst, Fritz Steinhoff met a fate without the privilege and protection Ernst enjoyed.

PORTSMOUTH, NEW HAMPSHIRE—MAY 14, 1945

In intelligence circles, and in the Secret Room of the Tenth Fleet, the work was not yet finished.17 Surrender orders had gone out, yet there was no certainty that the estimated seventy U-boats still believed18 to be operating at sea had received word, or would obey if they had. Whispers swirled—high-ranking Nazis fleeing to South America, rogue crews slipping to the east, armed with resources and technology to aid Japan. The hunt wasn’t over.19

Navy interrogator Jack Alberti folded his new orders from OP-16-Z with the precision of a man accustomed to classified directives. The past weeks had been consumed by intense interrogations. He had engaged in long psychological battles with Kapitänleutnant Paul Just and the captured crew of U-546 in Argentia, and later at Fort Hunt. New orders had sent him to Portland, Maine, where he would board the Coast Guard cutter Argo bound for U-805. Unlike U-546, this submarine had surrendered without a fight, its commander yielding to Dönitz’s final orders.

Alberti and two Naval Reservist officers stepped aboard U-805. Their interrogations continued all the way until the submarine reached Portsmouth. Upon arrival, it was moved to the shipyard for publicity photos. Cameras flashed in the shipyard as the once-deadly predator was stripped of its power. A photo caption in the papers twisted the knife:20 “Its fangs yanked out, this prize U-boat will prey no more upon Allied shipping in the Atlantic.” The crew was transferred to the US Naval Prison, where interrogations stretched another twelve hours.

The process was repeated with U-1228, but then an urgent dispatch from the Tenth Fleet changed everything. Two more U-boats were inbound—U-873 and U-234. Admiral King himself issued Secret Dispatch 151716,21 alerting Alberti to the fact that Fritz Steinhoff, the commander of U-873, could furnish the answers to very specific operational questions regarding submerged rocket testing. The dispatch directed Alberti to obtain those answers. Then, he was to prepare for the arrival of U-234, a hulking Type X transport carrying two Japanese delegates—and a cargo of unnerving importance.22

ABOARD U-873, ATLANTIC OCEAN—MAY 5, 1945

The North Atlantic heaved under Fritz Steinhoff’s U-873 as it surfaced on the night of May 5. The crew stood watchful, listening for incoming signals. The news was staggering:23 Dönitz had assumed full command of Germany. Whatever hope remained for a last-ditch resistance was slipping through their fingers. The following day, a second order arrived—only coded signals from U-boat Command were to be trusted. By May 7, as the hull groaned with the weight of decisions yet to be made, the radio came alive once more: return to Norway. Hours later, the war was over. The orders were ignored.

The officers argued in hushed but heated tones. Some proposed a desperate flight to South America, selling off the boat’s valuable cargo in exchange for new lives. The crew refused. Their duty was clear. On May 9, an unencoded, open signal cut through the static: all U-boats must report their position and proceed to an Allied harbor. The closest harbor for U-873 was Gibraltar.24 Two days later—after heading toward the Caribbean and reporting its position in plain language about seven hundred miles west-southwest of the Azores—Oberleutnant Helmut Jürgens, the chief engineer, finally issued a decisive command to the crew: set course for the nearest American port. Fritz Steinhoff, the boat’s commander, an excellent seaman but totally unable to exercise his command, had essentially shifted control to Jürgens and the ship’s doctor. Hours later, instructions arrived from the US Navy: Surface. Switch on navigation lights. Fly a black surrender flag.25

The order was an insult. The black flag was a pirate’s mark. But there was no choice. The crew moved in silence, discarding their logbooks, their Enigma machine, their Kurier transmitter. Sensitive equipment, codebooks, charts, torpedoes—all sent to the sea. Only then did U-873 proceed toward the waiting USS Vance.26

PORTSMOUTH, NEW HAMPSHIRE—MAY 15, 1945

Five days later, Portsmouth Navy Yard loomed ahead. The U-boat glided into the harbor, the deck crawling with armed American sailors. Steinhoff stepped onto the pier, his face impassive as cameras snapped his photograph. He spoke through an interpreter, promising a press conference later. The moment he and his men stepped off the gangway, the illusion of control shattered. Armed guards surrounded them then marched them through the yard and across a narrow causeway to a looming fortress of granite—the Portsmouth Naval Prison. “The Castle,” they called it. The “Alcatraz of the East.”

Inside, the Americans took their fingerprints under the glare of artificial lights. They recorded sworn statements.27 Steinhoff’s heart condition was noted, but no one offered medical care. A US naval commander present falsely announced to the press that U-873 had fired on a tanker near Norway—an assertion easily disproven, yet left to fester in the public imagination. Steinhoff had no opportunity to correct the record.

Then the interrogations began.28

Two and a half hours in a dungeon-like room the guards called “the Pit,” Steinhoff was “lashed to a wooden chair.” They wanted information. About rockets, about secret programs, about weapons that never were. He insisted there were no rocket-launching U-boats, no such deployment. The blows came anyway.

Jack Alberti, though he was a civilian, wore the uniform of a lieutenant commander, and watched with cold calculation. He had conducted 118 interrogations during the war.29 He always got what he wanted. Later, in his official report about the interrogations in Portsmouth, Alberti would paint Steinhoff as “threatening,” and “hysterically arrogant.” He would admit that “I caused him to be slapped ONCE by a Marine guard,” justifying his actions as agreeing with “well-known psychological principles” that,30 he claimed, brought Steinhoff to heel.

A radioman from U-873, Georg Seitz, saw Steinhoff afterward. The commander’s face was swollen, bloody. Steinhoff didn’t speak of his treatment, but the bruises did.

Soon after, the prisoners were transferred to Boston’s Charles Street Jail,31 once hailed as one of the finest penal institutions in the country, if not the world. By the 1940s, it was overcrowded, and conditions were considered so bad in reported cases that they violated inmates’ constitutional rights. The crew of U-873 spent their nights behind iron bars in simple brick cells. On May 18 Alberti’s team of interrogators returned and remained through the night.

The sounds seeped through the brick walls—moans, muffled shouts, something heavy striking flesh. The other prisoners lay awake, silent in the dark. They did not understand the words, but they understood what was happening.

By morning, Steinhoff was “broken down” by Alberti, who had gotten what he needed.

At 8:00 a.m. on May 19, more than a week after the war with Germany had ended,32 Commander Steinhoff was discovered in his cell on Tier 5 of the Charles Street Jail, lying in a pool of his own blood. U-873’s physician, Dr. Karl Wilhelm Reinke, was advised of Commander Steinhoff’s condition, and immediately demanded that Steinhoff receive a blood transfusion or plasma. After a two-and-a-half-hour delay, however, Dr. Reinke realized his captors were “not interested in keeping [Steinhoff] alive.”

Steinhoff was taken to Massachusetts General Hospital. The emergency room was less than two hundred yards from his cell.

It was too late. At 10:00 a.m., Fritz Steinhoff was pronounced dead.

The Boston medical examiner, assisted by an Army physician, barely had time to assess the body. Rita Conroy, a nurse receptionist at the hospital emergency room, witnessed a heated exchange between hospital staff and a US Navy lieutenant commander, accompanied by a Marine guard. The Navy officer demanded the immediate handing over of Steinhoff’s body to his custody. The Navy officer threatened that if he was forced to do so, he would “carry away the corpse slung over his shoulder, but that he was not leaving the hospital without Steinhoff’s body.”

Conflicting reports surrounded Steinhoff’s death. The official report claimed Steinhoff “committed suicide on May 19 by severing an artery in his wrist with a broken piece of eyeglass and a wire which apparently came from his cap,” but U-boat commanders were required to have perfect vision—Steinhoff never wore glasses. Other reports suggested a cot spring, a wristwatch crystal, or sunglasses, though prisoners were stripped of all but essential clothing. Experts later doubted he could sever his radial artery without surgical precision. One noted even razor-wielding suicides failed to do such damage. A right-handed man, cutting his right wrist? He knew the war was over, his wife was expecting—why now? Then, the official autopsy vanished from his records.

WASHINGTON, DC—JUNE 29, 1945

Perhaps the most damning evidence lay buried in a personnel file, quietly slipped away a month after Steinhoff’s death—a memo from Admiral Ernest King, his words weighted with the gravity of what had been uncovered. The letter reprimanded the actions of Jack Alberti, a man who could shift personas as easily as changing clothes. A polyglot and a charmer, he possessed an uncanny ability to win trust. But beneath the polished exterior lurked something darker. Alberti had not simply exceeded his authority—he had molded himself into something beyond oversight, beyond accountability.33

The memo was explicit: “Mr. Jack Henry Alberti, a civilian interrogator, wearing a naval uniform while performing the duty of an interrogator, greatly exceeded his authority and functions when he practically assumed full charge of the examination and processing of prisoners of war at the naval prison . . . Mr. Alberti’s actions are in direct violation of the Geneva Convention and the Chief of Naval Operations directives.” King had made his expectations clear. Appropriate actions were to be taken.

But the response was predictable, a hollow gesture dressed in bureaucratic formality. An investigation followed. A few officers were reprimanded, a Marine court-martialed for stealing a deck of playing cards from the German prisoners. The real crimes, the ones that mattered, dissolved into silence. Alberti’s uniform—false as it was—remained unblemished.

The incident didn’t seem to hurt Alberti’s career at all. By 1946, Alberti had found his next stage. The Office of Naval Intelligence had been a prelude to his career at the newly formed Central Intelligence Agency. His expertise—methods honed in the shadows of interrogation rooms—made him an asset. He became a leader in one of the most secretive and controversial projects to emerge from the postwar era: MKUltra.34

While Alberti’s path stretched forward into secrecy, another had already been cut short. Steinhoff was laid to rest with full military honors at Fort Devens, Massachusetts. The truth of how he died—whether by his own hand or another’s—was buried with him.35

Thousands of miles away, Ilse Steinhoff waited, heavy with child. In late May, she gave birth to their third son, unaware that she was now a widow.36 Fritz’s death was also hidden from his brother. Ernst Steinhoff, already in American custody, being processed and prepared to go to the United States alongside Wernher von Braun and the other German scientists, was kept in the dark. The knowledge of his brother’s fate came months later, long after he had been absorbed into his new role. By then, there was nothing left to question. No answers to seek. Just silence.

THE TENTH FLEET, WASHINGTON, DC—JUNE 1945

The reports from Alberti’s prisoner interrogations crossed Kenneth Knowles’s desk in the Tenth Fleet,37 just as he prepared to leave for Europe as part of the Navy’s Technical Mission. He would take that special knowledge from Alberti with him as he sought to collect the shattered remnants of Germany’s wartime technologies. He made his first stop at the OIC in England, where he reconnected with Patrick Beesly, deputy to Rodger Winn in the Admiralty’s submarine tracking room. The two had spent the war exchanging messages daily, chasing ghosts via radio waves, pursuing their enemy through silence and deception.

Finally together, they worked as a pair in Peenemünde on the technical mission. At the birthplace of Germany’s rocket program, they combed through the wreckage of an empire that sought to command the skies. They sought knowledge that might shape the future.

In the final days of the war, Knowles reached out to recognize the OIC men who had done so much for the United States. On May 5, he wrote a letter recommending formal honors38 for Rodger Winn, for the role he played “at the height of the U-boat offensive in the Western Atlantic in May 1942.” It was a small gesture, but one that carried weight.

Knowles’s Tenth Fleet, with OIC’s support, wielded intelligence as a weapon. Their ammunition consisted of decoded signals and intercepted orders. Their battlefield stretched from the Gulf to the unseen currents of the Atlantic. They were a navy without ships, a fleet without hulls, yet their work with the OIC and Rodger Winn changed the course of the war.39 The close friendship between Winn and Knowles served as a foundation for the overall Allied naval effort. The atmosphere of cooperation that existed between their tracking rooms was “probably closer than between any other British and American organizations in any service and in any theater.”40

On June 5, 1945, Knowles wrote a final message to the team at OIC. “Our U-boat tracking room is being dissolved on June 12, 1945. Upon my detachment from COMINCH Headquarters may I express to you my deep appreciation for your helpful cooperation during the momentous period our tracking rooms have worked together on our common task which has now been so successfully completed. I wish you good luck and goodbye.”

On June 15, 1945, the Tenth Fleet ceased to exist. There was no ceremony, no fanfare—just a quiet acknowledgment from the commander in chief. “Well done” was all they received.41 But Admiral King understood the gravity of their work. “The effective work of the Tenth Fleet,” he wrote, “contributed outstandingly to the success of the United States naval operations in the Battle of the Atlantic.”

In the same way that King recognized the value of the uniformed Tenth Fleet, he also recognized the civilians who labored next to them. In his wrap-up report of the war at sea, King paid unstinting tribute to a group of men who “formed an integral part of the Navy” but “remained civilians” throughout the war. These men enabled the United States Navy to maintain a technical advantage over the navies of its enemies, which contributed so materially to the outcome of World War II. Churchill added that the civilians helped with the “Wizard War,” as he put it, “whose battles were lost or won unknown to the public. No such warfare had ever been waged by mortal men,” he wrote. “The terms in which it could be recorded or talked about were unintelligible to ordinary folk. Yet if we had not mastered its profound meaning and used its mysteries even while we saw them only in the glimpse, all efforts . . . would have been in vain.”

DAYTON, OHIO—SUMMER 1945

Joe Desch and his team at NCML certainly numbered in the ranks of Churchill’s “Wizards.” Joe gave everything he had but received no public recognition. He carried the weight of thousands of lives on his shoulders, not on a battlefield, but in the erstwhile classrooms of Building 26, where the American Bombe took shape. His war was one of endless calculations and sleepless nights spent chasing an enemy that existed only in the flickers of intercepted radio messages. Though he never heard the thunder of naval guns or the scream of a diving Stuka, he knew the stakes—every unsolved cipher meant another ship lost, another crew swallowed by the Atlantic.

The British took most of the credit for breaking Enigma. Their work at Bletchley Park was immortalized after the war, while the efforts in Dayton remained buried—literally. Their marvelous rapid analytical machines, which once ran twenty-four hours a day, were systematically dismantled and destroyed. Their remains were buried deep at NCR’s campus under the cover of night, or in the case of the machines at the Naval Communications Annex, burned or dropped into Chesapeake Bay.42 “We broke code rotors with axes and then burned them in oil drums in the courtyard,” one team member recalled. “The heavy smoke and pungent odor of burning Formica are not easily forgotten. . . . I have since wondered how painful it might have been to those who made the rotors if they had seen my ‘code breaking.’” To Joe and his team, it felt like a funeral. The secrecy that had defined their work did not end with the war; it became their legacy. They spent years creating something extraordinary, only to witness its destruction.

The war’s end did not bring Joe peace. Ralph Meader, assigned to shadow him under suspicion of German sympathies,43 remained stationed at his home collecting per diem from the Navy and living rent free until 1947—a constant, suffocating reminder that no amount of sacrifice could erase. The weight of it all bore down on Joe. His reserve unit was decimated. One of his nephews never came home from the war. The man who had once been filled with boundless ingenuity grew sharp-edged, and his temper shortened with each passing year. The scars of war were invisible, but they never truly healed.

Still, Joe continued to shape the future through his work at NCR. The same intellect that had built the Bombe turned to new industries, pioneering early calculators and mainframe computers. His work laid the foundation for a digital revolution, but the world would never know the true depth of his contributions. He told his daughter Deborah more than once that maybe it would have been easier if he had gone to war with his unit, as if a different kind of service might have lifted his burden.44

In 1947, Harry Truman awarded Joe the Medal of Merit—one of the highest honors a civilian could receive. When it was presented on October 16 by the secretary of the Navy, Joseph Wenger told him that this medal, unlike most, was made of pure gold, a symbol of the immeasurable value of his work. Yet, like everything else about his wartime efforts, the award was classified. In a personal letter of thanks to Joe, James Forrestal wrote,45 “Since the nature of your work may not be publicized, as you know, I must ask that no publicity be afforded this letter.” There would be no public celebration, no newspaper headlines. The war had moved on, and history, it seemed, had no room for ghosts.

Joe’s recognition, although not public, was truly significant, because for most members of the team—Louise Pearsall, Janice Benario, Bob Mumma, and the many others who worked at NCML or in OP-20-G—recognition was never part of the equation. Cryptanalysts, linguists, WAVES, civilians alike—their work, like virtue, was considered its own reward. They labored in silence, their efforts sealed behind classified walls, their victories known only to a select few.46

The young pilot who shot down Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto’s plane received his nation’s highest honors, and his name was etched into history. But the cryptanalysts who handed him the coordinates—the ones who listened, deciphered, and pieced together the intelligence that made his mission possible—were left in the shadows. Their work turned the tide at Midway, allowing American forces to intercept and annihilate a Japanese invasion fleet. It allowed for the invasion of Europe at Normandy. In the end, it kept the American coastlines safe. The ships and men who fought that battle received the nation’s gratitude, had their names carved into stone and their sacrifices immortalized. But the men and women who unlocked the enemy’s secrets, who unraveled ciphers and checked Bombe settings in stifling rooms to make those victories possible, remained anonymous. “In a sense,” one officer later reflected, “the people employed in Room 2646 in the Navy Department were the Trappist monks of intelligence, who said nothing but knew and saw all.”

***

IT MUST ALSO NOT be forgotten that the long, grinding road to gaining the upper hand in 1943 was paved by ordinary people doing extraordinary things—most of them never seeking credit, many of them never getting it. It was the fishermen who turned their trawlers into warships, the lighthouse keepers who blacked out their beacons, the teenagers scanning the shores for enemy landings. It was the women of the Grumman plant, hands raw from riveting, who built the wings that carried pilots to battle. The railroad workers who kept supply lines moving, the telegraph operators who sent messages that saved lives. It was the children who gave up their metal toys to be melted down, and spent their allowances on war bond stamps. It was the men and women on factory floors—at DuPont, at Ford, across America—who built the parts, scrapped for rubber, tended victory gardens, and kept the fight going in a thousand unseen ways.

It was Gill Robb Wilson, whose dream of making flight accessible to all became the Civil Air Patrol.47 He built something extraordinary—an organization that gave wings to anyone willing to soar. CAP pilots were civilians, but they fought in their own way. Throughout the war, they lost 150 aircraft. Sixty-nine CAP volunteers never came home. Seven more were seriously injured. The Coastal Patrols spotted 91 vessels in distress, 173 suspected submarines, 363 survivors of attacks. They found the dead—36 bodies floating in the sea. They found danger—17 drifting mines. And when the Navy called, they answered, flying 5,684 special convoy escort missions.

Wilson never sought recognition.48 “I had a unique opportunity to foresee coming events and was in a responsible position to do something about it,” he wrote. “If I did play some part, it was because I was surrounded by giants of great spirit who gave me their confidence and upheld my hands. To have walked proudly with them is all the credit I need or want.”

It took nearly seventy years for the men and women of CAP to be recognized for their wartime service.49 In 2014, Congress awarded the Congressional Gold Medal to approximately two hundred thousand World War II CAP members—acknowledging their courage, their sacrifice, their role in defending the homeland. But the dream that Wilson set in motion—of giving anyone with a passion for flight the chance to take to the skies—became something far greater than he could have imagined. Unlike other wartime auxiliary groups, CAP proved indispensable. Formally recognized as an auxiliary of the Army Air Forces in 1943, it cemented its place in aviation history, carving out a role that still endures today.

American soil stood protected and safe. There were no major headlines of attacks or sabotage or devastation . . . because people like them stood up and did their jobs. Even spies and mob members made sure there were no strikes in the ports. George Dasch and Peter Burger stopped a sabotage mission before it ever had a chance to begin. For that—and for J. Edgar Hoover’s vanity—they paid dearly.

Dasch had expected a hero’s welcome. Instead, he was branded a traitor, his name buried beneath Hoover’s boundless efforts to control the narrative. After the war, both Dasch and Burger were quietly pardoned and deported to Germany, where they were met not with gratitude but contempt. They were seen as outcasts, double-crossers—men without a country.

Burger suffered the worst of it. His wife had been killed in the bombings that consumed Germany in the war’s final days. He never learned exactly how she died. He lived out his years in poverty, homeless, forgotten.

Dasch fared little better. Though he eventually reunited with Snooks, his wife, he remained a man forever haunted by his past, driven from German and Swiss towns whenever someone uncovered his name. In 1953, he published his account of Operation Pastorius—a detailed narrative that matched the statements he and his fellow saboteurs had given the FBI eleven years earlier. It should have been enough to set the record straight. Yet somehow, even from across the Atlantic, Hoover ensured the truth remained buried.50

DETROIT, MICHIGAN—SPRING 1948

Hoover’s bureau also made sure that “Countess” Grace Buchanan-Dineen ended up in prison as a spy, despite her cooperation. Suspiciously, all trial transcripts, including countless hours of testimonies detailing her role, disappeared from court archives.

Once incarcerated, the reactions from the women’s leagues that had previously feted the socialite were swift and unforgiving. Some called for the hanging of the “weak, artificial creature.” Meanwhile, the Toronto press, eager to claim her as their own in disgrace, filled their pages with lurid details of her downfall. Curiously, they never brought to light the good work she had done to aid the FBI, nor pried into her past—never spoke to her family, never questioned the title she so easily carried. The “countess” had been exposed as a spy and traitor, but no one had truly unmade her identity.

Through it all, Nelson Butler had been there to support his fiancée, from the courtroom all the way to prison. Unwavering, even as the gavel fell, he simply said, “I’ll wait.” And he did—writing Grace often,51 sending care packages, visiting her twice a month even through her roller-coaster moods, emotional breakdowns, and hunger strikes. He promised marriage the moment she was free. Newsweek painted her as a tragic heroine, stripped of wealth and glamour, with nothing left but the devotion of one man. “That was all that remained.”

In 1947, Grace earned an early parole.52 Truman had quietly commuted her sentence to nine years, making her eligible. In November, her parole was granted—on one condition. She was to be deported immediately to Canada. Her release dragged on for months, delayed by the hesitation of officials, unsure if they might need her testimony again.

Finally in the spring of 1948,53 under the watchful eyes of a US marshal, Grace arrived in Detroit one last time. Nelson Butler, her devoted fiancé, wasn’t there.54 He had died “of a broken heart” just weeks before Grace got word of her parole, according to his friends. Nevertheless, Grace collected the trappings of her past that Nelson had so carefully packed and stored: gowns, jewelry, silver fox scarves, a mink coat, and shoes—forty-one pairs. She even had forty pairs of nylons, a rare luxury in wartime America.55 The next day, wearing a black Persian lamb coat selected from her collection, she made her journey back to Canada. On the way to the station, her taxi driver raced through the streets of Detroit, trying to evade the reporters giving chase. Photographers waited at the train station, knowing she had a reservation on the Canadian National Express to Toronto.

In the station, she still carried herself with icy elegance as her furs, dresses, and jewelry, in sixteen pieces of luggage and a trunk, were loaded on the train.56 At the platform, she turned to the press and corrected them one last time: “It’s pronounced ‘Grahss.’”

An officer shrugged off the spectacle. “She served her sentence for her crime, and as far as we’re concerned, she’s just another Canadian coming home.”

Then, as the train rumbled forward, some say she slipped from her hiding place and climbed into the last coach, unseen. Others swore she never boarded at all.

But the fact remained—Buchanan-Dineen vanished.

Maybe she shed her name like an old coat and stepped into a new life without a backward glance. There were murmurs of her in London, but nothing concrete. A cryptic fragment of a handwritten and misspelled note in her Bureau of Prisons file states that “a certain person who was just deported”57 had been arrested in Canada, but no further trace of her ever surfaced. Just like that, as if a switch had been flipped, the lights on Buchanan-Dineen’s story flickered out.

NEW YORK—MAY 1945

Four days after Fritz Steinhoff’s alleged suicide made headlines, another story rocked the American public. On May 23, 1945, The New York Herald-Tribune ran the headline: “Luciano Seeks Clemency, Says He Helped Navy.” The article laid it out in black-and-white—Charlie Luciano, once the most powerful crime boss in America, claimed he had aided the US Navy during the war. Now, he wanted a reduction in his thirty-year prison sentence.

The timing was no coincidence. With Germany’s surrender days old and victory in Europe secured, Lucky Luciano saw his opening. Moses Polakoff, his trusted attorney, had been waiting for this moment. The war effort was winding down, and public sentiment might finally allow for clemency. He picked up the phone and called Commander Charles R. Haffenden’s house in Flushing, Queens. Mary Haffenden answered.

“Mrs. Haffenden, my name is Moses Polakoff. I’m calling regarding your husband. May I speak with him?”

A pause. Then Mary’s voice, careful but steady. “Haven’t you heard?”

“No. Heard what?”

“Well”—she hesitated—“he was wounded in the Battle of Iwo Jima.”

***

THE ISLAND WAS HELL. Five days into the battle for Iwo Jima,58 Haffenden led seven Marines across the volcanic wasteland to reconnoiter an alternate landing beach. After the mission, as he and his men rested in what they thought was a secure area, Japanese artillery screamed down. A shell exploded above him, lifting him off the ground and slamming him back down. Internal bleeding. A hemorrhaging stomach. They rushed him off the island before he bled out.59

Admiral Hill later commended him: “Commander Haffenden’s actions were in the highest traditions of the United States Naval Service.” The man had done his duty. And nearly died for it.

***

TWO DAYS AFTER THE phone call with Mary,60 Polakoff stepped into Brooklyn Naval Hospital. He found Haffenden pacing the ward in a bathrobe, moving gingerly. Nearly two years had passed since they’d last spoken, but the familiarity remained.

They talked—about the war, mutual acquaintances. Then Polakoff got to the point. He was submitting Luciano’s clemency application. He needed Haffenden to vouch for him, a letter confirming what had been done. Haffenden weighed the request. MacFall and Howe were long retired. His beachmaster commanders wouldn’t know what he was talking about. ONI wasn’t knocking on his door. If anyone was going to vouch for Luciano, it might as well be him.

“I’ll dictate something,” he said.

On May 17, 1945, Haffenden put it in writing. He detailed how, through Major Murray Gurfein and Moses Polakoff, Naval Intelligence gained access to Sicilian informants—men who provided critical intelligence for the Sicily campaign. He sealed the letter, satisfied. What he didn’t know was that the moment that letter hit the governor’s desk, it would ignite a firestorm—his act of goodwill unleashed a storm of controversy and led to a massive cover-up by some “high ups” in the US Navy.

The response was swift. Haffenden was to keep quiet.61 If he continued cooperating, he would face court-martial. But silence wasn’t enough. The Navy needed to erase the trail. On July 5, 1945, Captain Wallace Phillips, a man with a long-standing grudge against Haffenden,62 arrived at Church Street. He had a mission. First, he attacked Haffenden’s credibility by dredging up an anonymous letter that accused him of disgraceful conduct. Then, he took aim at the evidence itself.

The orders were clear: every document related to Operation Underworld was to be destroyed. The files at 90 Church Street—gone. The records stored at ONI in Washington—incinerated. The entire record of Operation Underworld was reduced to ashes, erasing years of intelligence work from history. Even after the purge, Phillips wasn’t finished. He discredited Haffenden in writing: “The statements made by Commander Haffenden in his letter of May 17 cannot be substantiated by the files of this office.” That part, at least, was true, because the files had been reduced to ash.

The government had its answer. The Navy had done its part. And Lucky Luciano, bound by a different kind of code, said nothing more.63

Socks Lanza, once the kingpin of the fish market and the government’s unlikely ally, served his sentence and returned to the Fulton Fish Market. The power he once wielded over the piers faded, and with it, so did his name, and he slipped into quiet obscurity. Joe Adonis clung to his old ways, running rackets until the law finally caught up with him—by the 1950s, he was deported to Italy. Frank Costello, ever the diplomat of the underworld, held his empire intact until a bullet came for him in 1957. He survived but took the hint, and retreated from the life he had spent decades building.

Meyer Lansky, the financial brain of organized crime and a wartime collaborator, found a different kind of recognition. The Navy, grateful but discreet, gave him a gift few could claim—a commemorative book honoring Japan’s surrender64 aboard USS Missouri, signed by General MacArthur, Admiral Nimitz, and others who had shaped history. For his contributions during Operation Husky, he received one of the nation’s highest civilian honors: the Medal of Freedom, awarded by President Truman in acknowledgment of a role that would never appear in official histories. His daughter Sandi, who had been at his side since the war’s earliest whispers at the Dinty Moore, recalled that these mementos were among his most cherished possessions.

But his real legacy was not his empire—it was his family. For all his dealings, Lansky believed his family owed a debt to America—one he hoped his children would repay in their own way. His pride in Paul’s military service ran especially deep. West Point accepted Paul in 1950, and in 1954, he graduated, later serving in Vietnam with the US Air Force. As Lansky expanded his gambling empire from Las Vegas to Havana, he never wavered in his belief that his children would walk a different path. Crime had been his trade, but for them, he wanted something more—a future cleansed of the past.

***

ON FEBRUARY 9, 1946, four years to the day since Normandie had burned—setting off a chain of events that had reshaped the city’s underworld and forever bound Lucky Luciano’s fate to the war effort—that fate finally reached its conclusion. Despite his service, despite the deals struck in shadowed rooms, Governor Thomas Dewey had made his decision. Luciano’s sentence was commuted—but he was to be deported.

Across the harbor, Normandie sat in ruin,65 a ghost of the ship she had once been. The vessel that had once embodied luxury and power now loomed over the waterline, skeletal and broken. New Yorkers had watched her rise, capsized and battered, only to learn she would never sail again. That day, the rain fell in a steady, unyielding sheet, slicking the streets of New York, eighteen reporters trudged toward the Bush Dock Terminal. There, she awaited the scrapyard, forgotten by the Navy, rejected by the French. She was trapped in limbo, just as Luciano had been. But that day, one of them was finally leaving New York.

Inside the dock warehouse, the scent of damp flour filled the air as stevedores hauled sacks in an unbroken rhythm. They barely paused when the reporters arrived—until the head stevedore barked an order.

“Get those guys out of the entrance!”

A wave of muscle surged forward—seventy longshoremen, hardened men with weathered faces and missing teeth, some with eye patches, all radiating the kind of menace that needed no weapons. The reporters hesitated, then retreated under the sheer force of their presence. One photographer, undeterred, protested.66

The longshoremen, many of whom had benefited from Luciano’s influence over the years, stood shoulder to shoulder, creating an impenetrable wall that kept prying eyes and unwanted visitors at bay. Their presence was a testament to Luciano’s enduring power and the loyalty he commanded, even in his moment of exile.

Henry “the Bull” Abruzzo stepped forward. “Beat it,” he growled. No one argued.

Hours later, a sleek black limousine rolled to the entrance, whitewall tires gleaming against the grime of the pier. The longshoremen tensed, closing ranks—until a window lowered, and a badge flashed. The International Longshoremen’s Association. That was enough. The crowd parted, and the car glided through, inching toward Laura Keene, the Liberty ship that would carry Luciano away.

On the pier, figures gathered: Frank Costello, Meyer Lansky, Joe Adonis.67 They had come for one last goodbye. A final act of loyalty. A silent promise that, even in exile, Luciano’s name would not fade. With parting handshakes and nods, Luciano’s associates retreated, leaving him to face his journey alone. The longshoremen maintained their vigil until Laura Keene cast off, ensuring that Luciano’s departure was shielded from public scrutiny. A last act of allegiance to the man who had once ruled their world. The ship’s engines rumbled to life, and as Laura Keene pulled away, Luciano, defiant to the end, declared, “Fuck ’em all. I’ll be back.”

But he knew. The king was leaving his kingdom for the last time.

These weren’t stories of explosions or grand endings, nor of superheroes saving America. They were stories of men in the shadows—unseen, uncelebrated—men who protected New York’s waterfront by any means necessary. Because of them, vital supplies flowed overseas. No strikes halted the piers; no delays crippled the war effort.

The “dollar-a-year” businessmen volunteered and lent their expertise to the war effort. Lawyers became undercover waiters in Harlem. Detectives pumped gas on Long Island. Journalists walked in the underworld to gather intelligence that could help stop a threat. They abandoned ordinary lives to keep the city safe, blending into places no officer could go.

The legacy of Operation Underworld remained a contentious and largely hidden chapter of World War II history. In the wake of Luciano’s pardon, the Herlands investigations—a 1954 inquiry commissioned by Governor Dewey to examine the secret cooperation between the US Navy and the Mafia—laid everything bare. Naval Intelligence meetings in back rooms, silent agreements with gangsters, wartime necessity clashing with postwar morality, all came to light. By the 1970s, the files were public, but the damage had been done. The Navy denied. The Mafia shrugged. And those who had played their part slipped back into the shadows.

Yet Americans know little of these stories—because, in the end, nothing happened.

But perhaps nothing happened because of those who moved in the dark, striking quiet deals and calling in old debts. Those who boldly and perhaps illegally did what they could with what they had when the nation needed it most.

MASSACHUSETTS—SUMMER 1999

One final known act of bravery came . . . fifty-four years later.68

When an unexpected box showed up on his porch that day, Paul Lawton wasn’t quite sure what to think. Half a century had passed since World War II ended, and suddenly, he was presented with pages of history about USS Eagle 56, the little subchaser lost in the final days of the war.

Lawton’s journey to uncover the truth began a year earlier in 1998 when a chance conversation reignited a decades-old mystery. The Navy attributed Eagle 56’s sinking to a boiler explosion, but survivors insisted they had seen a German submarine just before the ship was destroyed. As a naval historian and an attorney, Lawton became determined to set the record straight.

The package contained the breakthrough he needed—the Navy’s original court-of-inquiry transcript from Eagle 56’s investigation. It had come from Mary Alice Heyd Hultgren,69 the legal yeoman who had taken shorthand notes during the hearings. Having seen and heard the survivors directly, Hultgren never believed the boiler explosion story. When she learned of Lawton’s efforts, she found a way to get him the documents.70

The report revealed that even in 1945, investigators had considered an external attack. But the official ruling held—boiler explosion. Armed with new evidence and survivor testimonies, Lawton pressed the Navy for reconsideration. His case strengthened in 2001 when archivist Bernard Cavalcante unearthed German naval records confirming that U-853 had operated in the area. With this proof, the Navy reversed its decision: Eagle 56 had been lost as a result of enemy action. Purple Heart medals were awarded to three remaining survivors, as well as the next of kin of those killed or who had survived but passed away prior to the presentation. Presently, this is the only time that the US Navy has overruled its own court of inquiry.

Yet one mystery remained—where was Eagle 56?

For decades, underwater searches turned up nothing. Then, in 2014, the Nomad Exploration Team,71 a group of amateur divers and citizen-historians, took up the challenge. The team combed Maine’s frigid waters. It was a search as grueling as any battle—treacherous currents, near-zero visibility, and the ship’s small size made finding her like finding “a soda can in a canyon.”72

But in June 2018, their persistence paid off. Five miles from shore, three hundred feet down, they found her. Eagle 56 lay broken in two—her bow wedged between rocks, her stern perched on a ledge. The wreck confirmed what survivors had always claimed: external damage consistent with a torpedo strike.

Scattered around the wreckage, dozens of Coca-Cola bottles sat half-buried in the silt. A relic from her patrols in the sweltering Florida Keys, where the soda machine had been her crew’s only reprieve from the unforgiving heat. That machine was still aboard in April 1945, when Eagle 56 was torpedoed.

The Nomad team’s discovery did more than solve a mystery—it brought families together. Among them was the family of James Cunningham,73 one of Eagle 56’s Black sailors, who had enlisted early, determined to serve. His paychecks helped his family leave the sharecropping life, move to the city, and build futures—his nephew later joined the Navy, following in his footsteps.

Others came forward, sharing memories of fathers, brothers, uncles lost that day. They gathered to honor Eagle 56. The little ship that had been first to rescue sailors from the first American naval loss of the war, she had patrolled U-boat-infested waters when the Navy had little else to spare, and she had tested the FIDO torpedo, the weapon that would contribute to the sinking of U-853 and save hundreds of merchant ships.

She was the final American ship lost in coastal waters during World War II, paying the ultimate price alongside the men who fought on her decks. Undervalued but indispensable. Brave yet forgotten. Used up until there was nothing left to give, then discarded in history’s shadows.

But her story is no longer buried—nor are the stories of the men and women who operated out of the public eye, unrecognized, defending the coastlines throughout the war. Each played a role in a fight that came perilously close to home, in battles few knew about. For that, as we honor every service member—yesterday, today, and tomorrow—our gratitude endures forever.
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[image: Ten people sit at a round dinner table with a white tablecloth. The men wear suits and face the camera.]
Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano with associates at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York City.

Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano seated with their associates at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York City. (Courtesy of Burton Turkus Papers, Lloyd Sealy Library, John Jay College/CUNY)



[image: A large ship docked at port. It towers over the people and cars nearby.]
SS Normandie, late 1930s.

SS Normandie, New York City, late 1930s. (Courtesy of photographer Albert Julius Szunyog)



[image: Two men in suits stand in a police lineup.]
Lucky Luciano and Meyer Lansky, police lineup, 1932.

Lucky Luciano and Meyer Lansky caught. Seven months after Salvatore Maranzano’s murder—the last capo di tutti capi—Luciano and Lansky were arrested in Chicago. Their April 1932 “business trip” ended in flashbulbs at LaSalle Street Station, but the disorderly conduct charge was dismissed within weeks. (Chicago Police Department)



[image: A marching band and people carrying American and Nazi flags march down a crowded street.]
German-American Bund members march in New York City, 1937.

German-American Bund members march with Nazi flags during a parade on East 86th Street in New York City on October 30, 1937. The Bund sought to promote German nationalism and support for Hitler’s regime among German Americans. (Library of Congress)



[image: A patrol boat in the water with hills in the distant background. Smoke billows from a couple of furnaces. The vessel is labeled with the number “56.”]
USS Eagle (PE-56)

USS Eagle (PE-56), a World War I–era patrol vessel, rescued survivors of USS Jacob Jones—the first US Navy ship lost in American waters—on February 28, 1942. Three years later, on April 23, 1945, she was torpedoed and sunk by U-853 off Cape Elizabeth, Maine, becoming the last US Navy ship lost to enemy action in coastal waters. (US Navy)



[image: Seven men, each wearing a puffy life vest, lower a torpedo into the water beside the boat.]
FIDO (Mark 24) testing.

Mark 24 “FIDO” was the first US air-dropped acoustic homing torpedo, entering service in March 1943. Officially labeled a “mine” to mask its true purpose, FIDO sank thirty-seven Axis subs and damaged eighteen more—nearly twice as effective as depth charges and responsible for 15 percent of all U-boats destroyed by aircraft in World War II. (US Navy)



[image: A group photo of young men wearing crisp white uniforms and black neckties. The first of the three rows is kneeling.]
Engineering crew of Eagle 56 in Key West, Florida.

Engineering crew of Eagle 56, US Navy Sound Training School: (Back row, standing, left to right) Lt. John P. Scagnelli, F1c Norris Jones, EM3c Charles Guidesh, MM1c Frederich Michelsen, MM2c John Breeze, S1c Elliott Shinn, WT3c Joseph C. Priestas, WT2c Robert Petersen, RdM3c John Wisniewski, MM2c Frank Ayers, WT2c James Pemberton, WT2c John Clark, MM2c Charles Byrne, WT3c Maurice Manning, Chief Robert Lemmon. (Front row, kneeling, left to right) MM2c Walter Goe, MM2c Harold Petersen, MM3c Oscar F. Davis, EM2c John Merk, EM2c Ernest “Bones” Shockley, WT1c Bernard Novick. (US Navy)



[image: A building spans nearly a whole city block and is many stories tall. A black fence is posted around the perimeter.]
Federal building at 90 Church Street in New York City.

The 90 Church Street federal building in New York City was the wartime headquarters of the Eastern Sea Frontier, where Vice Admiral Adolphus Andrews oversaw Atlantic coast defense. Inside, Naval Intelligence—led by Captain Roscoe MacFall—ran operations like Operation Underworld, with B-3 and B-7 teams under officers such as Commander Charles Radcliffe “Rad” Haffenden working to protect the Port of New York from Axis sabotage. (New York Public Library)



[image: A professional-looking photo of a man in uniform with binoculars around his neck.]
Vice Admiral Adolphus Andrews

Vice Admiral Adolphus Andrews commanded the North Atlantic Naval Coastal Frontier from March 1941 to February 1942, overseeing the Neutrality Patrol along the East Coast and North Atlantic routes. He then became commander of the Eastern Sea Frontier from February 1942 to November 1943. (US Navy)



[image: A snapshot of workers in overalls and aprons push empty carts and unload deliveries from trucks. Skyscrapers tower in the background.]
The Fulton Fish Market, run by labor union racketeer “czar” Joseph “Socks” Lanza.

The Fulton Fish Market, June 1936. The lifeblood of Lower Manhattan’s seafood trade. (Photo by Berenice Abbott / New York Public Library)



[image: Four men working in an office. Three sit at desks, while one stands in front of a map, pointing at a location.]
ESF Enemy Submarine Tracking Section at 90 Church Street, New York City.



[image: A woman stands in front of a board, which is nearly three times her height. On the left, three people sit at a long desk.]
The Enemy Submarine Tracking Section analyzed reports on enemy submarines, translating data into wall plots visible from the Control Bridge. Pictured below is the Main Situation Board, known as Master Plot, with Air Plot watch officers working in the “dugout” beneath them.

The Joint Operations Control Room and Enemy Submarine Tracking Section on the fifteenth floor of the 90 Church Street federal building housed the Control Bridge—manned by Navy Air, Army Air, and surface controllers. Facing a 19-by-28-foot chart, known as the Master Plot, they directed ship and aircraft movements with real-time plotting by staff in the “dugout” below. (Eastern Sea Frontier, NARA)



[image: A man in an overcoat and hat holds hands with a young girl, who wears a fashionable white hat and coat.]
Mobster Meyer Lansky with his daughter, Sandra, 1940s.

Meyer Lansky with his daughter, Sandra. (Courtesy of Gary Rapoport, grandson of Meyer Lansky)



[image: An elegant eleven-story hotel with cars and horse-and-buggies whirring past.]
Hotel Astor on Broadway in Times Square.

Hotel Astor in New York City served as Rad Haffenden’s off-hours office, where he met with Socks Lanza, Meyer Lansky, and other Operation Underworld members to maintain separation between informants and Naval Intelligence. (Detroit Publishing Company photograph collection / Library of Congress)



[image: A large ship on its side, destroyed. Crews try to put out the fires.]
Destruction of SS Normandie (USS Lafayette), February 1942.

SS Normandie (USS Lafayette) lays smoldering and capsized in New York Harbor in February 1942—her sleek silhouette, a broken carcass, shrouded in steam and shame. (Getty Images)



[image: A photo of a machine with four rotors, three rows of lights, and three rows of lettered keys.]
Four-rotor German Naval Enigma machine.

Four-rotor German Enigma used to encrypt wartime communications. (Creative Commons)



[image: A bearded man emerges from a submarine, wearing a uniform, complete with hat and gloves. ]
U-boat ace Reinhard Hardegen aboard U-123.

Reinhard Hardegen, commander of U-123, claimed a wartime total of twenty-two sunk and four damaged. A skilled navigator and unapologetic showman, he surfaced off New York Harbor using a map from a 1939 World’s Fair brochure, and later struck within sight of beachgoers in Jacksonville, Florida. (Bundesarchiv)



[image: A large ship sinks in the water. The middle section is completely submerged, while the ends are billowing smoke.]
Sinking of American tanker SS Dixie Arrow off Cape Hatteras.

The American tanker SS Dixie Arrow torpedoed and sunk by U-71 off the coast of Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, March 26, 1942. (US Navy)



[image: Seven men sit atop a makeshift wooden raft. Two men are shouting toward the photographer.]
Muskogee survivors, photographed by U-123’s crewman after the ship was torpedoed. All were lost at sea.

Survivors of SS Muskogee, photographed from U-123 on March 22, 1942, shortly after the ship was torpedoed by Hardegen. The image, taken by German war correspondent Rudolph Meisinger, is the last known sighting of the crew—none were ever seen again. This haunting photo later inspired the American Merchant Mariners’ Memorial in Manhattan’s Battery Park. (National Maritime Center, NARA)



[image: A large ship sinks below the water. The back end is sinking more quickly than the front. A group of onlookers watches from the beach.]
SS Eclipse torpedoed off the coast of Florida by U-564, 1942.

Steam tanker SS Eclipse, torpedoed by U-564 off Boynton Beach, Florida, on May 4, 1942, as onlookers watched. The ship was later salvaged and returned to service that same year. (Photo courtesy of Frank Blazich and the Morse Center)



[image: A group of children stand outside a vacant storefront, holding tires and other scraps. The store has an American flag in the window.]
Children help gather scrap materials for the war effort.

Under the supervision of volunteers from the Office of Civilian Defense, children gather scrap materials—old metal, rubber, and paper—to help support the war effort. (Library of Congress)



[image: A woman wearing a necklace has her hands folded in front of her at a desk, sitting beside two men in suits.]
Early wartime leaders of the Office of Civilian Defense: Eleanor Roosevelt, Fiorello La Guardia, and James M. Landis.

Director Fiorello La Guardia (center) and Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, assistant director of the Office of Civilian Defense, greet James M. Landis (right), dean of Harvard Law School, as he assumes La Guardia’s role as executive of the OCD, January 12, 1942. (Photo by Howard R. Hollem / Library of Congress)



[image: President Roosevelt sits behind a desk with three microphones in front of him. He’s turning to point at a map behind him.]
President Roosevelt during his famous February 1942 Fireside Chat.

President Roosevelt refers to his map while emphasizing a point during his February 23, 1942, Fireside Chat radio broadcast. (Sun Newspaper Photograph Collection / Library of Congress)



[image: Nine men in white hats gather around a folding table. Two stand while the rest sit. In the background, an American flag is displayed on the wall.]
Community air-raid wardens prepare for potential attacks.

Air-raid wardens meet in Washington, DC, April 1943. As key figures in the Office of Civilian Defense, wardens were responsible for clearing streets, guiding civilians to safety, preventing panic, and summoning help when needed. (Photo by Roger Smith / Library of Congress)



[image: A man leans into a plane’s cockpit. He has a headset around his neck and folded map in his hand.]
CAP founder and pilot Gill Robb Wilson.

Gill Robb Wilson in full Civil Air Patrol uniform. (Photo courtesy of his granddaughter, Major Jill D. Paulson, also a CAP pilot.)



[image: Four men stand in front of a small plane wearing full gear and life vests.]
CAP’s coastal patrol aircrew from Base No. 17.

CAP’s coastal patrol aircrew from Base No. 17 in Riverhead, Long Island, NY. (Office of Civilian Defense)



[image: A young woman sits in the cockpit of an open-air propeller plane. She faces the camera, wears goggles, and waves her right hand.]
Alice Malone: teenage CAP cadet and pilot.

CAP cadet and pilot, Alice Malone. (Courtesy of Ted Stratigos, son of Alice Malone)



[image: A man stands before a group of men and one woman. Those being sworn in have their right hands raised.]
Squadron Commander Cornelius Coffey swears in Willa Brown and the 111th Flight Squadron staff as officers on March 20, 1942.

Cornelius Coffey, base commander of the 111th Flight Squadron, administers the oath to his staff at the Wabash Avenue YMCA in Chicago. Along with Willa Brown, the first female CAP officer, are William Vignola, Earl Franklin, Walter Robinson, William Paris, Wendell Lipscomb, Harry Davenport, and Illinois Wing Commander Jack Vilas. (Courtesy of the Federal Aviation Administration / NARA)



[image: A man stands in front of a propeller plane. He wears a coat lined with fur.]
Major Wynant Farr and his yellow Fairchild 24.

Wynant Farr, who rose to major while commanding the Bader Field base, stands with his Fairchild 24. “Farr, a forty-seven-year-old New York cardboard manufacturer who was rejected by the Army as physically unfit in the last World War, had flown more than eleven hundred hours over the ocean on coastal patrol when this picture was taken, as attested by the eleven chevrons painted on the fuselage of his plane behind the cockpit door. This was the first civilian plane ever to fly on coastal patrol, and the first to carry bombs.” (Sank Same, William B. Mellor, Jr., 1944)



[image: A red and blue poster with an illustration of a man’s face, wearing pilot goggles and gear, and two small yellow planes. The poster reads “Eyes of the Home Skies.”]
CAP recruiting poster.

“Eyes of the Home Skies” Civil Air Patrol poster by V. Clayton Kenney, 1943. (NARAII)



[image: A group of nearly 25 pilots stands in line for a casual photo on an airfield.]
First CAP Task Force. Atlantic City, New Jersey, 1942.

CAP First Task Force members wear an assortment of life vests and uniforms. Gill Robb Wilson is ninth from the left. Bader Field, Atlantic City, New Jersey, March 13, 1942. (Photo courtesy of Frank Blazich and the Morse Center)



[image: A group of men pose on a Coast Guard boat at sea. Buildings and smokestacks can be seen on land in the background.]
“Hooligans” patrolling the East Coast, 1942.

Alongside CAP pilots, yachting enthusiasts turned their motor cruisers and fishing boats battleship gray and set out to hunt U-boats many times their size. Lightly armed—often with nothing more than a Springfield rifle or a Colt automatic—but equipped with radio telephones, they could summon bombers within minutes. (Sank Same, William B. Mellor, Jr., 1944, USCG Historian’s Office)



[image: Four dogs and seven men, who carry guns, jump from a small boat into the shallow water.]
Coast Guard dogs and their beach patrol handlers.

Coast Guard Dogs and their beach patrol handlers leap into action from a surf boat during a landing exercise along the East Coast, 1943. (USCG Historian’s Office)



[image: Nine men on horseback with dogs at their side patrol a beach.]
The horseback-mounted and dog patrols of North Carolina.

Coast Guardsmen at the dog training school at Hilton Head, South Carolina, train their companions to work together patrolling the coastline, 1943. (USCG Historian’s Office)



[image: A bearded man in shorts and a short-sleeved T-shirt sits on a boat and points a gun at the camera.]
Author Ernest Hemingway aboard his boat, Pilar.

Author Ernest Hemingway aboard his boat, Pilar, in Key West, Florida. (JFK Library, NARA)



[image: A man sits atop his watch post, binoculars in hand.]
Boston lawyer Bill Welch at his watch post in Marblehead, Massachusetts, where he volunteered twelve hours per week for the Coast Guard Auxiliary.

Boston lawyer Bill Welch served as junior commander of the Marblehead unit of the Coast Guard Auxiliary. As a temporary reservist, he donned the uniform and assumed full Coast Guard status during each shift. (Photo by Alfred T. Palmer, February 1943, Office of War Information / Library of Congress)



[image: Two boats on the sea. The one on the left is steel, and the one on the right has sails. Men can be seen on both boats.]
Coast Guard Reserve Coastal Picket Force, “Corsair Fleet.”

Ongoing U-boat attacks led to the creation of the Coast Guard Reserve Coastal Picket Force, which included offshore sailing yachts—dubbed the “Corsair Fleet” or “Hooligan Navy.” (USCG Historian’s Office; with thanks to USCG Retired Captain Bob Desh Regent)



[image: Seven men sit on a dock facing the camera, while a small boat is suspended in the air behind them.]
Crew members of a Coast Guard combat cutter patrol sea lanes and protect convoys bound for the battle zone.

Coast Guard Combat cutter crew, left to right: StM1c Atwood Taylor, StM1c Richard Mitchell, StM2c R.E. Bird Jr., StM1c Robert Woldon, StM1c Grover Taylor, and StM2c Jacob Lawrence, who also served as the ship’s artist. (NARA, RG 208, Office of War Information)



[image: A mugshot of Walter Kappe staring directly at the camera with a serious expression. A mugshot of Ernst Burger looking directly at the camera. A mugshot of Richard Quirin looking at the camera. A mugshot of Heinrich Heinck staring at the camera.]
Spymaster Walter Kappe with George Dasch’s Amagansett group. 
Left to right: Kappe, Burger, Quirin, and Heinck.



[image: A mugshot of Edward Kerling looking at the camera. A mugshot of Hermann Neubauer, slightly off center and looking at the camera. A mugshot of Herbert Haupt. He wears a collared shirt and stares at the camera. A mugshot of Werner Thiel looking at the camera.]
Ponte Vedra group: Kerling (leader), Neubauer, Thiel, and Haupt.

Spymaster Walter Kappe with the German saboteurs of Operation Pastorius: Peter Burger, Richard Quirin, and Heinrich Heinck, who were part of George Dasch’s team that landed at Amagansett, Long Island; and Edward Kerling, Hermann Neubauer, Werner Thiel, and Herbert Haupt, who landed at Ponte Vedra, Florida, June 1942. (FBI mugshots, NARA)



[image: Sixteen men stand outside a building, all wearing dark jackets and long boots and holding guns.]
Captain Barnes and the USCG Amagansett crew.

Captain Warren Barnes of the Amagansett Coast Guard Station with this crew during the war. (Amagansett Station, USCG Historian’s Office)



[image: Three men wear pants and long-sleeved shirts. One man digs with a shovel, while another sits in tall grasses, and the last stands beside a palm tree.]
FBI agents dig up the sabotage materials in Ponte Vedra, Florida, as Kerling watches.

German saboteur Edward Kerling watches as a US special agent uncovers the buried cache of sabotage gear and uniforms his team hid in Ponte Vedra, Florida, during their 1942 mission. (FBI Records, NARA)



[image: A man sits at a desk, hands folded in front of him. He wears glasses and a light-colored suit and looks over his right shoulder.]
George Dasch awaiting the tribunal.

George Dasch awaits the start of the controversial military tribunal at the Department of Justice building in Washington, DC, July 1942. (FBI Records, NARA)



[image: Seven men sit at long tables stacked with thick books and reading packets.]
The Nazi saboteur tribunal, summer 1942.

At the Nazi saboteur tribunal, day three of the proceedings. Pictured at the front, left to right: Attorney General Francis Biddle, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, and Colonel Carl Ristine. The special seven-man military commission included Brig. Gen. Lewis, Maj. Gen. Casser, Maj. Gen. Grant, Maj. Gen. McCoy (president), Maj. Gen. Winship, Brig. Gen. Henry, and Brig. Gen. Kennedy. (US Army Signal Corps, Library of Congress)



[image: A woman walks beside a man. She wears a fur coat, hat and veil, and high-heeled shoes and carries in her arms a folder and box. The man wears a suit, hat, and coat, and also carries two boxes.]
One of the last known photos of Grace Buchanan-Dineen.

Grace Buchanan-Dineen, released from prison on March 20, 1948, was escorted by a border official to Windsor, Ontario. There, the “Countess” boarded a train, and shortly thereafter, vanished without a trace. (Photo by Barney Gloster Studios / Toronto Star / Getty Images)



[image: An image of Theresa Behrens. She looks directly at the camera, but her face is partially hidden by her hat. She wears white gloves and a bracelet. An image of Dr. Fred Thomas wearing glasses and a tie. He looks to the right of the camera and is mid-speech. A posed headshot of Nelson Butler. He smiles at the camera.]
Detroit spy ring members Theresa Behrens and Dr. Fred Thomas (left). Grace’s fiancé, Nelson Butler (right).

Associates of Grace Buchanan-Dineen: Detroit spy ring members Theresa Behrens (left) and Dr. Fred William Thomas (center). Grace’s fiancé Nelson Butler (right). (FBI Records, NARA; Butler Image: Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University)



[image: Grace Buchanan-Dineen’s printed Abwehr card, which is in German. Her name is listed at the top.]
Grace’s Abwehr card.

Abwehr intelligence file card for Grace Buchanan-Dineen, as found in FBI records and prison archives documenting her wartime activities. (NARA)



[image: A man sits at his desk in a laboratory.]
Joseph Desch in his laboratory at Day-Fan.

Joseph Desch at his desk at Day-Fan, prior to establishing his laboratory at NCR, where he would go on to develop pioneering vacuum tube technology for electronic counting and computing. (Photo courtesy of Deborah Desch Anderson)



[image: A candid photo of a man wearing a suit, with his hand around a woman’s waist. She’s looking at the camera and wears a fashionable large hat.]
Joseph and Dorothy Desch, mid-1930s.

Joseph and Dorothy Desch in Dayton, Ohio. (Photo courtesy of Deborah Desch Anderson)



[image: A large group stands on the steps in three rows outside an ivy-covered building. In the center are men in military uniform, and to the left and right are women, also wearing uniforms of jackets, hats, and skirts. The building says “Night School” above the doorway.]
The American Bombe team outside Building 26 on August 30, 1943.

The American Bombe team, shortly before the machines were shipped to Washington, DC. In front stands Joseph Desch, John Howard, Ralph Meader, and Robert Howard, surrounded by WAVES assigned to the Bombe program. Louise Pearsall appears in the top row, far right. (Dayton History)



[image: A candid photo of a cluster of men and women gathered outdoors.]
Gathering of great minds at the Purple Heart ceremony in Dayton, Ohio, on July 25, 1943. Guests include William and Elizebeth Friedman, Edward Travis, and Alan Turing.

Purple Heart Ceremony. Joining Joseph and Dorothy Desch, attendees included British codebreaker Alan Turing (second from left, hands on hips), as well as pioneering cryptographers William and Elizebeth Friedman; Edward “Jumbo” Travis, head of GS&CS; and members of the NCR and MIT Bombe teams John Howard, Bob Ely, and Joe Eachus. (Photo courtesy of Deborah Desch Anderson)



[image: A woman works a large machine with long, thick cables and lots of spinning dials.]
WAVES operator at the Naval Communications Annex in DC, working on one of the Bombes.

WAVES operator at the Naval Communications Annex, second deck of Building 4 in Washington, DC, operating an N-530 (four-rotor) Bombe. (National Security Agency / Department of Defense)



[image: Seven men wearing military uniforms stand in the grass in front of brick homes.]
Key figures in the Allied Bombe projects meet at Joseph Desch’s home.

Key figures in the Allied Bombe projects meet at Joseph Desch’s home on Greenmount Avenue in Dayton, Ohio. Pictured left to right: Joseph Wenger, Joseph Redman, Sir Edward Travis of Bletchley Park, John Howard, Ralph Meader, Bob Ely, and an unidentified US Navy lieutenant. (Photo courtesy of Deborah Desch Anderson)



[image: An ID card for the National Cash Register Company. In the top right corner is a woman’s photo, and the ID is issued to “Miriam L. Pearsall” on May 22, 1943. At the bottom is her signature.]
Louise Pearsall’s NCR security card.

Strict security governed all access to Building 26, where identification badges were required for entry. Louise Pearsall, one of the select few cleared to work alongside Joseph Desch, and the core Bombe development team, always wore this badge. (Dayton History)



[image: Ten men with one woman in the middle line up in two rows for a photo in front of a chapel. They all wear uniforms.]
Cryptologic officers in front of the chapel at 3801 Nebraska Avenue.

Cryptologic officers in Washington, DC, including: (front row from left) Captain Howard Engstrom, Captain Joseph Wenger (eyes closed), and Lieutenant “Jackie” Jenkins (center), who would later become the mother of TV personality Bill Nye. (US Navy)



[image: A headshot of a man in uniform, including his intricate cap. He stares directly at the camera with a serious expression.]
Admiral “Frog” Low

Francis “Frog” Low distinguished himself as Chief of Staff, US Tenth Fleet during the U-boat campaign in the Atlantic Ocean and retired after the war as a four-star Admiral. (US Navy)



[image: A side profile of a man wearing glasses and a suit, standing in front of a map.]
Captain Kenneth Knowles

Commander Kenneth A. Knowles headed the Atlantic Section of Combat Intelligence within the Tenth Fleet—coordinating key operations against the German U-boat threat. (US Navy)



[image: A line of men walks along the narrow top of a German submarine. The bottom of the submarine is submerged. To the right, at the back of the submarine, a large American flag billows in the breeze.]
Capture of German submarine U-505 on June 4, 1944.

Members of the boarding party from USS Pillsbury (DE 133) secure the tow line to the bow of the captured German submarine U-505, June 4, 1944. (US Navy)



[image: A man stands atop a German submarine. The flagpole shows a Nazi flag with a larger American flag above it.]
Captain Daniel V. Gallery after capturing U-505.

Captain Daniel V. Gallery stands on the bridge of the captured U-505. The first enemy warship seized at sea by the US Navy since 1815, it was taken through the daring of Gallery’s crew and intelligence from Knowles at the Tenth Fleet. Today, the U-boat is on display at the Griffin Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago. (US Navy)



[image: A man leans against a glider. There’s a wreath wrapped around his arm, and another wrapped around the front of the glider.]
Ernst Steinhoff after setting the glider record, 1935.

Dr. Ernst Steinhoff stands in front of his Rhönadler glider after setting a world distance record on July 29, 1935. Along with three other pilots, he flew over 500 kilometers from Wasserkuppe in Germany to Brünn (Brno), Czechoslovakia—a record-setting achievement in glider aviation. (Courtesy of the Steinhoff family and Paul Lawton, Esq.)



[image: The Steinhoff brothers stand beside missiles. A group of uniformed men look on from the right.]
Fritz Steinhoff, working alongside his brother, Ernst, prepares U-511 for rocket-launching submarine trials on June 4, 1942.

Dr. Ernst Steinhoff, chief of on-board guidance systems at Peenemünde, and his brother, Kapitänleutnant Friedrich “Fritz” Steinhoff, conducted the world’s first successful underwater launch of rocket-propelled projectiles—firing one from the surface and six more from a submerged depth of about 12 meters. The rockets reached ranges of 3,000 to 4,800 meters. (Courtesy of the Steinhoff family and Paul Lawton, Esq.)



[image: Fritz and Ernst Steinhoff stand at the railing of U-511 with six other men, smiling at the camera as they celebrate successful rocket tests.]
The Steinhoff brothers aboard U-511 celebrating successful submerged rocket tests, 1942.

The Steinhoff brothers, along with their team on board U-511, celebrate the successful submerged rocket tests. (Courtesy of the Steinhoff family and Paul Lawton, Esq.)



[image: A submerged rocket explodes out of the water and into the air. It looks like a fireball, and beneath it is a massive crash of waves.]
Submerged rocket fired from U-511.

Submerged rocket fired from U-511. (Courtesy of the Steinhoff family and Paul Lawton, Esq.)



[image: Four men walk down a hallway, two by two. On the left are guards, with guns at their hips. On the right are two men wearing suits. ]
Captured German spies, Erich Gimpel (right) and William Colepaugh (back right) escorted by guards to their tribunal, 1945.

Erich Gimpel and William Colepaugh are escorted by military police into court on Governors Island, New York, for their trial session on March 3, 1945. (AP Photo)



[image: A man signs a baseball for a younger man, who is smiling and wearing a tie.]
Babe Ruth signs a baseball for hero Boy Scout Harvard Hodgkins, 1945.

Harvard Hodgkins, the seventeen-year-old Boy Scout who figured in the capture of two Nazi saboteurs, meets with Babe Ruth at his Riverside Drive home in New York City on January 5, 1945. (Photo by Ed Jackson / New York Daily News via Getty Images)



[image: A mugshot of Velvalee Dickinson. Her head is tilted to the left, and her mouth is slightly quirked. She wears round glasses.]
Velvalee Dickinson, “The Doll Lady,” and one of her spy letters to Japan.



[image: A photo of the storefront of a doll shop. An awning bears the name Velvalee Dickinson, and dolls and other toys are displayed in the shop window.]
Velvalee’s New York City doll shop.

“The Doll Lady” Velvalee Dickinson and her New York City doll shop, used as a front for her espionage on behalf of Japan, 1943. Included in the evidence was the second of five letters written in code at the direction of the Japanese naval attaché in New York to disclose intelligence from US shipyards to the enemy. (FBI Records, NARA)



[image: Three men stand in a group, talking. Only the side profiles of Mussolini and Hitler are visible, and Donitz has his arms crossed.]
Benito Mussolini, Karl Dönitz, and Adolf Hitler, 1944.

Adolf Hitler, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, and Italian dictator Benito Mussolini photographed together on July 20, 1944—just hours after the failed assassination attempt on Hitler known as the July 20 Plot. (Creative Commons)



[image: Six men sit in front, while six men stand behind them. In the center left sits President Roosevelt wearing a white hat. To his right sits Prime Minister Churchill wearing a black hat.]
British and US Combined Chiefs of Staff meet with Prime Minister Churchill (wearing the black hat) and President Roosevelt (wearing the white hat), 1944.

British and US Combined Chiefs of Staff meet with Prime Minister Winston Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt at the Quebec Conference. Seated: General George C. Marshall, Admiral W. D. Leahy, President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Churchill, Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, Field Marshal Sir John Dill. Standing: Maj. Gen. Hollis, Gen. Sir Hastings Ismay, Admiral Ernest J. King, Air Marshal Sir Charles Portal, General Hap Arnold, Admiral Sir A.B. Cunningham. September 1944. (NARA)



[image: A ship accompanied by a Coast Guard boat arrives at the dock. Men stand at the front of the ship, while others on land prepare for the arrival.]
USCG Icarus arriving at Charleston Navy Yard with surviving German POWs.

US Coast Guard cutter Icarus engaged U-352 on May 9, 1942, using depth charges and gunfire to force the sub to surface before sinking it. Thirty-three crew members of U-352 survived and were taken prisoner, marking one of the first captures of German U-boat survivors off the American coast during the war. (USCG Historian’s Office)



[image: An aerial photo of a U-boat under attack. Water explodes to the submarine’s right.]
U-117 under attack by aircraft from USS Card, 1943.




[image: An aerial photo of two U-boats under attack. The submarine on the right is engulfed in a geyser of water.]
U-66 and U-117 under attack, 1943.

Attack on U-66 and U-117: Avengers and Wildcats from USS Card (CVE-11) strike the German submarines on August 7, 1943. U-117, a 1,600-ton supply sub (“milkcow”), was sunk. The attack—initiated by Lieutenant (jg) Asbury H. Sallenger and supported by four other pilots—was made possible by coordinated intelligence from the Tenth Fleet and OP-20-G. (US Navy, NARA)



[image: German soldiers stand at the side of their boat in surrender, clasping their arms behind them. Friedrich Steinhoff stands at the very far right, wearing a white hat.]
The U-873 crew after surrendering their boat at Portsmouth Navy Yard. Friedrich Steinhoff stands at far right, wearing a white hat.

U-873, under the command of Friedrich Steinhoff surrenders, May 11, 1945. (NARA)



[image: Four submarines, lined up two by two, are tied up beside a dock. A few men sit on the front right submarine.]
Four German submarines at the Portsmouth Navy Yard, May 1945.

German U-boats surrendered at the Portsmouth Navy Yard. Believed to be U-805, U-858, U-873, and U-1228. (US Navy, NARA)



[image: Several men in uniforms pose, including Wernher von Braun, who wears a dark suit and stands at the right of the group.]
Generalmajor (Dr.) Walter Dornberger (left) and Wernher von Braun (dark suit) at Peenemünde on March 21, 1941.

Key figures in Germany’s early rocket program. Wernher von Braun led the technical design of the V-2 rocket, while Generalmajor Walter Dornberger oversaw its military development and deployment. (Bundesarchiv)



[image: Men ready a rocket, painted black and white, for launch. Two long ladders reach the tip of the rocket, which stands upright. The five people on the ground are small in comparison.]
The Aggregat 4 (A-4), later known as the V-2 rocket.

The Vergeltungswaffe 2 or V-2, was the world’s first long-range guided ballistic missile. In this photo, German technicians assemble the rocket’s various stages—shown here is an early rocket test of one of the prototypes. (NASA)



[image: A German map of Manhattan looks like a grid, covered in concentric circles, all leading to a single target. On the right, the translation reads, “A: Zone of the first demolition area. B: Extreme point of the Unit Area. C: Zone of the second demolition area. D: Target Point.”]
Göring’s map of the planned attack on New York City.

A German map captured from Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring’s files after V-E Day revealed planned V-type rocket targets on southern Manhattan. The map appeared in The New York Times on April 2, 1946, under the headline “How Marshal Göring Drew a Bead on New York.” (US Army)



[image: A long line of V-2 engines in an assembly workshop. On the right are tall shelves, piled high with materials.]
V-2 engines in an assembly workshop at Mittelwerk.

V-2 rocket engines in assembly at the Mittelwerk underground factory near Nordhausen, 1944. Built into a mountainside to evade Allied bombing, Mittelwerk relied on forced labor from the nearby Mittelbau-Dora concentration camp, where thousands died under brutal conditions. (Creative Commons)



[image: A photo of a crew lined up atop a submarine. They stand at attention in three long lines. Three officers look on from platforms above them.]
U-853 and her crew.



[image: A red horse gallops on a yellow background, with “U 853” painted below.]
U-853 conning tower insignia.



[image: A close-up photo of young men’s eager faces.]
U-853 crew celebrating before their departure. (Frömsdorf is top right.)

In April 1945, U-853 torpedoed USS Eagle 56 off the coast of Maine. Survivors reported a submarine conning tower bearing a red-and-yellow horse insignia (pictured), later confirmed by wreck divers and the family of U-853’s previous commander Helmut Sommer. Two months earlier, the crew of U-853 is seen celebrating before departing on its final patrol, February 1945; Oberleutnant zur See Helmut Frömsdorf stands at top right. (Photos courtesy of Paul Lawton, Esq., acquired from Harry Cooper and the U-Boot Archiv.)



[image: A German submarine is engulfed in water and a dark cloud of smoke. An American flag flies on the righthand side. A German submarine sinks below the water. Crewmembers watch, though no part of the submarine is visible anymore.]
USS Atherton (left) and USCG frigate Moberly (right) sink U-853 aka “Moby Dick,” May 1945.



[image: A group of men paint a submarine on their ship. The men are smiling, and a few wear white hats. A group of six men, all wearing uniforms and hats, gather around mementos from their victory, including a German hat and discarded pieces of the German submarine.]
Moberly (top) and Atherton (bottom) crews celebrate the victory.

Shortly after U-853 torpedoed Black Point—the last US-flagged merchant ship lost in World War II—a sixteen-hour hunt began, led by destroyer escorts USS Atherton and USS Moberly. Supported by blimps, sonar, and a full hunter-killer group, the Navy unleashed 264 hedgehogs and 95 depth charges to ensure the U-boat’s destruction. Afterwards, jubilant Coast Guardsmen aboard Moberly chalk up their kill on the ship’s scoreboard, while Atherton’s crew poses with a recovered German life raft and Oberleutnant Frömsdorf’s cap, retrieved by divers from USS Penguin. (US Navy)



[image: Several men climb a ladder from their ship. A group of men above greet them.]
Eagle 56 survivors being picked up and taken ashore by USS Selfridge, following the loss of their ship, on April 23, 1945.

Survivors of USS Eagle (PE-56), sunk by German submarine U-853. Forty-nine men were lost; thirteen were rescued and taken to the Portland Naval Hospital. (US Navy)



[image: A wounded man lies in a hospital bed, wearing a white gown. His head and right hand are bandaged.]
Lieutenant (jg) John P. Scagnelli, the only surviving officer of the Eagle 56 sinking off Cape Elizabeth, Maine.

(US Navy)
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*Initially, Cullen reported seeing three men on the beach—likely Dasch and the two U-boat men returning via the raft to the submarine—while the others handled the crates, hidden further in the dunes. Though this narrative includes a direct quote from the Hoyt testimony, it’s possible Hoyt simply asked the stationmaster if he had seen three suspicious men and received an affirmative response. Or perhaps one man failed to draw his attention. Regardless, there were four saboteurs, despite the discrepancy.




*This was U-117, which ComSubs was still not aware had been sunk a week previously by USS Card aircraft. (Note: ComSubs has only two tanker subs now. Both are believed to be tied up in Bordeaux.)
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y liost Gracious Friend

Pleace forgive my delay in writing to thank you for your
kindness in sending my family the beautifuk Christmas gifts.
The girls were espgeially pleased.

I have been so very busy these days,this is the first time

I have been over to Seattle for weeks.I came over today to
meet my son who is here from Portland on business and to get
my little granddaughters doll repaired. I must tell you this
amusing story,the wife of an important business associate
gave her an old German bisque Doll deessed in a Hulu Grass
skirt.It is a cheap horrid thing I do Not like it and wish
we did not have to have it about.Well I broke thés awful
ddll last month now the person who gave the doll is coming
to visit us very soon.I walked all over Seattle to get someom
to repair bt,no one at home 6ouddcor would try the task.
Now I expect all the demages to be repaired by the first
week in February.In the meanwhile I hope =nd pray the
Important gentlemen's wife will not come to visit us intill
after that date.

I do hope you can read my typing,I am trying to learn to
type so I can be able to type records for the Red Cross.

Please accept love and rememberances sent to ycu form
Elizabeth.

Sincerely
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