“I saw our Captain [William J. Jerman] on the raft. He and some of the other men
were on it and the current was sucking them into the burning oil around the tanker. I
last saw the captain going into a sheet of flame. Some of the fellows said he screamed.
I didn’t hear him. Munroe Reynolds was with me for a while. He was screaming that
he was going blind…Gus, the quartermaster, was with us. He had a piece of steel in
his head and he said ‘I won’t last long.’ He didn’t.”
-John Walsh, a survivor of the sinking of
the tanker Cities Services Empire, sunk by
U-128 on February 22, 1942.

A victim of a U-boat attack burns off the east
coast of Florida, 1942. Courtesy Historical
Society of Palm Beach County.

The Tustenegee

8

The Deadliest
Seas on Earth
by Steve Kruspe

T

he Axis Powers conquest of the free world was spreading
across the globe, and the Allied Nations seemed incapable
of stopping the onslaught. Was Hitler’s Kriegsmarine as
formidable as Hirohito’s Imperial Navy? What could be done to
stop this tidal wave of aggression? Why was Germany destroying
American Merchant Marine tankers and freighters in American
waters without warning? How were they able to sink more ships
in the Straits of Florida and Gulf of Mexico than all the world’s
sea-lanes combined? Could Germany control North America’s
most strategic maritime line-of-communication and isolate the
Allied Forces in Europe?
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A German propaganda poster showing a surfaced U-boat with crew watching an Allied merchant ship sink. Courtesy Library of Congress.

The scenario was all too real!
Paukenschlag (Operation Drumbeat), the January 1942 foray
that devastated the sea-lanes from Long Island, New York, to
Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, was extended into the Straits of
Florida and Gulf of Mexico. German U-boats prowled the East
Coast at will. During these “Happy Times,” American and Allied
merchantmen were easy targets for the deck guns and torpedoes
of unterseeboots.

The heavily laden Anderson, steaming for the refineries of
New Jersey with 133,360 barrels of oil, erupted in flame, creating
an inferno that illuminated the horizon. The once tranquil Gulf
Stream of the Florida Straits became a maelstrom. The deadly toll
continued unabated, and by May of 1942, six more ships were
destroyed and two damaged within the twenty-five mile reach
of the Jupiter Inlet Lighthouse. Surviving crewmen, bodies, and
debris routinely washed ashore with the incoming tide. It seemed
nothing could be done to stop the carnage.

A Seacoast Under Siege
he first American ship to appear in the periscope of a German
submarine in the turquoise blue waters of the South Atlantic
was the SS Pan Massachusetts. At 1:44pm on February 19, 1942,
two torpedoes from the U-128 struck the five-hundred-foot tanker
amidships. Cape Canaveral reverberated as 104,000 barrels of
gasoline and fuel oil exploded, turning the Gulf Stream into a
torrent of flame. The attack seemed surreal, yet three more tankers
were quickley added to the growing tally:

T

Mobilizing the Nation
orld War II was on the doorstep of America. To counter the
threat, Civil Defense measures were ordered throughout
the nation. Coastal residents painted over the windows of their
homes and the upper half of each automobile headlight; exterior
lights on buildings were extinguished; the beach was off-limits to
everyone except military personnel.
Tankers and freighters painted irregular black, white, and grey
patterns on their hulls and superstructures to disrupt the ships’
outlines. At night they “darkened ship” by dousing all running
lights. These methods of camouflage decreased the probability of
being attacked by a U-boat, yet increased the danger of collision
with other ships.
Lighthouses and radio navigation beacons were ordered

W

February 21, 1942- U-504, lurking off Jupiter Inlet, sank
the SS Republic.
February 22, 1942- U-128, cruising off Melbourne, sank
the SS Cities Service Empire.
February 23, 1942- U-504, again within sight of the Jupiter
Inlet Light, torpedoed the SS W.D. Anderson.
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to reduce the reach of their signature to prevent U-boats from
acquiring them from the shipping lanes of the Gulf Stream. As a
result, merchantmen had to move closer to the shallows and reefs
of the Florida coast. Transiting within sight of the coastline was
precarious for deep-draught tankers and freighters. Ships had to
reduce speed and plot a more accurate course line to safely clear
the hazards to navigation marked by the Jupiter Inlet Light.
These Civil Defense measures also affected U-boat captains.
When using the Jupiter Light to determine their position, they
now risked being sighted by coast watchers and Civil Air Patrol
aircraft.

Gearing Up for a
War at Sea
he United States rapidly geared up to enter World War II.
South Florida became an arsenal. Soldiers, sailors, and
marines were everywhere. Naval Aviation Training Squadrons
and Naval Communications Units occupied the coastline from
Banana River, Florida, to Key West, Florida. At Jupiter Inlet, six
100-foot radio antennae masts and several mysterious ghost-white
buildings were erected so quickly that they seemed to appear
overnight. Jupiter Inlet, code named Station J, was now the site of
a TOP SECRET radio communications intelligence unit.

T

Top: Radiomen of “D” Watch at Station J, Jupiter Inlet Light
Station during World War II. Courtesy Loxahatchee River
Historical Society; Bottom: Station “J” building on 21 May 1951
- HQ Barracks Building S.B.2. Courtesy Loxahatchee River
Historical Society.

Station J: Listening and
Looking for U-Boats
tation J had two missions: monitor and intercept U-boat
radio frequencies and transmissions; and “tip-off” High
Frequency Direction Finding (HUFF/DUFF) Stations in Florida,
the Bahamas, and Cuba to vector U-Boat transmissions.
U-boats operating in the Florida Straits, Santaren Channel, and
Old Bahamas Channel had to surface to recharge their batteries
and communicate. This nightly radio activity could be used to
locate them. The airwaves they relied upon to coordinate attacks
and rendezvous for resupply could be used to hunt them down.

S

Air Station Boca Chica, and a PV-1 “Ventura” patrol/bomber on
deck alert was sortied to attack the U-boat.
The PV-1 crew used the position fix to compute a flight plan.
This enabled the crew to determine a distance, direction, and
flight time to the target. Using this data, an attacking patrol/
bomber could fly at a low altitude and close to within five nautical
miles before being detected. As a result, U-boats were caught on
the surface by an aircraft that seemed to come out of nowhere.
A U-boat caught on the surface was extremely vulnerable, and
diving to escape an attacking aircraft was all that separated the
crew from certain death. No longer was a U-boat captain able to
roam the seas without fear. The hunters were now the hunted, and
the skies over the Florida Straits were as deadly as the seas.
“The Happy Times” were over, and the waters of the Gulf Sea
Frontier became “The Deadliest Seas on Earth” for a U-boat
captain and his crew.

The Hunters become the Hunted
fter being “tipped-off” by Station J, HUFF/DUFF radio
operators could approximate the relative position of a
U-boat using a “polar plot.” A polar plot requires two specific
bits of data: relative bearing; and relative distance to a target. To
determine relative bearing, the HUFF/DUFF operator tuned his
radio direction finder to the U-boat’s radio signal and recorded the
azimuth. This gave him a bearing from his position to the U-boat.
The HUFF/DUFF operator then deduced relative distance by
measuring the signal strength of the U-boat’s radio transmission.
Using these two factors, he could derive the estimated latitude
and longitude of the U-boat.
An accurate position fix, however, required at least two
intersecting bearings from two different HUFF/DUFF sites.
All bearings to a target were relayed to the Gulf Sea Frontier
Headquarters in Miami. When two or more bearings were
reported simultaneously, the Operations and Intelligence Section
immediately analyzed the data. If the bearings intersected, a
position fix was determined. The position fix was relayed to Naval

A

Steve Kruspe is the Operations and Maintenance Chief at the
Jupiter Inlet Lighthouse and Museum. The retired U.S. Marine
and retired Broward County Public Schools educator is an avid
local historian. Kruspe was the Summer Camp Director for the
Jupiter Inlet Lighthouse and Museum from 1996 to 2008 before
joining the staff full time in 2010. His research into Jupiter’s
unique place in United States Military History has uncovered
a highly adventurous wartime episode that occurred along our
coastline.
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Loxahatchee River
State Route 40

At right: Map of Station
J after map by David S.
Meredith III, Colonel, USA
(Ret.), in Spy Station Jupiter
A History of the U.S. Naval
Supplementary Radio Station,
Jupiter, Florida.
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Below:
German
U-boat
submerging off the Florida
east coast, 1942. Courtesy
Historical Society of Palm
Beach County.
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Legend
1. East Group Antenna
2. West Group Antenna
3. South Group Antenna
4. Control Building & Barracks
5. Powerhouse
6. Barracks
7. Workshop & Garage
8. Officer-in-Charge Cottage
9. Access Road
10. Main Station Entrance
11. Two Family Quarters
12. Six Fmaily Quarters
13. DAB (receiver) Site
14. Coaxial Cable from Antenna
Arrays to Control Building
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