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  IT STARTED WITH PADDLING, IN THE SMALL YEARS OF 1912, when I was two, and so beautiful (according to a fond or myopic

  mother) that I would never reach maturity. Paddling was then, in common with almost everything else, a formal occasion; I had to be specially dressed for it, like a princeling at a coronation, in a

  romper suit, sun-bonnet, vest, underpants, and a thing called a ‘binder’—a miniature version of the cholera belt which guarded the middle section of every white man in India or

  Africa.




  The sea air, we were told, was notably treacherous: and this was said to be as true in Anglesey, where we paddled during certain set weeks of August, as in the freezing Arctic, the hot and humid

  Ivory Coast, or the sinister sea-board of Java and Sumatra.




  This was my first touch of salt water, which proved to be cold, and intrusive to the toes, and then fascinating. There was so much going on. Tiny crabs, not Britain, ruled these waves, and then

  pale see-through shrimps, and then the shoals of little fish, changing course miraculously at the slightest alarm, which I later identified as embryo mackerel.




  But above the tide-mark, under the sun, everything seemed to be dying, or dead, or decayed. Here the little crabs, which could nip and run, were spread-eagled in forlorn defeat. Mounds of baby

  shrimps lay careened on their sides, wriggling no more. Even the fronded seaweed had taken on the musty smell of death.




  Under a blue sunbonnet, a small brain like a spongy walnut had sucked in its newest lesson: the abundant life and huge mortality of the sea.




  But soon we were ready to take our own toll of this mortality. We began with shrimps which, caught, boiled, and eaten within the hour, were a prime dividend for children permanently ravenous.

  There was a small technical snag here, in that I was unable to extract the shrimps, when caught, from the net; they squirmed, they were cold and slimy, they might even bite. But my elder sister,

  brave as a lion, had no such qualms; without undue family taunting—just simple references to cowardice and the feebleness of boys—she was always ready to lift out what I caught.




  Then we were given a rowing boat, our dearest possession for many years. It was ‘safe’ because it was virtually oblong: eight feet long by four feet wide—the nearest

  approximation to the wicker coracle of 2,000 BC which my father could have obtained without recourse to the National Maritime Museum. It was not ‘safe’ because

  it had a leak in the stem. Sometimes we had to bail for our lives. Thus I embarked upon the sea, and landed on islands at least fifty yards away, and caught uneatable spiny bass, and the grown-up

  mackerel which swarmed into the bay in September and contributed the best breakfast in the world.




  But first I had to learn to swim. There was a war on, that old remorseless war, and ‘You can’t join the Navy if you can’t swim’ was the family catch-phrase. Already it

  was established that any British boy worth his salt would make a bee-line for the Senior Service as soon as he was tall enough to trigger a torpedo. But swimming, even with the ‘water

  wings’ which were then the trendy maritime wear, never appealed. It took me nearly naked into much deeper water: there must be great shoals of fish searching and hungry beneath me: perhaps

  not actual sharks, but certainly dogfish, and possibly a lobster with claws like iron snatch-blocks, scouting the surface.




  One was vulnerable all over. A confirmed water-funk already, I disposed of this test of manhood as quickly as I could; and then the rowing boat—‘The Tub’—became a 14-foot

  sailing dinghy, and racing engrossed us for three days a week, and the long love affair really began.




  The sea was in our blood, I was constantly assured even by so realistic a man as my father, who was a busy Liverpool surgeon and dealt quite coolly in real blood and the real tissue that went

  with it. I believed it then, and believe it now: an island race does breed like this; the British, when in doubt, either of duty or of pleasure, swarm to the sea. It was as true for me as for any

  gallant admiral, any jolly jack tar, or any Blackpool tripper.




  When the summer holidays were over, and I could not sail on it, I walked towards it; down to the salty dirty old Mersey River, and the ‘pier head’ where the giant Cunard and White

  Star liners, with the famous names like Mauretania and Olympic, docked and stored and embarked their new passengers and sailed away again—away from our own Liver birds to a

  fabled Statue of Liberty which any Liverpool boy knew was 3,080 nautical miles west-south-west.




  The world turned: the sun moved north again: always blessed July and August and September came round, and the boats grew bigger. The ‘racing season’ at Trearddur Bay in Anglesey was

  still a sacrosanct summer date; but now I went cruising and crewing with richer young men in real yachts, up to Stornaway, down to Portree in the Isle of Skye, out of the Hamble River and

  Burnham-on-Crouch and Lymington and even Bordeaux.




  Once I crewed in the Mersey Race, which started in the Menai Straits, took us across to Dublin, and then back to Holyhead. We lost our way—it was enough to say that I was still

  ‘learning navigation’—and fetched up, miles and even days astern of the fleet, on an unknown coast which just had to be somewhere in Ireland.




  I rowed ashore in the pram dinghy, and asked the first policeman where I was. ‘Balbriggan’ was the answer; I could only identify it from the A.A. handbook which was luckily part of

  my equipment. We were 25 miles off course. Perhaps the sea wasn’t in my blood after all.




  That was August 1939; the last year of innocence and love. After that, hatred and fear took over. For the world turned again, mortally, and now it was another war—this time mine and my

  brother’s instead of my father’s—and the Navy claimed me at last, after a long wait, and ‘the sea in their blood’ proved exactly true.




  I have written enough about the war at sea; 200 words can now take the place of 200,000. It was just there, thirty years ago, like a disgusting cockroach in an innocent bowl of soup. I

  spent it on the Atlantic convoy run, then the Gibraltar, then the east coast of England, then the Atlantic again. To begin with, I dealt mostly with survivors, because my father was a surgeon, and

  his loving and expert care must (the Captain thought) have rubbed off on me. How often I wished my sister had been there as well, to take these bedraggled gasping fish out of their net.




  But though appalling and hateful, it was all so natural. Our wardroom consisted, apart from a superb professional in the captain, of one Australian motor-car salesman, one gas-company

  cashier, one barrister, and me. ‘Me’ was a holiday sailor, a freelance writing hack with his shirt-tails hanging out of his trousers; but when my private world turned again, and I grew

  up like everyone else, I was a First Lieutenant, and then a corvette Captain, and then a frigate Captain, and my landfalls were not the little rocks of Trearddur Bay, but Newfoundland or the Clyde

  or Gibraltar, or a spot in mid-Atlantic which had to be, not 25 miles wrong, nor ten miles wrong, but right.




  The sea was in our blood, and our blood was in the sea, and that’s enough about those five martial years, which made a man out of me and a corpse of my brother.




  Post-war, a minor diplomatic job took me out to South Africa. We sailed down Channel, and across the Bay of Biscay, and out into the loathed Atlantic again, and ever southward towards Cape Town.

  The sun shone, and dreary rationing was over, and I wasn’t the captain, with all the worries.




  But I could never forget that we were sailing, peacefully at last, over ground literally strewn with dead sailors, blown up, burned to death, shredded by the sea, sucked down,

  drowned—the most awful word in a sailor’s word-book. ‘Full fathom five thy father lies’—the fathers and sons were all there, just under our keel. The sea now

  seemed poisoned for ever, and I never touched the stuff for another seven years.




  It came all right again, like a ferocious quarrel between lovers who, surviving bitter years, unforgivable insults, find that for good or ill they cannot endure a life apart. I began to live on

  islands: first a private one—my very own—in the middle of the broad St Lawrence Seaway: two miles from Canada, three from America.




  Here I took up ship-watching once more and logged the ensigns of 29 different nations, from Taiwan to Liberia, South Africa to Iceland, and learned for the first time that there was a Swiss

  merchant marine, and that a ship could be registered ‘Zürich’ and still float instead of being embalmed in landlocked ice.




  The Swiss? Zürich? God bless my soul! Liverpool for ever!




  I also returned to sailing again: racing in Dragons, which proved superb machines for this purpose, though their helmsmen grew quarrelsome as the Olympics approached, and dirty tactics became

  the fashion and the need, and protests flew round the club like bats at sunset. Sadly, it turned out that sail-people can be like horse-people—contemptuous, arrogant, and crook. But so can

  the sea itself.




  After that it was Guernsey, where even a car left out at night might wake up encrusted with briny spray, and finally Malta: set in a tideless ocean which is a salt sea none the less. A side-trip

  to Japan, to witness the launching and maiden voyage of the Globtik Tokyo, a half-million-ton tanker and the biggest in the world, proved at least one thing: that one can grow a little too

  old for sea-going—too old, at least, to walk a quarter of a mile from the bridge to the pointed end, passing on the way a swimming-pool about five times as long as that first adored

  ‘Tub’ rowing boat.




  It all started with paddling, and seems likely to end like that. I still don’t like swimming, and now it’s gentle wading for me. Though I shall love the sea for ever, like every

  second man to be met on the streets and lanes of Britain, my love, in terms of intimate contact, is confined to the first six inches of it.










   




   




   




   




  Three Corvettes










   




   




   




   




  FOREWORD




   




   




   




   




  This collection of three short books—all originally published during the war—covers time spent afloat from 1940 to 1943. It is not a complete picture (nor anything

  like it) of the whole of the Battle of the Atlantic during that period; it is an account of one man’s naval service during three critical years of the battle, when I had the luck to be

  serving in small ships in this crucial theatre of war.




  All these books started as ‘notes’—notes for a future war novel. That was why I started keeping a diary, early in 1940; that, and for the pleasure and relief of writing, in the

  middle of bloody war, when I was a watch-keeping officer in a corvette on Atlantic escort, and the whole world seemed composed exclusively of violence, fatigue, and worry.




  The notes—though I didn’t know this at the time— were intended to be the basis of The Cruel Sea. But The Cruel Sea turned out to be quite a different book, and a

  long way ahead in any case—ten years, in fact, though again I didn’t know it at the time. Finally, I had the notes published as a series of smaller books, for a reason that impels many

  men to write and to publish—I thought I was going to be killed.




  Basically, it’s an arrogant idea—that you have something to say, and must say it while you can. But the Battle of the Atlantic was like that—death and fear at sea, and then, in

  harbour, the wish to tell people about it before you went out on convoy again. (It was a battle we had to win, if we were to exist at all—and that was something we did know at the

  time.) In addition, we all thought we were going to be killed: the war book that would shake the world seemed a very long time ahead: perhaps too long for one’s current chances of

  survival. Meanwhile, here was a story.




  Here is the story now—incomplete, disjointed, but first-hand. The three books are progressive, because by 1943 we had stopped losing the Battle of the Atlantic, and had started, very

  slowly and painfully, to win.




  If you detect too much pride in this progression, or too much pleasure at having survived three years of watch-keeping at sea, or too much astonishment at attaining command, you may put it down

  to relief.










   




   




   




   




  H.M. Corvette








   




   




   




   


  1 COMMISSIONING




   




  OUR DRAFT-CHIT HAD BEEN ENDORSED, MAGNIFICENTLY, ‘Report on arrival to Admiral Superintending Contract-built

  Ships’, which conjured up a picture of a penetrating eye and an acre of gold lace on either arm; but after a tour of a small shipyard which, noise for size, must have rated one of the highest

  in the business, we could not escape the conviction that our No. 1 suits (of warranted superfine pilot cloth), our gloves, our correctly slung respirators, our factory-fresh turn-out, was a

  dangerous waste of elegance. For the place was undeniably dirty, full of such hazards as girders, coils of rusty wire, cranes taking swings at the passers-by, red-hot rivets describing arcs through

  the air overhead, and bunches of men aiming baulks of oily wood, like battering-rams. Now and then there would be a dull splash as a ship was launched—or so it seemed. To preserve that

  elegance of ours we had continually to draw ourselves aside, like old ladies scandalized in Piccadilly; and, unlike old ladies, often wonderfully immune in the most dubious of situations, sooner or

  later we were going to be soiled by contact with our surroundings.




  ‘There’ll be no admirals in this joint,’ said M. to me. ‘It’s expecting too much altogether.’




  There seemed to be almost everything else: above all, there was a stupefying row going on the whole time, with everyone contributing according to his means: most of it was riveting, but even

  small boys with nothing else to do would be idly hammering on sheets of iron as they talked. (I dare say they were training for the more responsible jobs: I swear they deserved them.) To make

  ourselves heard at all we had to shout; and it is foolish (and unhelpful) to shout, ‘What a horrible noise!’ so we mostly kept silent and looked for our quarry.




  There was, as we had suspected, no admiral, but instead a helpful works-foreman who directed us to a hut labelled, dauntingly, ‘NAVAL OFFICERS KEEP OUT’; and installed there we found an R.N.V.R. officer, with a red face and a square

  chin, dressed in a working suit which made us look and feel like the First and Second Dudes in a tastelessly lavish production. He had two stripes to our one, and was in fact the First Lieutenant.

  After we had announced ourselves he looked us over carefully, from a good many angles: it was difficult to tell which, if any, he liked. (We were both ex-amateur yachtsmen granted commissions by an

  Admiralty Selection Board very likely persuaded to a sense of crucial emergency by Dunkirk.) After a bit the First Lieutenant said: ‘What can you do?’ and after we had told him he said:

  ‘Well, well.’ He was an Australian, accustomed to herds of dumb animals.




  M. and I toured the ship together, as green as grass. Neither of us had seen a corvette before, though there were certainly enough of them about: indeed, it seemed as if, up

  and down the Clyde, anyone who had ever handled a hammer had set a pole up in his back garden and started building a corvette. Ours was afloat, almost finished, and jammed with workmen: the chief

  noise was supplied by some last-minute riveting going on on the after gun-platform, but there were several minor performers of note among the welders, caulkers, joiners, carpenters, and plain

  crash-and-bangers employed on board. We were an hour on our tour, mostly climbing over obstacles and avoiding paintwork, but examining every discoverable corner and going over the ground from

  bridge to magazine and forepeak to tiller-flat: we liked the look of her, though she was as yet more like an unfinished factory than a ship. Here and there ratings were at work—the advance

  guard of the crew drafted from barracks, mostly leading-hands testing out their departments: in the W/T cabinet the Leading Telegraphist, caught in a maze of different-coloured wires, was having a

  cup of tea. M. said: ‘Getting it all shipshape?’ and the Leading Tel. answered: ‘No, sir.’




  Aft, the Torpedoman was arguing over the depth-charge rails with a welder, a Clydeside dockyard-matey with an accent like a roll of drums. This was my department, and I listened, while M., who

  was taking over Gunnery Officer, went forward to look at his gun and presently came back nursing a bleeding hand. It seemed he had closed the breech in a new and wrong way.




  When we returned to the hut the First Lieutenant said: ‘Well, what do you think of corvettes?’ I said I liked them: M., a reserved character, said it had all been very interesting.

  The First Lieutenant said: ‘I’ve been in trawlers up to this,’ and added: ‘Now you can get busy correcting King’s Regulations and Admiralty Instructions, Part

  One.’ The corrections lay in a neat pile of printed booklets, not more than five inches high. Alongside was a pen and two bottles of ink.




  Odd sight: Stoker Petty Officer making a sort of doormat-bootscraper out of metal beer-bottle tops nailed upside down on a board. He claimed it his own idea, and no hardship to provide for.




  We came to know K.R. and A.I., and those interminable corrections, and we came to know that hut, our headquarters for ten days. Until we were formally in commission it was the

  hub of everything: of checking stores, of ammunitioning, of conferences with dockyard officials, of the formidable amount of paper-work—signals, correspondence, watch- and quarter-bills,

  chart folios—in which we were all soon involved. The crew arrived in driblets, more guns arrived by crane and alighted on their mountings like settling sea-gulls: the Chief Engine-Room

  Artificer arrived and was immediately involved in a technical blizzard over the suction-and-outlet system. The Captain arrived—no, he had been there all the time.




  On the ship, progress could be measured by the decreasing amount of noise aboard; soon we were able to enjoy as much as half an hour of tranquillity at a time. Carpets appeared in our cabins,

  the wardroom lost its carpenter’s-shop look and became habitable: a man went round on a float painting in our pendant numbers, a key-board with not less than sixty bunches of keys made its

  appearance and was, inevitably, put in my charge. The coxswain, a West-countryman of broad accent, broader beam, and humour broadest of all, emerged as a character, a directive force of outstanding

  value in handling the crew. (I liked some of his expressions. ‘He wears a green coat sir,’ he once said of a rating very lively in the mess-decks and very slow at tackling a job of

  work; and again, less elegantly, of one of the duller seamen: ‘He’s wood from the —— up,’ and yet again: ‘He’s very seldom up top’—signifying

  ‘He’s bald.’) Bit by bit, the ship’s heart moved across from the hut and started beating in the ship itself.




  Said the Captain, staring out of the window across the dock, to the First Lieutenant:




  ‘Put the ship in commission at midday today.’




  It was only a matter of saluting while the spotless ensign was hoisted, sending a signalman to the mast-head with the commissioning pendant, and mounting an armed sentry on the jetty alongside;

  but what a difference it seemed to make, that transfer from floating shell to one of His Majesty’s ships of war in commission. We walked differently when we were aboard, we sat in the

  wardroom with a sense of formal proprietorship; we even came to resent the dock-workers crowding the decks and strolling about without care or caution. That was no way to treat the ship. . . . She

  was ours now: anyone else was there on sufferance, and no one else mattered.




  When I signed the first wine-chit of the commission—‘Two Plymouth gins’—I felt as if I were founding a dynasty. As time went by, this turned out to be

  true.




  We broke more new ground that same day and night, initiating ourselves and the ship into the Navy’s apt ceremonial. There was Colours at sunset—hoisting our own

  Preparative for the benefit of the two other corvettes in the dock-basin, saluting as the bosun’s pipe shrilled, dividing the summer evening air, and the ensign came slowly down—all of

  it was new, and all moving for a score of reasons. And I made the ship’s first Rounds the same night, tailing a small procession of the quartermaster, leading hand of the watch, and duty

  Petty Officer: through the mess-decks (crowded, silent, attentive), up on the fo’c’sle-head to look at the shore-wires, aft to the galley where some sort of tea-party was in progress

  (though not after I had left). All that, again, was new, and something one could enjoy for unanalysable reasons, somehow bound up with the compelling phrase ‘in a seaman-like manner’:

  to write in the Night Rounds book: ‘21.00, Rounds Correct’, and initial the entry was to stand warranty for an orderly and disciplined tribute to tradition.




  ‘06.15, Call Officer-of-the-Day.




  06.30, Hands fall in: Wash down.’




  This was the sting in the tail of the First Lieutenant’s night orders; it stung me, and after a late session in the wardroom to celebrate commissioning, I could have done without it. But

  duty (and a certain remembered glitter in the First Lieutenant’s eye) got me turned out, hurriedly dressed, with such compromises as sea-boots for ordinary shoes and a scarf instead of a

  collar and tie, and put me on a cold, windswept upper deck as the fall-in was piped, to stare at a muster of nineteen seamen who stared reproachfully back. Then the duty leading-hand reported the

  watches correct, the sweepers were told off and hoses rigged, and presently those rather bleak early morning noises, of bristles and squeegees and the gurgle of water in the scuppers and

  freeing-ports, made themselves heard.




  The rating in charge of the hose brought to his job an energy and a scrupulous zeal not always appreciated by the upper-deck sweepers, whose sea-boots now and then took the full force of the

  attack and who were inclined to hurry the job and get below to the comparative holiday known as ‘squaring off mess-decks and flats’. I dodged the main stream and went aft to the galley,

  where the Leading Cook was heating up a good quart of dripping-fat in a saucepan and the wardroom steward making a brew of tea, from which I claimed a hand-out. The Stoker Petty Officer of the

  morning watch came up the ladder, took six puffs at a cigarette, crushed it out against the depth-charge rails, and went below again, followed by the black cat which had already attached itself to

  the ship, with the obvious promise of more to come. Ashore, a trickle of workers was coming through the dock-gates, some of them making for our gangway where the sentry, counting aloud, was

  practising his own stylized version of ‘Present Arms’. The cold haze which had overhung the dock-basin when I first came up was already beginning to disappear.




  I waved to the Sub. on the neighbouring corvette, and he answered with a semaphore message of which I could only read the first word—‘what’. I repeated it back, and there, in

  frustrated confusion, the matter rested. . . . When, from forrard, I heard ‘Cooks to the galley’ being piped, I went below to shave and finish dressing, and make myself fit to see

  Colours hoisted at eight.




  A second gigantic assortment of charts was delivered shortly before we sailed. At the top of the box was the ‘Arctic Pilot’, and underneath a chart of the navigable

  parts of the Danube. Said the Leading Signalman, looking over my shoulder as I unpacked the consignment:




  ‘Seems like we’re going to get some variety, sir. I could just do with a slice of Old Vienna.’




  ‘Pipe “Stations for leaving harbour” in five minutes,’ said the First Lieutenant to the quartermaster; and to me he added: ‘You take the

  after-part, and if you get a wire round the screw, God help you.’




  My foreboding that only with God’s help would I avoid turning the screw into something like one of those old-fashioned frame-aerials was not borne out, probably because the leading-hand of

  the after-party was a leading-seaman of extreme competence, clearly accustomed to the code of whistle-blasts and mystical signs which came in a steady flow from the bridge. It was he who translated

  into action the first technical obscurity, ‘Single up to the breast and spring!’—i.e. let go all ropes except a single breast-rope and a single rope running from aft to a

  shore-bollard about amidships: without him I might have plunged about for hours and still guessed wrong. (Hitherto, in my experience, one had simply said ‘About time to cast off’, and

  suited the action to the word, fending off the jetty with one’s leg.) Judging from the uproar forrard, M. was having trouble with the windlass, which gave me time to reel some of the spare

  wire out of the way, before the next manœuvre.




  We needed a tug at each end to get us out of the dock-basin and into the stream, and it took us some time to hook on to ours, the heaving-line being brand-new and the seaman in charge of it a

  painstaking worker who was not going to be flurried by a mistake or two. The deep silence from the bridge which attended our efforts made an effective commentary. . . . But presently the tow was

  secure, and we were out in the narrow tributary stream which ran into the Clyde—a stream lined with dockyard workers from our own and other yards, who had left their jobs to give us a cheer

  and a wave as we passed. It was their last moment, and our first: I wished I could go up on the bridge to get the full savour of it, but my job was aft, in case we had for any reason to cast off

  the tow. So down-stream we went, slowly and evenly, not yet in our own element or under our own power, but setting out on our journey none the less: a Clyde-built ship leaving the Clyde, with her

  builders watching her and wishing her God-speed.




  I had time to watch my after-party at work, and to like the way they got down to it. About half the crew were Active Service—i.e. regulars, and the rest were ‘Hostilities Only’

  ratings, or as the coxswain called them, with more humour than truth, ‘Hostile Ordinary Seamen’. But whatever their background—and the H.O.s ranged from van-boy to statistical

  accountant—they buckled to their new job with admirable keenness. I think that all of us, officers and men alike, felt the same about the ship: that she was something between a brand-new toy

  and a—well, almost a sacred charge, a unit whose reputation had to be made and whose laurels won. We had to work, from now on, to get going, to tune up, to perfect the fighting instrument

  that had been given us: she was a good ship, a grand ship—corvettes are attractive and workmanlike—but we had to deserve her, and that meant hard work. The Clyde had done its

  famous best for us: from now on the charge was ours.




  There is a process known as ‘signing for the ship’. It is one of the higher mysteries, conducted behind drawn curtains, but roughly speaking it happens after

  full-power trials, the working of the windlass, and the firing of every gun and depth-charge thrower carried, and is a contest between the contractors, who say everything is marvellous, and the

  Captain, who has a list a mile long of defects and shortcomings he wants put right before he will finally take the ship over. As can be imagined, it may be a very tense occasion indeed.




  But when it is concluded, as sometime it must be, all is love again, and double gins. And soon after, the first sailing-orders arrive; they are endorsed ‘SECRET’, and begin: ‘Being in all respects ready for sea, H.M.S. Flower will proceed . . .’




   




   




   




   




  2 WORKING-UP




   




  I shared the morning watch (4 to 8) with the First Lieutenant on the passage to our base, after keeping the first watch (8 to midnight) as well. In these early days, we worked

  watch-and-watch about, until the two children (M. and I) could be trusted with weapons of war; later, of course, we were in three watches, of which I kept the Middle (midnight to 4 a.m.) for

  seventeen months. To be perfectly frank, this was not the hardship it may sound: in fact I preferred this arrangement, for the main reason that I was left alone unless (or until) all hell broke

  loose, and could run the watch as I liked, without interference and in peace: the Captain was turned in, in his sea-cabin, the First Lieutenant did not relieve me till four, and I was free of the

  odd assortment of visitors who were inclined to crowd the bridge at other times. (I hate being watched or supervised, when I am doing my best and making no mistakes.) But all those personal

  problems and arrangements, of course, were still to come, on that first night at sea.




  The log-entries when we took over at four o’clock read:




  

    

      ‘WIND: Direction 270, Force 2–3.




      WEATHER AND VISIBILITY: BC 7.




      SEA AND SWELL: 21.




      CORRECTED BAROMETRIC PRESSURE IN MILLIBARS: 1002.’


    


  




  all of which is the dull sea-language for a lovely night. We had passed an inward-bound convoy in the first watch, before the moon got up, being challenged out of complete

  blackness by a very wide-awake destroyer; but now it was clearer, with a smudge of land just visible, and the ship progressed steadily, finding her easy speed, having nothing to deal with as

  regards weather, but behaving admirably under helm and promising a ready and able performance in the future. From the wing of the bridge I could distinguish the hard outline of the

  fo’c’sle-head, the sky cut by the mast and forestay, the line of foam at the bow: beyond was a brilliant spread of moonlit water, silver on black, and beyond that the ring of darkness,

  retreating before us, closing in astern. The ‘group-flashing’ light we had picked up half an hour earlier was just coming abeam, and fine on the bow a cluster of lights low in the water

  marked a line of fishing-boats working the inshore tide. I reckoned we could just about pass them without altering course, though I didn’t suppose I should have any say in the matter.




  From the other wing of the bridge came the First Lieutenant’s voice: ‘I’m going inside to log that light and have a smoke. Sing out if you see anything.’




  He disappeared inside the compass-house, and I had the ship and the watch to myself.




  I moved across to the centre of the bridge, stirred to an odd exhilaration. Behind me a faint—a very faint—glow from the screened binnacle showed the face of the Asdic rating, intent

  and serious: at my side the signalman of the watch was fiddling with his Aldis-lamp, and out on the bridge-sponsons the two look-outs stared ahead, the pointed capes of their duffle-coats in sharp

  outline against the sky. Centred thus, with fifty-odd men sleeping between decks, with the whole ship entrusted to me as a kind of intricate going concern, I felt tremendously responsible, and

  tremendously alert too. She was all mine: from this nerve-centre on the bridge—myself—could go out a pulse that would be felt from end to end of the ship: she would respond to it, and

  she would do what I told her, she would move at my word. Magic moment of authority! Quite possessed by the idea, prompted to pure foolishness by this novelty of power, I bent to the voice-pipe.




  ‘Port ten.’




  From below came the quartermaster’s answering voice: ‘Port ten, sir.’ And then: ‘Ten of port wheel on, sir.’




  ‘Midships.’




  ‘Midships. . . . Wheel’s amidships, sir.’




  ‘Steady.’




  ‘Steady. . . . Course South, eighty West, sir.’




  ‘Very good.’ I waited perhaps twenty seconds. ‘Starboard ten. Steer North, eighty-five West.’




  ‘Steer North, eighty-five West, sir.’




  The First Lieutenant made himself heard from behind the chart-table screen: ‘What’s going on out there?’




  ‘We passed a floating log,’ I called back, feeling slightly silly. ‘It looked too big to hit.’




  A vague grumble indicated that the explanation passed muster. Only the starboard look-out, peering over the dodger at virgin sea, seemed to betray an injured incredulity. No logs, big or small,

  had got past him.




  Up another voice-pipe came the Captain’s voice. ‘Fore-bridge!’




  ‘Bridge, sir.’




  ‘Who’s that?’




  ‘Monsarrat, sir.’




  ‘Where’s the First Lieutenant?’




  ‘Just looking at the chart, sir.’




  ‘M’m . . . How far have we got?’




  I gave the last light abeam, and the time.




  ‘M’m . . . See anything?’




  ‘The next light just looming, sir: the bearing’s all right. Ship to port, going our way. Fishing-boats inshore.’




  ‘Quite a party.’ And then, surprisingly: ‘Feel all right up there?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Very good. Tell the Bosun’s Mate to call me at a quarter to eight.’




  ‘Aye, aye, sir.’ Below, the voice-pipe cover clicked shut, cutting me off. Of such small exchanges, lit with sudden humanity, is homage born.




  It grew lighter. The best thing about the morning watch, this, the thing one looked forward to from four o’clock onwards, the thing I was to miss greatly in the middle watch later on: dawn

  coming up, ships in station, and all secure. . . . There is, at sea, a certain swift change from moonlight to dawnlight that is very easily recognizable; at one moment, it seems, the water is

  silvery, glowing, with each breaking wave throwing off a small wash of phosphorescence, and then when next you look it has taken on a livid hue, a cold, dull grey which is the day’s first

  signal. The ship’s outlines fill in suddenly, and all the bridge-personnel becomes figures and faces instead of shadows—grey, tired faces, mostly, but welcome for their return to

  normality. Then up comes the sun, to complete the colour-process and dry off the damp shoulders of your duffle-coat; and up comes tea, with the steward foraging for the cups and plates of the

  night’s picnic; and lastly up comes your relief, which is best of all.




  You’ve earned your breakfast, and it’s those lovely soused herrings again.




  We arrived at our destination.




  ‘What a grand place,’ said M. to me as soon as we were moored. ‘It’s a pity we’ve got to work.’




  Work we did. Daily we exercised everything, with a wild sense of crisis. We abandoned ship, we repelled boarders, we got out the kedge-anchor (an intolerable operation, this): we closed up

  action-stations against the stop-watch, we fought fires, we prepared to tow, we put an armed landing-party ashore amid a hurricane of cheers. There was even a suggestion, happily suppressed, that

  we should exercise the Confidential Books, throwing them overboard to see if they sank, in accordance with the regulations. . . . We fired guns, and signalled, and took soundings; we demolished the

  target at gun-practice, but on the other hand we made a supreme hash of our first depth-charge drill, due to a fault in the electric buzzer-system. (‘Really, sir, you don’t know whether

  to laugh or cry,’ murmured the coxswain to me, as we surveyed one thrower-crew awaiting the order to fire, and another arguing the toss as to whether two rings meant ‘Fire’ or

  ‘Fall out’.) But we learnt quickly during those weeks: almost before we knew it had happened, we emerged as a ship’s company instead of a crowd of individuals, we took shape as a

  disciplined force with a routine, practised and practised again, for any and every eventuality. It was hard work, and we wasted no time, but we could see the results from day to day, and they were

  encouraging in every particular.




  Our first defaulter.




  ‘Halt! Left turn! Off caps! Ordinary Seaman Jones, sir: one, was absent over leave two and a half hours, two, did return on board drunk, three, did create vandalism in the

  mess-decks.’




  ‘What—er—vandalism was this, coxswain?’




  ‘Broke up a mess-stool, sir, and tried to light the stove with it.’




  ‘What have you got to say, Jones?’




  ‘Had a few drinks, sir.’




  ‘Is that all?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Serious offences, all these. And you made a nuisance of yourself, too, keeping a lot of people awake. First Lieutenant’s report.’




  ‘First Lieutenant’s report. On caps! Right turn! Quick march!’




  ‘Spoilt our record, coxswain.’




  ‘Got to sometime, sir. Human nature.’




  Sunday morning brought us Divisions on the fo’c’sle, the only space large enough to accommodate the whole ship’s company; and a very smart turn-out it was,

  too, the two ranks facing in-board, the wind stirring the seamen’s collars and ruffling our hair as we stood bareheaded for prayers. And afterwards came the Captain’s Rounds, a most

  thorough progress through every part of the ship, which looked (on that occasion) like a millionaire’s yacht—a millionaire with an inquisitive eye and a passion for spit-and-polish.




  Later in the morning I attended ‘Up Spirits’, though the sight of the rum going down, tot by tot, was tantalizing to a degreee. And then ‘Pipe down’ was sounded, and a

  true Sunday calm fell on the ship: we lay to our moorings in shelter and warm sun, and revelled in our hard-won peace.




  Alas, to have one’s afternoon nap interrupted by the ominous words: ‘Leading Seaman Black, sir, reports the loss of a salt-fish, and wishes to state a

  complaint.’




  This is going to be a long one.




  We went out on exercises with a submarine, but all that, save for one innocent oddment, must be shrouded in mystery. The oddment is this. To help an inexperienced ship, and to

  avoid waste of time, the submarine at first sometimes tows what are called ‘buffs’—mark-buoys at the end of a warp—when it is submerged; and it must be related that during

  my first Asdic attack the machinery failed, and I looked up (after a lengthy and profitless sweep all round the horizon) to see the buffs coming in at high speed and delivering a smashing attack on

  our starboard quarter. Said the Captain, as we scraped clear with a thin ripple to spare: ‘I don’t think you’ve quite got the idea. This practice is for our benefit, not the

  submarine’s. They’re meant to be strictly neutral down there.’




  When we dropped a test depth-charge the explosion killed half a dozen guillemots which must have been diving nearby. The dead birds lay breast downwards on the water, with

  bowed heads and flat, outstretched wings: they seemed to be praying, or making an exaggerated satirical obeisance.




  By way of a change, I swapped horses and had a day out in the submarine before we left.




  All of it was interesting, and unexpected too. I thought I would be conscious of being under water, and possibly nervous—indeed, at the very beginning I had been mortally afraid of turning

  claustrophobic, and possibly disgracing myself; but at no time was it possible to realize that we were submerged. The occasional noise of the hunting corvettes, sounding oddly like goods

  trains, passing overhead, was the only indication that we were under water: otherwise (save for the cramped space) it was no different from being, say, in the forrard mess-deck of a corvette. And

  it was all amazingly quiet: there was no vibration and no engine noise, and orders were given almost in a whisper, instead of the wind-quelling shout we had to use on our own bridge. It had been

  rough on top before we dived, but down here there was a deep peace; nothing threatened, no one stirred save the two men at the hydroplane controls, their eyes on the depth-gauges, their hands

  fingering the wheel-spokes like harp-players reading an intricate score.




  The minute wardroom, with everything neatly slipped into place, was no more than a passage-way from one end of the boat to the other; and the cramped space made for a recognizable comradeship

  between officers and men, of special value when one man’s mistake might mean disaster for all of them. But one could not help being struck by the adroitness and the marked competence of

  everyone aboard: when the klaxon sounded for diving-stations nothing much seemed to happen, and yet, when one looked round the control-room, every lever and wheel and knob had been closed up by a

  crew which slipped into place like pieces of the same machinery.




  Only when the order ‘Periscope depth!’ was given, preparatory to surfacing, was a slight sense of crisis to be observed: it was conceivable that a blunder might be made and one or

  other of the hunting craft would be in the way: one could feel a certain tenseness in each person—the Officer-of-the-Watch staring at his gauges, the crew with their hands ready on the

  Kingston-valve levers, the Captain (a young lieutenant) gripping the periscope training gear. Then the periscope broke the surface, and the Captain, suddenly relaxing, gave an order over his

  shoulder and climbed up to the conning-tower; and presently, touched by a breath of fresh air, I looked up, and there above us was a square of blue sky.




  It is, perhaps, worth remarking that, with my eyes on the future, I noted that the view of the surrounding surface craft through the periscope was distressingly sharp and clear.




  It was the energetic habit of the Senior Officer of the base to put out in a fast motor-launch directly after lunch, and, choosing his victim, approach at speed on the blind

  side of the ship, in the hope of catching the Officer-of-the-Day off his guard or the Captain literally napping. As he was almost a professional Angry Man, it is good to be able to relate that,

  thanks to luck and a series of reliable quartermasters, we were never caught out.




  Our ‘passing-out’ day at the end of our working-up period also went off without mishap, though there was one moment, when the order ‘Pressure on the fire-hoses!’ produced

  a trickle that would not have quelled a daisy, when the situation looked dynamic. But it passed: we were officially congratulated on the day’s performance; and the same evening a bunch of

  reports, on the ship and on each officer, made their appearance. They were rather like school-reports, and induced the same expectant nervousness.




  The Captain came off best: then the First Lieutenant: then M.: then me. Some sort of coincidence, no doubt.




  Off again, nearer the war and our job; at anchor, awaiting sailing orders.




  On a nearby shoal, with her mast and one funnel showing above water, there lay a sunk destroyer full of dead Frenchmen. Her story had been one of the brief horrors of the war: an explosion

  aboard had been followed by a fire, and the ship gradually became one vast incandescent torch. Now she lay there, a rusty, weed-washed charnel-house, marked by a green wreck-buoy; and many times

  later, as we came up the river at dusk and drew nearer that green, winking eye, I would project my mind below the surface of the water, and try to picture the horror’s details, and what it

  was our anchor saw as it shattered the still water and plunged below. Indeed, I could not help this imagining, which always persisted long after we had swung and settled to our anchor: the mast

  proclaimed an ugly angle in the near-darkness, the green eye accused me—‘You are alive,’ it said: ‘we are dead, very dead—charred, swollen, abandoned—and there

  are scores of us within a few hundred feet of you.’ It was the other side of the medal, frightful in its detail, final in its implication. It was not the R.N.V.R.: it was our introduction to

  war.




  I came aboard by the last liberty-boat after a spell ashore, and went down to the wardroom, where M. was correcting charts.




  ‘Our orders have come,’ he said. ‘We’re off tomorrow morning.’




  ‘What are we getting?’ I asked. ‘Iceland? Alexandria? Or some nice soft job, defending a pier in North Wales?’




  ‘None of those. Convoy escort, North Atlantic.’




  ‘Oh . . .’ I picked up the wine chit-book. ‘What are all these double gins?’




  He smiled. ‘Convoy escort, North Atlantic. And winter coming on.’




   




   




   




   




  3 WORKING




   




  A corvette would roll on wet grass.




  Our measure of rough weather is domestic, but reliable. Moderate sea, the lavatory-seat falls down when it is tipped up; rough sea, the radio-set tumbles off its bracket in the

  wardroom.




  Some trips are good, some not. There was one, in calm weather, with an easy-going Gibraltar convoy, that was a picnic, the kind of jaunt which costs a guinea a day, with

  fancy-dress thrown in, in peace-time; there was another, that took us far North and West, which was a long nightmare. For when, seven days out, we turned round to go home, an easterly gale set in:

  we went five hundred miles in the teeth of it before it moderated—five hundred miles, and six days, of screaming wind and massed, tumbling water, of sleet and snow-storms, of a sort of frozen

  malice in the weather which refused us all progress. Nothing could keep it out: helmets, mittens, duffle-coats, sea-boot stockings—all were like so much tissue paper. ‘Cold?’ said

  the signalman, as he pulled his hand away from the morse-lamp and left a patch of skin on the handle: ‘Cold? I reckon this would freeze the ears off a brass monkey.’




  There are cumulative miseries to be endured during a really wet night on the bridge: icy water finds its way everywhere—neck, wrists, trouser-legs, boots: one stands out

  there like a sodden automaton, ducking behind the rail as every other wave sends spray flying over the compass-house, and then standing up to face, with eyes that feel raw and salt-caked and

  streaming, the wind and the rain and the treachery of the sea. Of course, heavy weather need not always make life so miserable: if corvettes are in no hurry, and can afford to ease down and lie-to

  with their bows just off the wind, they do very well—as far as that’s concerned, they are prime sea-boats; but if they have to proceed with any determination, they put their nose smack

  into it every time. Twice we have had windows smashed up on the bridge by seas which curled up and broke right on top of them: surprise-packets we could have done without. We’re not

  complaining: just remarking on the facts. . . .




  Cheerful dialogue on being called for the middle watch, rough weather:




  ‘Is it raining?’




  ‘No, sir—just washing over.’




  Midnight means taking it all on again: mounting the ladder with an effort, watching for the square of sky (sometimes scarcely perceptible) which will tell you what the visibility is going to be

  like; listening to see if it is still blowing as hard as when you were last on watch. It usually is.




  Apart from the noise it produces, rolling has a maddening rhythm that is one of the minor tortures of rough weather. It never stops or misses a beat, it cannot be escaped

  anywhere. If you go through a doorway, it hits you hard: if you sit down, you fall over; you get hurt, knocked about continuously, and it makes for extreme and childish anger. When you drink, the

  liquid rises towards you and slops over: at meals, the food spills off your plate, the cutlery will not stay in place. Things roll about, and bang, and slide away crazily: and then come back and

  hurt you again. The wind doesn’t howl, it screams at you, and tears at your clothes, and throws you against things and drives your breath down your throat again. And off watch,

  below, there is no peace: only noise, furniture adrift, clothes and boots sculling about on the deck, a wet and dirty chaos. Even one’s cabin can be a vicious cage, full of sly tricks and

  booby-traps: not a refuge at all, rather a more subtle danger-spot, catching you relaxed and unawares and too dead-tired to guard your balance. Sometimes, at the worst height of a gale, you may be

  hove-to in this sort of fury for days on end, and all the time you can’t forget that you are no nearer shelter than you were twenty-four hours before: you are gaining nothing, simply holding

  your own: the normal rigours of the trip are still piled up, mountains high, in front of you.




  A most unholy chaos can be caused on the upper deck when, in bad weather, things get adrift and are not immediately secured. We once had some heavy oil drums which broke away

  aft, and were washing about with a tremendous noise, dragging all sorts of oddments—planks, fenders, heaving-lines—in their train: to get them under control again we had almost to stalk

  them, dodging out of the way as they crashed to leeward, gradually getting more and more ropes secured and finally smothering them. And another time, a rough, pitch-dark night, one of the boats

  which was swung out rolled itself right under water, smashing the griping-spar and jumping its releasing gear at one end: it hung down by the after falls, its bows in the water at one moment and

  then lifting and crashing against the ship’s side as we rolled. It looked, and sounded, nasty.




  ‘Have a crack at securing that,’ said the Captain, after watching it for a couple of minutes. ‘But don’t kill yourself. If it’s no good, cut it adrift.’




  The right order. . . . . It took an hour, and the six toughest hands of the watch, but we got it inboard in the end, not much the worse for wear, and securely lashed in its chocks. I think I

  almost enjoyed that struggle, floundering about on the boat-deck with the seas washing over, leaning outboard at the end of a life-line to try and get the falls hooked on again. It was nearer the

  sea-going of the past, less official, less organized, less war-like.




  Discussion on the bridge, at the height of a gale, of how we came to be drafted to corvettes.




  Captain: ‘I was told it would be like luxury motoring.’




  Self: ‘I was told I was damned lucky to get one.’




  Voice of Asdic rating: ‘I was detailed off, sir.’




  When the ship crosses the storm-centre, there comes a sudden lull, and then the wind starts to blow from the opposite direction, setting up a baffling sea. It seems to come at

  you from all angles, rather like the meeting of the tides in Pentland Firth at the top of Scotland: shapeless humps of water are thrown together crazily, and when the wave-tops break they are

  caught and blown back like a horse’s mane, or a crest of white hair suddenly whipped up.




  Running with a heavy following sea at night has its own hard-won loveliness. The long streaks of foam are lit eerily by the moonlight: the enormous pile-up of water which

  collects, hissing and roaring, under the bow, seems suddenly to explode into a broad phosphorescent smother which in a moment is left behind. Looking aft, one sees the stern cant up before a black

  wall of water: the water overtakes, slides underneath and past, and breaks at the bow, its attack spent. The ship yaws, the compass swings: from below comes the quartermaster’s muttered curse

  as he braces his feet and hauls the wheel over to meet the next ponderous weight of sea.




  Simile-spinning in the middle watch.




  Northern lights—like giant streamers stirred by a sky-wide fan: like an amateur-operatic rendering of Don Giovanni’s purgatory: like the fake flames of a pale electric fire. . .

  .




  ‘Bosun’s Mate!’




  ‘Bosun’s Mate, sir.’




  ‘Get me a cup of tea and the note-book in my top drawer.’




  It is pleasant to notice the first patch of drying deck after a storm. It spreads. It means peace. But it covers, between decks, a chaos which until then there has been no

  chance to set to rights. In the mess-decks, water is everywhere: there are benches broken, things washing about on the deck, off-watch stokers trying to sleep and cursing the sweepers at work

  cleaning up. The wardroom is like an abandoned battle-field: armchairs have slipped their moorings and crashed the whole length of it, packed bookcases have burst open, and in the pantry all the

  steward’s cunning has not prevented a formidable expense of crockery.




  There’s a respite now, anyway: hot meals again instead of tea and corned-beef sandwiches; sleep without being tipped out of your bunk, a whole watch without once getting

  wet. The upper-deck petty officer gets to work squaring up, the seaman-gunner of the watch cleans the Lewis and Hotchkiss guns, the leading signalman checks over his rockets and flares, the

  torpedoman greases the depth-charge releasing gear, examines all the primers, tests the electric circuits. Work comes as a relief, after the discomfort and the cramping inactivity of the past few

  days.




  In the calm darkness, there sounds the beat of an unseen bird’s wings, flailing the water as it evades the ship. We seem to be moving through a bath of phosphorescence;

  our bow-wave can be seen, streaming away into the darkness on either side, and ships in company, even half a mile away, have a luminous line from stem to stern along their water-line.




  When you are in convoy, station-keeping at night becomes an endurance test, a matter of staring without respite, concentrating on a little blurred image far ahead or abeam

  which may be the right ship—or a smudge on one’s binoculars. If, in poor visibility, a zigzag is ordered, it has to be worked out on time instead of on distance, and becomes a sort of

  qualified guess-work: you run the outward course for so many minutes, until the convoy is right out of sight, and then you turn and run back till you meet them again; the whole manœuvre is a

  recurrent act of faith.




  There is tremendous difficulty, sometimes, in hanging on for hours to a ship which seems to fade devilishly to nothing if you relax for a moment; but the difficulty gradually lessens and is at

  last forgotten, if you are lucky, in the joys of the morning watch, with the light coming up and showing the convoy still there, still in formation, still ploughing on, and one day nearer delivery.

  And there is a certain satisfaction, too, in rounding up stragglers, shepherding them, grading your signals between ‘Can you squeeze a few more revs?’ and a forthright ‘Keep

  better station in future.’




  But on the whole the compensations of watch-keeping at night are few, and tremendously realized: the comfort of a small, wavering stern-light, of a big ship easily seen and recognized: of a

  duffle coat: of a cup of near-solid cocoa half-way through the watch. They are the things you count on and cling to, the things that seem to be on your side against the enemy. You grow, almost, to

  love them.




  A ship may be so blurred by darkness and rain that its outline, even close to, is no more than a dubious smudge in the gloom; and that is what you have to hold on to for four

  long hours, under orders to remain at an exact bearing and distance from it. And all that time the weather can best be summed up in the coxswain’s phrase: ‘Dark, sir? You couldn’t

  see a new sixpence on a sweep’s ——.’




  There is something completely satisfying in the attention, the loving care even, that one can give to a watch, especially at night: keeping an all-round, all-time look-out,

  keeping mathematical station and a fast, wide-angle zigzag, doing your very best for four hours and handing over the watch as if it were a neat and shipshape package.




  Sometimes, even when there is nothing doing, the Captain comes up in the middle watch; saying nothing at first, noticing everything, and then perhaps settling down to talk,

  with relays of tea at intervals to sweeten the session. (Some watches, indeed, are so boring that a cup of tea is an event, a banging door a relief from flat monotony.) The coxswain also is an

  occasional visitor, usually introducing himself with a bar of chocolate or some home-made titbit from the Petty Officers’ mess; perhaps to season his advice, discreetly and often very

  indirectly tendered.




  In default of visitors or emergencies, one talks to the duty signalman—a different one every night. The talk ranges widely, most of it concerned with the future, some of it (as is natural

  at 3 a.m.) highly pessimistic. I remember one such discussion, of what it would be like after the war, where we would live and what job we would go for. The signalman favoured a country pub, with

  just enough custom to keep things going. . . . But the talk had, as usual, a nostalgic air about it—it was dependent on so many things, so many chances of fortune, so many hazards: it might

  even stand or fall by something that was going to happen in the next five minutes. . . . Even to use the phrase ‘after the war’ took for granted the twin unmentionable doubts, of

  victory and of personal survival.




  Strain and tiredness at sea induce a sort of hypnosis: you seem to be moving in a bad dream, pursued not by terrors but by an intolerable routine. You come off watch at

  midnight, soaked, twitching, your eyes raw with the wind and with staring at shadows; you brew a cup of tea in the wardroom pantry and strip off the top layer of sodden clothes; you do, say, an

  hour’s intricate ciphering, and thereafter snatch a few hours’ sleep between wet blankets, with the inflated life-belt in your ribs reminding you all the time that things happen

  quickly; and then, every night for seventeen nights on end, you’re woken up at ten to four by the bosun’s mate, and you stare at the deck-head and think: My God, I can’t go

  up there again in the dark and filthy rain, and stand another four hours of it. But you can, of course: it becomes automatic in the end. And besides, there are people watching you.




  But when you are working in three watches, and have eight hours off at a time, there is luxury in coming off watch: the luxury of relaxing, smoking, putting on bedroom slippers, turning on the

  electric heater and feeling your face thawing and losing its stiffness; all with no sense of hurry. It can be comforting below: one can forget all the menaces outside. So far I have been

  lucky in having had only one acute attack of nerves—lying down, strained, alert, unable to sleep, just waiting for it: waiting for those shouts, that rush of water, that iron clang. . . . But

  that was in the middle of a rough party, when another escort-vessel had been sunk, and I don’t imagine I was alone. I hope not, anyway.




  There is a steady deterioration of food during a trip: we have five days or so of comparative comfort, and then beans set in, and corned beef, and tinned sausages, and biscuits

  ominously labelled with the name of a firm which, in peace-time, was famous among dog-lovers the world over.




  ‘Steward, is this bread fresh?’




  ‘No, sir—reconstructed.’




  Satisfaction, after a ten days’ outward battle, of once more giving helm-orders with ‘East’ in them.




  As with convoys, so with watches: they can be specially good as well as specially bad. The first landfall of the return journey makes one of the best—it is comforting to

  meet the friendship of coast-lights again, to be (as they say) under the Fighter Umbrella, to be on the map and an ascertainable spot on it too, instead of staring eternally at stars and the last

  ship of the wing column and anonymous unidentifiable water. Besides, the watch goes quickly: there are lights to be picked up and checked, bearings to be taken, little sums in Four-Points and

  Running Fixes to be added up: possibly the convoy alters its formation, and there is some chivvying to be done: one is at work as a sailor instead of as a pair of bored eyes. Above all, it means

  that there will not be many more watches; another day of it, thirty-six hours perhaps, and one will be tied up to something solid and enjoying sleep without a miserly limit to it.




  Near land, the porpoises and the sea-gulls play round the ship, giving us the first welcome. The sea-gulls have a trick of skimming round the bows close to the water, ready to

  plane upwards if there is a second player coming the other way. Human beings need four sets of traffic lights, and slavish obedience thereto, to do this in safety.




  Now and then there comes a quiet sunny afternoon watch, with the Captain and all other officers turned in below, with nothing for me to do but take one Meridian Altitude sight

  and see that the quartermaster keeps his course, with the signalman washing out an ensign in a bucket of suds. And sometimes it is a prelude to a whole row of luxuries within a few hours: tying up

  to the oiler and ringing off engines: the silence and peace which descends on the ship when the mail comes over the side and is distributed: the first night in port, the first drink, first

  undressing, first sleep.




  At our usual base there is one small dock, nicknamed ‘The Garage’, that has become Corvette Headquarters. At the end of a convoy it is crammed with ships; and this

  recurrent association, and the chance of exchanging visits, is remarkably pleasant, particularly at the end of a trip which may have been rough in one way or another. The various visiting captains

  usually forgather in the C.O.’s cabin: down in the wardroom some moderate junketing sets in; it is good to relax, and tell competitive lies about the one that got away.




  Of course, this lotus-eating doesn’t last for ever: the mail will have brought enough paper-work to last a dozen good men a fortnight. Reports, as long as your arm, are called for if a

  ship has as much as had a queer look from a porpoise; and internal peace in the dock is very likely shattered by a snooty blast from the Senior Officer about jetty-sentries, or about the Guard

  Corvette being responsible for cleaning up the very nasty rubbish-dump left by the preceding escort-group. But while quiet reigns, it is just what we want. We’re possibly going out again in a

  matter of hours, anyway.




  Snow in the navigation-lights going down river: driving past the bridge, glowing green or red for an instant and then disappearing.




  More satisfying to the lover of nature than to the Navigating Officer.




  Rounding up a big convoy and getting it into shape, particularly in bad weather, can be hard work, and doubly so if you are canteen-boat—i.e. the junior corvette,

  detailed for the odd jobs.




  There has come to be, among merchant ships, a very high standard of convoy discipline, and the greater part of the ‘forming up’ can safely be left to them; but even so there are

  always plenty of oddments to attend to. You may be sent up and down the lines counting heads: you may be detailed to close one of the ships and give him last-minute instructions on the

  loud-hailer—and he is invariably a foreigner with neither English nor megaphone: you may be sent to chivvy an outlying straggler; and all the time you are getting a steady trickle of signals

  from the Senior Officer–‘Tell the fourth tanker to fly his pendants’—‘Find out where that little one is straying to’—‘Has So-and-so dropped his

  pilot?’—‘So-and-so reports steering defect: close and investigate.’ Sometimes, from the upper deck of a bigger ship, you see a long line of khaki or Air Force blue, faces

  staring down, hands waving, and you know you’ve got something even more worth escorting than usual.




  Incensed by some free-style manoeuvring on the part of his charges, the Commodore hoisted the signal for ‘Manœuvre badly executed’: the hoist was repeated (no

  doubt with full hearts) by all the other ships in convoy, with the exception of half a dozen confirmed stragglers and wanderers in the rear, whose hoists were incorrect and signalled instead

  ‘Manœuvre well executed’. . . . I should like to think they did it on purpose.




  The last sight of land impresses the mind as much as the first landfall of the homeward journey.




  The convoy is now in shape, the escorts correctly stationed: each ship knows its proper position, its opposite number, the amount of room it has to play with; all we now have to do, every ship

  in company, is to stay in station, make no smoke, keep on going, turn the right corners, and make our number prettily on arrival. . . . We’re on the job once more, and it’s a job we

  know (and I suppose) like; and when one looks about and sees the faint line of land, our last contact with the normal world, slipping away on the quarter, and the convoy proceeding as an orderly

  unit on a journey wherein it must make its own tracks and meet such emergencies as come its way, one is aware of the moment as a memorable and significant one.




  By now there is probably no ship in company that does not know of these emergencies at first hand, and will acquit itself in seamanlike fashion if any of them arise; but for good or ill we are

  on our way, for the nth time challenging the sea and the malice of the enemy: the convoy to make the journey against all hazards, and we to see that it does not fail for want of a show of

  teeth. When land fades astern the party is on once again, the ring is formed.




  There is a certain comradely pleasure in meeting an aircraft on long-range reconnaissance. A wide-awake look-out picks it up, the signalman of the watch challenges and is answered; and then it

  flies past, sometimes quite close, giving little dips of its wings and flirts of its tail; the pilot waves, and you wave back, and you think: ‘My God, I wouldn’t care to be so far out

  in an aeroplane,’ and he is probably thinking: ‘My God, I wouldn’t care to be down there in that sea.’ The sense of being on the job together is a very strong one. Some of

  them are well worth looking at, too, especially the Catalinas, extraordinarily graceful in flight, and the squared-off business like Whitleys.




  Usually they are most energetic, going away into corners to look at suspicious waves and then scampering back to report. And, of course, as a means of keeping submarines out of harm’s way

  below the surface they have, time and again, proved themselves invaluable.




  

    

      Cross-talk:




      Destroyer: ‘Can’t you keep up?’




      Corvette: ‘We have been investigating astern.’




      Destroyer: ‘Well done.’


    


  




  A big convoy at sea, well closed up and keeping good station, has an immense air of purpose: seen as a whole, it is a fine and rewarding spectacle. Lines of ships—big

  ships, loaded deep: ships crammed with deck-cargo, ships with aeroplanes all over their upper-works, like peeled almonds stuck in a pudding; bluff, good-looking tankers (a modern tanker is probably

  the best-kept and best-looking ship of all)—they make up a whole fleet, an Armada which no onslaught of the enemy can scatter. Round them the corvettes and destroyers play, almost in droves:

  a ring hard to crack, harder still to pierce. One can only feel proud to be one of the company, to be trusted with a watch and a ship when there is so much at stake, and when such grim efficiency

  is the rule.




  Some of the destroyers in company may have famous names, many of the corvettes a string of successes to their credit. Often we know some of the customers, too: there may be ships in the convoy

  that we have escorted half a dozen times before, old friends who have survived many a rough party and are still coming up for more. Sometimes they recognize us, and send individual greetings. We

  like that. But it is the convoy as a whole that takes the eye and the imagination. Making its steady and determined way, having limitless reserves of power and nerve to call on, it is, somehow,

  such a good thing to belong to.




  Christmas at sea brings no holly, no turkey: only the snow is seasonable, only the lovely Christmas surprise may still make its appearance. ‘I’ve sent a hand aft to

  read the Yule log,’ said M. to me as I came up on the bridge at midnight, ‘and I’ve been saving that joke since ten o’clock. A happy Christmas to you!’




  In the morning, a festive signal from the Commodore: ‘Happy Christmas. Keep well closed up.’ In the afternoon, a long-range Santa Claus, showering seasonable gifts rather wide of the

  mark, with no one’s name on them this time. In the evening, a rising sea which filled our stockings for us. Never mind: one day nearer home.




  After checking depth-charges:




  ‘Next time we drop one of these it may not kill a submarine—it may not even explode—but by God! we’ll have its right number.’




  One incredibly dreary slow convoy, which sometimes seemed to be no more than drifting in with the Gulf Stream, was redeemed and indeed glorified by the fact that the Commodore

  had had a difference of opinion with the leading ship of the nearest column, and the two of them spent their time enlivening the watch and each other by exchanging cracks, of which, ‘Pay more

  attention to station-keeping,’ and, ‘Your signal is wrongly hoisted and meaningless,’ were the least objectionable. ‘What’s the hoist?’ I would ask the

  signalman, as an effervescent burst of bunting fluttered up, covering all halyards and overflowing to the triatic stay. ‘Another alter-course?’




  The signalman, examining a little-used part of the code-book, shook his head.




  ‘No, sir—they’re just chewing each other’s ears off again. Something about “discharge of offensive waste matter”.’




  Satisfactory sight: two convoys, outward and inward bound, meeting within half a mile of each other, nearly half-way across the Atlantic. Naval navigation!




  The first time we met an American escort-group at sea, and took over their convoy from them, was an occasion which should have been dramatic, and was of course nothing of the

  sort. There was a small exchange of international courtesies, including (from them): ‘Hope the convoy itself will be American one of these days,’ which we thought handsome of

  them, as well as accurately prophetic; but there the hands-across-the-sea stuff began and ended. (I’m not sure what I had been expecting: something heroic in the ‘March of Time’

  style, possibly.) But it was good to see the Stars and Stripes again, for the first time in this war, and to know that a potent ally was, officially or not, ranged on our side at last. I had

  latterly been meeting a certain number of Americans ashore, mostly ferry-pilots resting between transatlantic trips delivering bombers—men, outspokenly partisan, who had certainly known their

  own mind and translated it into action: doubly welcome were their sea-going counterparts, blessed by authority and free to wear their uniforms.




  Ordeal for an officer-of-the-watch: corvettes and destroyers (of unequal speed, turning-circle, and general manœuvrability) hurrying to a rendezvous in line abreast: set

  speed, zigzag an exact number of degrees every few minutes, and damn your eyes (with the widest publicity) if you get out of station.




  In any case the rendezvous is very likely an impossible one: 300 miles at 15 knots in half a gale, on the offchance of finding twenty ships that have been hove-to for three days in a position

  depending on a week-old estimate: with visibility less than two miles, and about six hours of daylight to play with. No wonder the senior officers of escort-groups are men of half-humorous

  despair.




  For a convoy to heave-to in bad weather, especially if it has to turn to face a following gale, endless care is needed, and a good slice of luck as well. There may be sixty

  ships or more, close together and with unequal and sometimes very large turning-circles, swinging round 180 degrees into the wind, and many of them may have been yawing wildly for the past hour.

  Getting round is a slow operation—for the smaller ships dangerously so; and when it is accomplished there is usually a good deal of trimming up to be done before the convoy is in shape

  again.




  In the night they separate for safety’s sake, perhaps clinging to one consort, one pin-point stern-light in a howling wilderness, shouldering the waves, shaking themselves free of water

  when they ship a heavy one, their screws turning just enough to keep steerage-way. On watch in a corvette, it is a matter of patience and a damned good look-out; for there is usually some smart

  Alec who decides that he’s had enough of it, and squares away before the gale and comes roaring down-wind at fourteen knots, leaving it to the other bloke to get out of the way.




  When daylight comes, if the weather has moderated, we look hopefully round, sight one ship and then a couple more, dash backwards and forwards persuading them to form up; and then, with, say,

  six tankers and a couple of merchant packets in company, comes the job of guessing the night’s drift, roughing out some sort of D.R. position and laying a course for the next rendezvous or

  landfall. If you sight other ships on the way, you coax them into the party; sometimes it is a case of two corvettes, each with a miniature convoy in tow, trying to attract custom by bluffing about

  the sights they haven’t taken or by specious promises of joining the main body in two hours at the outside. . . . And, of course, you pray all the time for improving weather and a sight of

  the sun, which will put an end to guess-work and prevent the whole issue running ashore at either Namsos or Ostend.




  Terrific calculations take place as soon as we make our first landfall, calculations as intricate and as dependent on fortune as any Delphic prophecy.




  The stake is a high one—the saving of a tide. If the main diverted portion causes no delay when it breaks off: if the convoy can increase speed by at least half a knot: if we are not

  landed with the X, Y, or Z portions, bound for different ports: if we can find the Outer Buoy quickly and part company there instead of escorting all the way home (usually the canteen-boat’s

  job): if we can then break the port speed-limit without attracting the attention of an examination vessel: if there is no fog in the approaches: if we can get up river in an hour and a quarter and

  oil in two and a half—then we’ll just get through the dock-gates with ten minutes to spare and gain a whole night ashore.




  Signal from air-escort over convoy:




  ‘Fancy escorting a bloody Irishman.’




  Destroyers sometimes lose the convoy. Then, having been unseen for three days, they dash up when the convoy is just going up river and start signalling all round the horizon.

  In the end, you come to think that they have been there the whole time without any unaccountable gaps.




  Perhaps they even deceive themselves.




  Once, when we were nearing home, we had a signal that mines had been laid in the approach-channel, and that ships were to anchor until the fairway was clear. Escort vessels

  congregated while sweeping was going on, seemingly impatient, but when the port was declared open there was no sort of competition to be first down the line. A great deal of cumbersome

  manœuvring took place, and such signals as ‘Please pass ahead of me’—‘I am not oiling now—go ahead’—’My speed reduced to three knots—will

  go up last’ passed to and fro like smooth drawing-room courtesies. . . . Finally a large, baleful destroyer signalled to the junior corvette: ‘Proceed up river forthwith,’ and the

  rest of us fell gracefully into line. Dinner with the Borgias was served.




  There is satisfaction in delivering a big convoy: a long line of laden ships that have been in company for thousands of miles, now moving slowly up river at the end of their

  journey, is one of the finest sights that the war can offer. No wonder one watches them with pride and a certain proprietary pleasure as well; they have been a responsibility for many days and

  nights, and now the responsibility is discharged. Even if there are gaps they are not big ones; they have been closed and forgotten in the routine triumph of the majority.




  That’s why we like our job, I suppose: it shows results. We are proud of those results and of a lot of other things besides. And why not? We are proud of our ship, of the way she

  can take it and the tough answers she can hand out in return: we think she’s a good outfit to belong to. We are proud of our crack guns’-crews, and of our immensely resourceful

  signalmen. (I myself am proud of my depth-charge section: the last time it was in action it tossed the things overboard like chicken-feed and, in rough weather, broke its own harbour record

  for firing and reloading.)




  We are proud of the scores of convoys we have escorted; proud of being a good ship’s company. We have to be: the job calls for nothing less. We have seamen aboard who can meet any

  emergency and deal with it; and the Captain is the best seaman of all. We are proud of that, too.




  We like reading about ourselves in the newspapers: we enjoy what one might call their highly coloured understatements. We are the smallest ships that operate regularly in the North Atlantic in

  winter: we have to keep going in appalling weather, weather that must really be seen to be believed. After a long and rough trip, when everything in the mess-decks—bedding, lockers, spare

  gear—has been wet through for days, and cooking anything but tea has been out of the question, we may have to oil, store, and go out again all in a matter of hours. We may be closed up at

  action-stations for days on end: certainly we are often never out of our clothes for a fortnight or more at a stretch.




  Why not be proud? Destroyers are all right, of course; but corvettes are the tough babies, and we’re in corvettes.




  For a variety of reasons the job is very much easier in summer: the weather is kind, the sun a blessing, the nights short and (up North) barely dark. With only three hours or

  so to develop their attack, submarines can by day be kept below the surface by our aircraft and made unable to catch the convoy up in the short time when surface progress is feasible for them. But

  against this, longer daylight gives the bombers far more chance: sometimes darkness is only the short respite between two attacks.




  It is a harsh fate (or a harsh Admiral) which sends corvettes, not equipped with refrigerators or more than a limited supply of fresh meat and vegetables, on the south-bound

  run in summer—fifteen days or more of blinding heat, solaced by tinned beans and beautiful corned beef. Coming on top of Arctic weather all winter, it did seem that they were doing their

  worst for us. And how quickly summer was over: two Gibraltar runs and a boiler-clean, and we were back to the merry North Atlantic, and a particularly murderous party in vile weather to kick off

  with.




   




   




   




   




  4 INTERLUDES




   




  Going down to Gibraltar, in midsummer.




  The sea became calmer than ever, the sky a deeper blue, the sun a hot caress; the barometer scaled unbelievable heights, and stayed there. Daily the sextant-angle at the meridian showed a more

  tropical figure. We passed whales and basking sharks, and once a turtle, paddling manfully westward. M. swore to having seen flying-fish in his watch: a warm breeze, imaginatively spiced with

  oranges, blew from the southeast, and odd rigs were seen about the ship—bare legs, singlets, sandals, shameful tattooings. . . . Even the fact that, after ten days at sea, meals now consisted

  (in tropical heat) of tinned sausages and beans and smoking hot potatoes in their jackets, and that there was no limejuice or fruit of any kind, could not spoil the attraction of that southward

  journey.




  It was the genuine summer begun at last, the relief and compensation we had all been waiting for throughout months of winter hardship; no wonder there were sing-songs and the drone of a

  mouth-organ in the dog-watches, no wonder there were naked stokers laid out like half-cooked bullocks on the after-deck, no wonder that, in the canvas bath rigged in the port waist, a noisy

  road-house gaiety was soon under way. This was what we had all been earning ever since the black onset of last October.




  And what a landfall was granted us to finish up with—Spain on the port hand and Africa on the starboard: Cape Trafalgar and Cape Spartel, with a glow in the sky ahead marking the lit

  waterfront of Tangier. My watch ended with Tangier abeam, but I stayed on while it grew lighter, and Tarifa came into view and an extraordinary smell of burnt grass came out of Africa, and dawn

  broke and the Rock showed at last, and the failing lighthouse off Europa Point winked twice and then gave in to the sun.




  The harbour was full of heavy stuff; the Rock, close to, was as impressive as I had expected, and always suggesting more than it revealed—stones that were something else,

  scrub that surely hid weapons, sunlight over all: a bristling fortress decked out as scenery. Gibraltar becomes a sort of Boom Town at night, the narrow streets crammed with Forces in white or

  khaki shorts. Standing, as I did, at a balcony window with a tallish glass of Tio Pepe sherry, one looks down on Main Street chockful of people, a parading stream eddying out at the corners and

  overflowing into shops and bars. The latter, luring customers with music and chorus-singing, do a roaring trade; and in the oddly-named shops everyone buys silk stockings and cosmetics and perfumes

  of considerable fame and rarity and suspicious abundance.
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