
The Untold Story of the Secret Capture: The
British Navy at War and Peace
In the annals of maritime history, there exists a captivating tale that has remained
largely unknown: The Secret Capture. This remarkable story unveils the
clandestine tactics employed by the British Navy during times of war and peace,
shedding light on the untold episodes that shaped naval operations and ensured
the triumph of the empire. Join us on a journey through time as we unravel this
enthralling narrative of espionage, strategy, and bravery.

The Clue in the Shadows: The Birth of Espionage at Sea

As the sun set on the horizon, a ghostly figure emerged from the depths of the
ocean. This enigmatic silhouette, christened The Shadow, became the emblem of
the British Navy's secret operations. Sailors whispered tales of her prowess in
outwitting enemy vessels, disappearing into thin air, and reappearing when least
expected. To ensure her anonymity, The Shadow identified herself only through
her distinctive flag, a black raven perched on a silver crescent moon. With this
symbol painted on her sails, The Shadow silently prowled the seas, surveilling
enemy fleets and gathering invaluable intelligence.

It was during the height of the Napoleonic Wars that The Shadow's pioneering
espionage work reached its zenith. As the British Navy couldn't confront its
powerful French counterpart head-on, the shadowy vessel served as the eyes
and ears of the British Empire. Her knowledge of enemy strategies and
movements enabled the Royal Navy to plan their own maneuvers meticulously,
ensuring triumph against the odds.
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The Curtain Rises: The Secret Capture

One fateful summer night, The Shadow embarked on her most audacious
mission yet: The Secret Capture. Under the cover of darkness, she infiltrated
enemy territory and managed to obtain crucial information regarding the French
fleet's hidden weaknesses. Armed with this intelligence, the British Navy
unleashed a fearsome attack, crippling the enemy's defenses and turning the tide
of battle in their favor.

But the true genius of The Secret Capture lay in its ambiguity. The British Navy
utilized unconventional methods to make their enemies question their own loyalty
and integrity. Rumors of double agents and inside betrayals spread like wildfire
among the French ranks, weakening their morale and fostering mistrust. This
clandestine campaign not only secured military victories but also undermined the
unity of their adversaries.

Peace, War, and The Shadow's Legacy
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As peacetime dawned, The Shadow's role became more nuanced but equally
vital. She continued to patrol the seas, this time maintaining delicate diplomatic
balances. In a game of cat and mouse, The Shadow ensured that the British
Navy remained one step ahead of potential adversaries. Her presence alone
often discouraged conflicts, as nations realized the futility of challenging a force
that always seemed to possess secret knowledge.

As the centuries rolled by, The Secret Capture stayed hidden within the archives
of naval history. Only recently have researchers unearthed this riveting tale,
uncovering its role in shaping not only individual battles but also the course of
history itself. The British Navy owes much of its glory to The Shadow and the
countless operatives who risked their lives to secure information critical to victory.

: The Power of Secrets

The story of The Secret Capture is a testament to the indomitable spirit of the
British Navy and the pivotal role of intelligence in warfare. Through the strategic
deployment of clandestine vessels and the art of espionage, the British Empire
was able to navigate treacherous waters and emerge victorious against
formidable foes.

The legacy of The Shadow lives on as a symbol of the courage and ingenuity it
takes to rewrite the course of history. The echoes of her secret missions
reverberate through time, reminding us that even in an era dominated by
technological advancements, secrets and a dash of mystery can still sway the
tides of war and peace.
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David Balme will be forever known as the 20-year-old hero who, on 9 May 1941,
boarded a German U-boat in mid-Atlantic, and captured one of the greatest
secrets of the Second World War. This capture – or ‘pinch’ as it was known within
secret, inner circles – changed the course of the Battle of the Atlantic and
shortened the war itself.

Balme was part of a team comprising officers and men of the Third Escort Group
ably led by Commander Joe Baker Cresswell, also commander of HMS Bulldog,
who shared the danger with other unsung heroes such as Lieutenant
Commander George Dodds. Balme was tasked with taking the Bulldog’s whaler
and a small party to board the U-boat U-110 which had been disabled. However
he was alone when initially boarding, entering and searching the U-boat. This put
him in a vulnerable position while descending into the vessel - he risked being
shot by any German submariner that may have remained or blown-up by a
booby-trap device. Furthermore he could have drowned when Bulldog
disappeared into the mists of the Atlantic to hunt another U-boat, as U-110 could
have plummeted into the depths at any time.

However, where others tried and failed or tragically lost their lives, Balme and his
boarding party succeeded magnificently in capturing an entire Enigma machine,
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the essential rotors and months’ worth of associated cipher material. This was an
absolute gift to the code breakers at Bletchley Park who were able to read all the
secret German naval signal traffic for some months and it enabled them to read
virtually the whole of the traffic for the rest of the war and with little delay. The
capture was kept so secret that few even on the British side knew about it – not
even the Americans were told what had been achieved after they entered the war.
Balme returned from the war and never spoke about the secret capture which he
believed would be hidden forever.

The story of the capture and ransack of U-110 is told for the first time in the words
and letters of David Balme, his captain Joe Baker Cresswell, George Dodds and
others who took part in the most important submarine capture of the whole war.
Besides the capture of U-110, Balme enjoyed an astonishing variety of wartime
experience including the Spanish Civil War, the Palestine Patrol, the sinking of
HMS Courageous, the Battle of Convoy KJF3, the fight with the heavy cruiser
Hipper, the Battle of Cape Spartivento, the Battle of Convoy OB318, being sunk
during Operation Harpoon, the air war in the Western Desert, the high level
diplomacy of Prime Minister Winston Churchill and pioneering work as a Fighter
Direction Officer in the war against Japan.
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