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The Forgotten Sea

by Stephen McLaughlin

Even for students of the Second World War at sea,
the Baltic theater remains mare incognitum -- the unknown
sea. There were no great gunnery actions like the Bis-
marck chase or carrier battles like Coral Sea or Midway,
nor was there a long convoy campaign to equal the Battle
of the Atlantic. The Baltic offered little scope for such grand
operations, although its narrow gulfs and bays made it a
theater ideally suited to the use of land-based aircraft, small
combatants and the mine. Both side made profligate use of
the mine -- during the course of the war the Baltic became
“polluted” with them, as one modern writer has aptly put
it. Mines have been called the only weapon that can alter
geography, for a minefield can create an obstacle more
deadly than any shoal or reef, and can make a narrow strait
as impassable for ships as an isthmus.

When the war began the Red Navy was still reeling
from the purges that had torn the Soviet armed forces apart
in the second half of the 1930s. Many of the best officers
had been killed or imprisoned. The purges had also under-
mined any hopes of ever completing Stalin’s overly ambi-
tious naval construction program. Nevertheless, at the o
break of war the Red Navy boasted the largest submarin
force in the world, but it was a force destined to play only a
minor role in the war. The inexperienced officers and their
poorly-made boats were hemmed-in by German minefields
and net barriers, although these obstacles did not ste

after another.
If the Red-Banner Baltic Fleet’s submarine
plished little that was noteworthy, the same canna
for the Soviet light forces -- the destro i
ships and gunboats. What their offic
skill they more than made up for in

soon be d.
h allies were more skilled

Navy to the
ships to the
ic. Most'U-bo

mans were content to keep the
d in the Gulf of Finland.
like a formula for stalemate, that was far

elayers, coast artillery and aircraft clashed
in in the narrow waters of the Baltic. Many of
er actions will be found in Baltic Arena, reminding
us of a desperate battleground and the brave men on both
sides who fought and died there.

Stephen MclLaughlin is a regular contributor to the jour-
nal Warship, where his articles on Russian armored cruis-
ers and the U.S.-built Russian battleship Retvizan have
appeared. Fascinated by the history of battleships since
boyhood, McLaughlin became intrigued by battleships that
were never built, particularly the never-completed Soviet
battleships, and learned Russian so he could explore the
extensive post-glasnost literature on Russian battleships.
His research led to the writing of Russian & Soviet Battle-
ships, which appeared in 2003 from Naval Institute Press.

He is the coauthor, with R.D. Layman, of The Hybrid
Warship (Naval Institute Press, 1991)

A librarian at the San Francisco Public Library for the
past twenty years, McLaughlin earned undergraduate and
graduate degrees from the University of California, Berke-
ley. He lives in Richmond, California.
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Comparison of Ranks
Finland Sweden USSR USA
Admiral Flota Fleet Admiral
Amiral Admiral Admiral
Vara-amiraali Viceamiral Vitse-Admiral Vice Admiral
Kontra-amiraali Konter-amiral Kontr-Admiral Rear Admiral
Komodori Kommendér Captain 1st (perwago) Rank  Captain
regattenkapitin Komentaja Kommendér-kapten af 1a Gr.  Captain 2nd (wtorogo) Rank Commander
Korvettenkapitin Komentaja-kapteeni ~ Kommendér-kapten af 2a Gr.  Captain 3rd (tretjago) Rank  Lt. Commander
Kapitinleutnant Kapteeni-luutnantti ~ Kapten Captain-Lieutenant Lieutenant
Oberleutnant zur See Luutnantti Létnant Starschi Lieutenant Lieutenant j.g.
Leutnant zur See Ali-luutnantti Finrik Lieutenant Ensign
Mladschi Lieutenant Ensign
\




