
[image: cover]



Also by Robert Weintraub


The Victory Season




The House That Ruth Built




[image: Image Missing]


 


 


[image: Image Missing]

www.johnmurray.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2015 by John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Robert Weintraub 2015


The right of Robert Weintraub to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Maps drawn by David Lambert


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-444-79695-7


John Murray (Publishers)


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.johnmurray.co.uk



For my family, in particular my mother, the first
(and still foremost) Judy in my life


Courage is not having the strength to go on; it is going on when you don’t have the strength.

—Theodore Roosevelt



A Note to the Reader


Multiple place-names are referred to or spelled the way they were during World War II, and have changed since. This is the case for some large places on the maps, such as Siam (now Thailand), as well as several small ones, such as the cities, towns, and villages in Sumatra, most of which are spelled slightly differently today.




Prologue


The two friends huddled close together, each of them the other’s saving grace in a world gone to hell.


It was June 26, 1944. The friends were prisoners of war, having been held by the Japanese on the remote, mostly forgotten island of Sumatra since early 1942. They were now crammed into the hold of a ship, the SS Van Waerwijck, that the Japanese were using to transport POWs from one camp to another. The hold was several feet below the surface of the South China Sea, and the men crushed together on the floor were desperately trying to breathe in the fetid air. The temperature hovered near one hundred degrees. The pair of buddies had managed to gain purchase on a ledge near a porthole, which provided a hint of relief from the airless void below. But the slow crawl along the Sumatran coast elongated the amount of time they spent in the punishing heat.


Both were painfully thin, suffering from malnourishment throughout their two years of captivity. They had been reduced to eating rats and snakes to stay alive. Diseases like malaria and beriberi stalked them every day. They suffered frequent beatings and threats of death. They were sent on brutally hard, often pointless work details and endured the kinds of situations that caused horrible feelings of depression, abandonment, and apathy in even the strongest-minded of prisoners.


There was nothing terribly unusual about POWs suffering horribly at the hands of their Japanese captors. All across the Pacific theater, Allied captives were experiencing similar punishment. But there was one thing unusual about this particular duo of prisoners.


One of them was a dog.


Her name was Judy, and her life had already seen more than its share of adventure and dangers long before she found herself aboard that “hell ship.” Judy was a purebred English pointer, a fine brown-spots-over-white example of this sporting and noble breed. But unlike most pointers, Judy showed from her first days that she preferred to be in the thick of the action rather than merely point to it for the benefit of others.


She was born in a kennel in the British section of Shanghai in 1936 and spent the next five years as the treasured mascot of a Royal Navy gunboat crew patrolling the Yangtze River. In 1939, Judy’s ship was transferred to Singapore as the British Admiralty prepared for war in the Pacific. Not long after that, in the summer of 1941, Frank Williams arrived in the Lion City, having just turned twenty-two years old and serving as a leading aircraftman in the Royal Air Force. Many disasters later, man and dog eventually met at a POW camp—and were inseparable thereafter. Frank had even risked his life to ensure Judy was granted official POW status.


Frank was a committed caretaker to the brave and crafty pointer, but his protection provided a thin veneer that could only go so far in the everyday reality of being held by the Japanese—as was proven when the POWs were herded onto the Van Waerwijck.


Noon passed, and the heat and humidity in the hold were stupefying. Rivers of sweat dripped from the sardined mass of bodies—more than a thousand in all. The floor slopped and sloshed as the ship plowed through the waves. If it weren’t for the sliver of air that passed through the porthole and onto her face, the fur-lined Judy may well have succumbed to the heat even more quickly than the men.


Then there was a sudden flash of light, followed immediately by a tremendous explosion almost dead center amidships. Fires erupted throughout the hold, and the torpid lump of prisoners leapt to life as if electrocuted. The men were just beginning to sort out what had happened when a second, even larger explosion ripped through the hold.


The ship had been struck by torpedoes. Their origin, tragically enough, was a British sub that had no idea the steamer carried a cargo of Allied POWs. Because of this accidental friendly fire, dozens of men were killed outright, and the remaining hundreds would surely join them if they didn’t find a way through the burning, twisted wreckage in the hold.


From his perch near the porthole, Frank had a clear view of the mayhem, and it chilled him to the bone. The cargo from the deck had crashed down upon the POWs, killing and injuring many and creating an industrial obstacle course that limited the chances of a quick escape. For a man carrying a dog that weighed about fifty pounds, it would be impossible.


So Frank turned to Judy, noting that the faithful dog hadn’t run off in the chaos and was remaining calm under extraordinary pressure. Frank picked her up, gave her a quick last hug, and shoved her halfway out the porthole. The pointer looked back with an expression of confusion and sadness, and, perhaps, given her history of close scrapes, a glimmer of “Here we go again.”


“Swim!” Frank yelled to Judy, while giving her one last push that sent her flying out the porthole. Below, the ocean was roiling and filling with oil and debris from the dying ship. The screams of the stricken filled the air. In a second, maybe two, the dog would be swimming for her life amid the wreckage.


And her best friend was still trapped inside the sinking Van Waerwijck.


Judy tumbled through the air as the water raced up to meet her.




CHAPTER 1


Mascot


In September of 1936, two British sailors went looking for a dog. They were sailors on the HMS Gnat, one of the flotilla of gunboats that flew the Union Jack up and down the Yangtze River, protecting shipping, repelling pirates, and serving the interests of the crown, in whatever capacity that might take. The boat was in Shanghai for its annual refit and repair, but the job was mostly finished. The two officers had time to squeeze in one last important shore activity before resuming their patrol.


The men of the Gnat were in a quandary. Several other gunboats had animals on board as mascots—two cats on the Bee, a parrot on the Ladybird, even a monkey on the Cicala. Recently, the Gnat had encountered another gunboat, the Cricket, on the river, and their mascot, a large boxer-terrier mix named Bonzo, had put on such a show of barking and bristling that the men of the Gnat felt at a loss without a mascot of their own to answer in kind.


After much discussion, the officers of the boat decided to get a dog of their own. So the two gunboatmen, Lieutenant Commander J. M. G. Waldegrave, who was skipper of the Gnat, and Chief Petty Officer Charles Jeffery, the ship’s bosun, meandered over to the Shanghai Dog Kennels in the British settlement, looking for a proper specimen to represent their ship.


They fell in love with Judy straightaway, especially when she leapt into Jeffery’s arms when he whistled a hello in her direction. She wasn’t a puppy anymore, but neither was she fully grown. A short time later, she officially belonged to the Royal Navy, having been legally adopted by the service rather than by any one member of it. Her new home would not be one of the grand houses or apartments that dotted the British settlement. She would not have a yard to romp in, trees in which to hone her natural instinct to hunt and “point out” game, or children to play with. Instead, Judy would become the mascot and best friend of a group of hardened sailors on board a steel warship.


Before the sailors left, an Englishwoman, Miss Jones, who ran the kennels, gave the sailors some background about their new and remarkable dog.


For the first few months of her life, she didn’t even have a name.


The puppy was all warm fur and cold nose, one of a litter of seven wriggling, mewling pups born to a regal purebred English pointer. She lived—for the moment, anyway—in the Shanghai Dog Kennels, boarder of pets and unclaimed pups for the bustling Chinese city’s British denizens. It was February 1936. Shanghai shivered under a damp cold, and an icy wind whipped through the streets that separated the city’s eclectic combination of modernized western buildings and ramshackle slums.


There were five thousand British residents in Shanghai, and it seemed as though each had a dog to call his or her own. Breeds capable of large litters were favored, which accounted for the many pointers in the city. Miss Jones was present when one of her beautiful English pointers gave birth. The pups were kept at the kennels until they could be given away, generally an easy process in the English settlement.


One of the puppies, her coat a sparkling white dotted with liver-colored spots and splotches, her head, ears, and snout entirely brown, continually scraped about the perimeter of the fenced-in area where the newborns played. While the others stuck close to their mother, rolling happily in the dirt, this restless bundle of energy was already trying to escape.


Which she did, three weeks into her young life.


Lee Sung, a woman who lived and worked at the kennels, had a daughter, Ming, who often helped with the dogs after school. She was the first to notice the pup was missing, a fact confirmed by her mother, who carefully cleared the other dogs from the area in an attempt to find the escapee. What she discovered instead was a hole under the fence, dug by this restless dog. The pup had then jumped over a short wall and was now at large on the streets of Shanghai, one of the largest, busiest, noisiest cities in the world.


The horns of the motorcars, the buzzing of the horseflies, the alternately high and guttural notes of Shanghainese, the extremely tonal language spoken in the city—so many sights and sounds would have overloaded the senses of any visitor to the city. The blurring of the bicycles, the bamboo construction platforms climbing dizzyingly into the air, the endless stream of people, and the smells, in particular, were surely overwhelming. Dogs smell the world in much the same manner that humans see it, and a journey onto the streets of Old Shanghai was an olfactory wonderland. Smoke emanating from various storefronts, chimneys, and mouths. Soot flowing from the numerous factories that lined the area. The outpouring of petroleum distillates, cooking and heating oil, burning rubber, charcoal embers—the very air itself textured and subdivided into zones of precise aromas.


But in short order the pup would have lost interest in the incredible sensory overload in favor of zeroing in on the all-important job of foraging for food. Shanghai is historically one of the world’s best eating cities, but famine had swept the land in 1936, and the great metropolis was feeling the lack of food. Shanghai in the 1930s was, far more than today, a leafy place full of greenswards, but the pup instinctively headed for places where there were people—and where there weren’t other, larger animals.


At such a young age she would have been desperate for her mother, for guidance, warmth, and, most of all, milk. Newborn dogs in general are wanderers by nature, eager from the first to explore their surroundings, but their innate tendency is to return to mama. Why this curious pup made such an effort to escape and leave the bosom of family and shelter is unknown. But she would prove to be a most unusual dog, so it is only fitting that her first action was to push the envelope. She was lucky it didn’t cost her her life. Too small and inexperienced to kill anything herself, she managed to survive on scraps pulled from garbage dumps and the odd handout from passersby. Her liver-and-white coloring dulled, and her ribs protruded from her body.


Food was difficult to come by, but in a stroke of great fortune, the young pointer was given a lifeline. She stumbled upon the back door of a general store run by a man known only as Mr. Soo. There were plenty of such shops on the western side of Shanghai, where the Brits, Americans, and Germans maintained their “quarters.” They sold a hodgepodge of items to westerners and locals, including herbal remedies, birdcages, soups of various flavors, religious artifacts, household knickknacks, and good luck charms. Soo sold whatever he came across that would turn a profit, however small. He didn’t make much money, but it was better than hauling lumber or pulling whites across the city on a rickshaw.


It was early spring by now, but the city remained chilly. One bitter afternoon, Soo went behind his shop to discard some trash in the alley. His attention was caught by the sound of high-pitched crying, and he noticed movement among the cardboard detritus. There was a small dog, only several weeks old at the most, whimpering and looking at Soo with huge, watery brown eyes. It was clear that the dog was very hungry and quite cold. So Soo went back inside and brought the dog some scraps of food, which she downed immediately.


For the next few weeks, perhaps as long as three months (precise details aren’t known), Soo kept the dog alive by providing her with food and a place inside the shop to safely bed down at night. Here, the pup could hide from the nocturnal predators who were desperate for something to eat—a group that included many citizens of Shanghai. A Chinese proverb, born of the nation’s long, sad history of famine, states, “If its back faces the sun, it can be eaten.” That surely included dogs.


But when the first calamity of many in this particular canine’s life fell upon her, it wasn’t the result of attempted predation. Instead, it was plain cruelty. And it came courtesy of an enemy she and her friends would grow to know all too well.


Japan was at the end of a period of intense military growth and shipbuilding, and the country was ready to flex her regional muscle. Having already occupied Manchuria and cowed Korea into subjugation, Japan now set her sights on the Chinese mainland. The Imperial Navy had shelled Shanghai in 1932; it was the most critical city in the country from a military perspective, due to its strategic control of the Yangtze River. The two countries brokered a tentative peace shortly thereafter, but Japanese warships were a frequent sight on Chinese waterways, and their sailors were often found in Shanghai bars, drinking Tsingtao beer or the local rice wine. The western nations patrolled the river as well, and United States and Royal Marines and sailors were also regular visitors to these establishments. The uneasy peace between the powers often exploded into drunken brawls of east against west, with the burly, fist-fighting westerners taking on the more agile Japanese, who countered with karate moves known by all in military service.


On a rainy day in May, a group of Japanese sailors from a gunboat that had anchored in the Yangtze participated in a pub crawl up and down the Bund, Shanghai’s riverside carnival. They wandered into Mr. Soo’s nearby shop, perhaps to find some light food to go, perhaps to purchase a prophylactic for the rest of the night’s frivolity, or perhaps to obtain some painkillers in anticipation of the next day’s hangover.


The sailors, dressed in full uniforms, began squabbling over something with Soo. In short order, voices were raised, tempers flared, and the Japanese men began to beat Soo, who was in no condition to battle a group of young men primed for combat. When Soo was broken and bleeding, the sailors lost interest in him and began to demolish his shop. They were in the final stages of destruction when the pup, frightened by the noise yet curious when she heard the yells of her benefactor, wandered in through the back door.


If this were a Hollywood story, the dog would bare its teeth, snarl menacingly, and scare away the bad men, then attract medical help for the old man. But in reality, the frail little beast could barely summon the agility to scamper away from the kick of one sailor, and the missile hurled by a second. A third Japanese sailor managed to snag her by the neck, and he brought the pup out the front door and onto the street.


The dog was crying madly, scared and in pain, but the sailor ignored her yelps. He held her, arms outstretched, then punted her like a football across the street and into a pile of debris. The group of funanori (Japanese sailors) then resumed their drunken revelry and disappeared.


They could not know that the dog they had treated so barbarously would survive many more travels and travails, and even become a minor thorn in the side of the Japanese war machine. As it was, the free kick left the sad little pointer near an abandoned doorway, where she crawled and collapsed, too hurt and frightened to move any farther. She merely sat and whimpered.


But her placement was fortuitous, for after a time her soft mewls were heard by a little girl walking past the doorway. It was none other than Lee Ming, the daughter of the Shanghai Dog Kennels employee Lee Sung. Ming recognized the wayward pointer immediately, even though weeks of street life had left the little dog in poor shape.


“Oh little one, where have you been?” she asked the dog, who clearly remembered the little girl as well, though she could barely summon the energy to wag her tail.


Ming picked up the dog carefully, buried her in the folds of her raincoat, and took her back to the kennels, which were only a few blocks away.


Miss Jones was there, tending to several animals in the courtyard.


“Look who I found!” Ming displayed the prodigal puppy with pride.


“Goodness! Is that our missing pointer?” Miss Jones exclaimed. After looking at her closely, she confirmed it was the same pup whose interest in the outside world had nearly killed her. “It really is the one that ran away. I think we should give her a bath and a good dinner, don’t you?” she asked Ming.


They examined the dog, cleaned her, and gave her some much-needed food. The little dog lay peacefully while she was poked, prodded, and gently scolded by the women for being too curious and adventurous for her own good.


At one point, Ming murmured to her, “You’re okay; there, there little Shudi.”


“Why did you call her Shudi, Ming?” Miss Jones asked.


The little girl lifted the pup and wrapped her in a blanket, where she promptly closed her eyes and fell asleep in Ming’s arms.


“I’ve always called her that. Shudi means peaceful. Look at her.” The exhausted pup realized she was being talked about, opened a lone eye to ensure all was well, and went back to sleep.


“Doesn’t she look peaceful?”


“Indeed she does,” said Miss Jones. “And that shall be her name—Judy.”


For the first time since she had slipped out of her cage perhaps months before, the little pointer was at last safe once more, complete with a new name. It is somewhat surprising that she was so quick to embrace humans—even well-meaning ones—after her treatment at the hands of the Japanese sailors, but as the noted dog trainer Jennifer Arnold has said, “The only indication of lack of intelligence in dogs I’ve ever seen is their willingness to forgive us for so much.”


Her mother and siblings were gone by now, but she no longer had to worry about scrounging for her next meal. Ordinarily, she could look forward to adoption and a comfortable life with a loving family. She found instead a life full of adventure, dangers, and wonderment, and more friends who thought of her as family than she ever would have met in the backyard of a Shanghai manse.


By the time Judy came aboard the Gnat in 1936, China had been mostly reunited under the banner of General Chiang Kai-shek and his Kuomintang (KMT); only the ragtag Communist army led by Mao Tse-tung remained to combat Chiang. But the larger threat stemmed from the Japanese. The Land of the Rising Sun had augmented its naval presence on the Yangtze while sending thousands of troops and much of its airpower to recently conquered Manchuria. The Japanese were clearly spoiling for a fight. When they weren’t fighting in bars, relations on the river between sailors of east and west remained mostly cordial, but tensions were mounting. And the Chinese were caught in the middle, often resenting the westerners but abjectly fearing the Japanese.


Despite the growing sense that war was coming, service in China was not high profile by Royal and U.S. Navy standards—there was little of the esprit of the mainline battleships and destroyers that ruled the oceans elsewhere. Discipline wasn’t as severe on the gunboats, and the sailors’ relationships with the local Chinese, the crew of other ships, and each other was more relaxed and humane than it was in other quarters of the globe.


This less stringent attitude allowed Judy to flourish as a beloved member of the crew aboard the Gnat, a status she would repay with her service.


Thirteen gunboats served in the Yangtze Flotilla under Rear Admiral Lewis G. E. Crabbe. The Gnat was part of the Insect class of gunboats, small and maneuverable in order to navigate the varying widths and depths of the river, but potent as well, armed with several big guns, including antiaircraft cannons. Originally designed to show the flag and intimidate the Austro-Hungarian Navy on the Danube, the gunboats proved especially well-suited for action on the powerful currents of the Yangtze.


Western gunboats had been sailing on Chinese waterways since the late 1850s. The Treaty of Tientsin, which ended the Second Opium War in 1858, lifted commercial restrictions on western traders in China (which was the war’s main aim, despite the narcotic title). The foreign merchants, operating deep in the Chinese interior, needed protection, so the treaty contained a clause permitting western warships to ply the Yangtze, which reached a thousand miles into the heart of the Middle Kingdom. The Brits were the pioneers, but American and French boats swiftly followed.


The turn of the century saw an explosion in the presence of western fleets in China. The British sent a pair of brand-new ships, Woodlark and Woodcock, designed for river piloting and fighting. Along with the American and French vessels, there were ships guarding German, Italian, and Japanese interests. They added to the immense commercial traffic floating up and down the crucial artery, turning the Yangtze into a picturesque riot of colorful sails and masts, darkened only by the black coal smoke from the more modern ships. From elegant junks to rickety sampans to creaky steam-driven paddleboats to the intimidating iron hulks of the gunboats, a pleasant afternoon could be passed lying on the riverbank and watching the regatta cruise past.


By the 1920s, China was riven by internecine fighting among potent warlords, each of whom carved out a fiefdom and held on to it tenaciously. Merchant steamers passing through their territories were expected to pay tribute, and they were often pirated and looted regardless of whether they complied. The warships were kept busy protecting the merchants and were often confrontational (the movie The Sand Pebbles, starring Steve McQueen as a sailor on an American gunboat on the Yangtze, centers on this period). In one notable incident, several British steamers were captured by troops belonging to the powerful warlord Yang Sen. The gunboats shelled Yang’s base in the city of Wanhsien, killing up to five thousand Chinese in the process of freeing their merchant marines. In the wake of the fighting, there were major riots in multiple cities, and the gunboats had to come to the rescue of harassed westerners until matters eased late in the summer of 1926.


On Judy’s first afternoon in the Royal Navy, many of the Gnat’s men were killing time in the mess belowdecks when the upside-down head of the coxswain appeared through the hatch. He was grinning like a demented imp.


“All hands on deck in ten minutes!” he boomed.


Once assembled, the crew was introduced to their newest member.


According to Charles Jeffery, the bosun, Lieutenant Commander Waldegrave stepped forward. “As you know,” he began, “the ship’s canteen committee recently voted for us to take on a pet. I have studied your very interesting suggestions, most of which I have had to disregard as either impractical or perverse, and decided our ship’s pet should have three qualifications.


“Because we can do with some female companionship, the first qualification is that it be a female. Second, she would be attractive, and third, she should have to earn her keep.


“From this point on, future shooting parties going ashore to hunt will no longer be able to return aboard with just one duckling while stoutly averring they shot down twenty-three, only to have lost them in the brush!”


At that, the quartermaster led Judy out to the men. She was on a lead, and in the memory of most of those present, she looked a bit apprehensive. But when a mighty cheer went up in her honor, she broke out in a grin—tongue out, jowls up, tail wagging furiously—that would become a familiar sight aboard the Gnat in the years to come.


“Here she is, gentlemen,” Waldegrave said. “Meet the first lady of the gunboats—Judy of the Royal Navy.”


Because her mother, Kelly, had been owned by a family from the Sussex region of England, she was known in the official kennel records as “Kelly of Sussex.” Her litter was referred to this way as well, so in the Royal Navy archives, Judy was officially called “Judy of Sussex.”


Jeffery, who served as a “buffer” between deck officers and crew, called her just that in his diary entry from that first day of Judy’s embarkation on the Gnat: “Judy of Sussex is a thoroughbred pointer coloured brown and white. She is the most lovable creature. As the Captain and I had been the ones to buy her for the ship’s company, he decided I should keep her forward so that she would not get too familiar with the men and so spoil our chances to train her for the gun.”


Alas, this quickly proved impossible, as a later diary entry notes:


“The ship’s company love and treat Judy as a pet, and I am delighted that the men share her. But of course our chances of making her a trained gun dog are very small.”


Pointers are a hunting breed, commonly known as a “gun dog.” The English varietal descends from the Spanish pointer, a dog that is the result of the fusing of hounds and spaniels. Specifically, the pointer was bred to stiffen and train its gaze and posture directly at hidden game (mainly birds). Previous hunting dogs had bounded into the bush to flush out game, but the act of pointing allowed the hunter to get his bearings, check his weapon, and ready himself before the dog went tearing into the trees to send the poor quail or duck scurrying into the air. Naturally, hunters using pointers saw their success rate skyrocket and their bellies fill as a result. The breed’s aptitude as a hunting companion was enhanced by its friendly disposition and clear intelligence.


The Spanish pointers were bred into existence sometime in the seventeenth century by members of the Hidalgo aristocracy, proud and masterful sportsmen and landowners who created the dog in their image, according to Ernest Hart’s history of the breed. “Sleek but powerful, noble and fleet in the field, the Spanish dog on point was like a statue of mottled marble, a piece of sculpted beauty molded by the hands of a master who produced the ultimate in balance and clean-cut muscular elegance.”


The English version was crossbred with foxhounds to be much lighter and of greater stamina than their powerful sprinter cousins from Spain. It took some doing, and for a long while the resulting English pointers lost the easygoing personality and turned “ferocious,” according to many sporting guides of the eighteenth century. Eventually, the sharp tinge was bred out of the English pointer, and the breed regained its pleasantness to man. But one remnant of the fiercer early pointers remained in the new version—a tremendous drive and competitiveness. On the hunting ground, this was shown by the animal’s intensity and attention to detail in doing the job of pointing out game. Owners were dazzled by the breed’s focus and determination when “on duty.”


In Judy’s case, that natural ability to point out birds and other game would never be developed. But that drive and determination would be the compelling characteristic of her life. This was particularly noticeable in her eyes, a deep liquid brown that shone with intensity. Dogs, unlike most animals, actually look humans in the eye when interacting. When Judy gazed upon her two-legged friends, the look radiated intelligence and fervor.


As a hunting companion, though, she was a failure. Pointers mature early, and Judy’s crucial first experiences were spent not at the side of a hunter who taught her to point, but on the streets of Shanghai, alone, constantly searching for food to keep her alive. The officer’s head mess boy, a Chinese lad, noted this instinct at an early stage of Judy’s time on board the Gnat. He told the officers that the only time Judy went rigid and “pointed” in the proper manner was when she smelled dinner cooking. Judy would then stiffen and turn her attention toward the galley.




CHAPTER 2


Dog Overboard


Before Judy could save anyone aboard the Gnat, she required saving herself.


The still-growing pointer had been aboard the vessel for about six weeks, happily exploring every nook and cranny. There were a few areas, like the wardroom and the bridge, that were off-limits except by special invitation, and she quickly learned to avoid those. She also learned very early on that the Chinese cooks and mess boys didn’t welcome her in the galley—they thought her unclean, but also saw her as potential dinner.


Perhaps there was a bit of prejudice in Jeffery’s diary entry of October 14, when he wrote that “Judy, the lovely lass, just barely tolerates the Chinese crewmen on board,” but the opinion was based in truth. The kitchen workers and the dog agreed to give one another a wide berth.


Otherwise, Judy roamed freely, without a leash. She had been given an official ship’s book number, allowing her full status as a member of the crew, and she could be found at any given time with the gun crews while they were at work, high up in the foredeck with the lookouts, or below with resting crewmen—just about anywhere she could find company. Pointers are very sociable animals, and Judy in particular, after her lonely hardship on the streets of Shanghai, seemed to welcome companionship.


Her “quarters” were an open box and a ship’s blanket, which at first were outside Jeffery’s quarters but soon were moved all over, both by sailors and by Judy herself when the mood struck. The crew would stop and laugh when their dog would pull her box with her teeth across companionways and up and down gangways—even pushing it down ladders when the need arose.


Life on the gunships was unusual for the crew. It was an out-of-the-way posting, utterly without glamor, and, even by naval standards, short on comfort. The gunboats usually patrolled alone or in pairs, but due to the contour of the river, they never patrolled in large groups or as a combined fleet. That meant a refreshing lack of signals and semaphore emanating from the flagship. For the most part, the men who served aboard the gunboats relished this bit of freedom from ordinary naval operations. These men loved the ships and the job—and this was due in no small part to the outsourcing of menial duties, such as cooking, cleaning, and scrubbing the decks, to Chinese contractors who were paid a small fortune by local standards to keep the gunboats crisp and sparkling. As such, the men, while frequently bored, seldom developed the resentments of the average tar, who bristled at being told to “swab the poop deck, sharpish.”


The total crew on board was roughly three dozen at any given time, made up of two or three officers, six or so petty officers, and twenty rank-and-file seamen. Six full-time Chinese workers were part of the official crew, with as many day laborers on board to assist.


The living quarters were backward in contrast to most naval vessels. On the gunboats, the officers lived up front near the bow, with the men behind them. The quarters ranged from comfy to brutal, depending on rank. One American officer described the disparity on the USS Elcano: “The Captain’s Quarters [sic] were fairly commodious for such a small ship … and because of the hull conformation, shaped like the end of a bathtub. The skipper enjoyed the luxury of a tub and flush toilet, but lesser officers used a small steel cubicle on deck, barely large enough to squeeze into, which housed shower and archaic sanitary facilities.”


Those boxy structures combining toilet and shower were standard issue on the gunboats, regardless of nationality. They were in the stern, or back, of the boat, meaning waste was easily disposed into the river. A female guest aboard a British gunboat once queried after their purpose, and an officer replied, “That, Madam, is where we deal with our secret papers.”


The ships were oddities in their own right. Instead of exhaust funnels running the length of the ship, the river vessels had them side by side, offering a look that was hardly the aquiline sleekness most navy ships preferred to show. The typical gunboat was about 250 feet long, 36 feet high at the beam, and displaced around 650 tons. The term “gunboat” was mostly literal—they were basically hulls with a sheet of iron welded on top, with only the bridge, the masts, and the guns sticking out. An Insect-class vessel like the Gnat was armed with two six-inch artillery guns, a twelve-pound antiaircraft gun, and six Maxim .303 machine guns. It was a powerful sting, diverse enough to shell coastal targets, ward off air attacks, or strafe shipping or boarding parties, depending on the threat.


The river they sailed upon was and is one of the world’s great bodies of water. The name Yangtze has no meaning in the local tongue. It was probably a mistaken derivation of Yang-tzu, which was an old name for the important river city of Chinkiang. Foreigners in the town likely heard the name and assumed it applied to the great stream on which the city sat. Yang means “ocean” in many common dialects in China, so it’s possible the titanic river was given this title to properly credit its immensity. But more likely it was a gaffe by westerners, known locally as gwailos. Most Chinese call it jiang, simply, “the river.”


For those whose lives it shaped daily, the Yangtze was indeed a singularity that was as all-consuming as the earth or the sky. It comes streaming ice-cold and crystal clear from the mountainous Tibetan plateau, conflates with the Min River to become navigable about one thousand miles inland, and turns an ugly shade of brownish-yellow, a hue brought on by sediment, pollution, and excrement. It flows through a series of deep gorges (in the area of the notorious Three Gorges Dam, completed in 2012) that hamper all but the smallest ships before tumbling in a wide, roiling clamor toward Shanghai and the east coast. In all, the Yangtze flows nearly four thousand miles—though precise measurement is tricky, as the silt deposited at the river’s mouth pushes it thirty to forty feet farther into the East China Sea each year. Regardless, it is the longest river in Asia and the third-longest in the world, trailing only the Amazon and the Nile. The Yangtze Delta has traditionally been the nation’s heartland and heartbeat, providing as much as a quarter of China’s GDP.


The gunboats patrolled a six-hundred-mile stretch of the river between Shanghai on the eastern coast and Wuhan to the west. They occasionally sailed beyond this area, but as the Japanese threat grew in the 1930s, the Yangtze fleet stayed closer to Shanghai. As Angus Konstam, a historian of the gunboat fleet, wrote, “To the ancient Chinese, the river was the home to a great underwater dragon, whose changes in mood explained all river disasters, from flooding to shipwreck, stranding or piracy. The job of the Yangtze gunboats was to keep an eye on this dragon, and to protect Westerners from its wrath.”


Judy quickly grew friendly with the majority of the crew, from Waldegrave on down to the tars. Before long, however, she chose a favorite crewman to hang out with, the first of several men who would take the role of her best friend. His name was Able Seaman Jan Cooper, a low-ranking hand who often assisted in navigation or helming. On the Gnat, however, Cooper’s main role was to be in charge of the fresh water and food locker, and he was also the ship’s butcher, so it was no surprise that the perpetually hungry Judy preferred his company. On many Royal Navy vessels, the tankey, the moniker given to the seaman in charge of the tanks of water on board, was considered the second most important position, just after the captain, given his control of the stores. Tankey was an appropriate nickname for Cooper, who was built like a short, stout tank, with thick, powerful forearms and a deep chest.


Tankey Cooper would be responsible for feeding Judy her one meal per day and ensuring that the crew didn’t slip her extra table scraps. She needed to be kept in fighting trim, Waldegrave ordered, and Cooper was the man who had to scold his crewmates, even those who outranked him, when they tried to give the dog extra tidbits. Bars of chocolate were a definite no-no, as cocoa products tend to sicken dogs, though Judy, a true omnivore, was seldom finicky. The Chinese gunboats were unusual in that they kept beer on board, and every man had a daily ration. It was quickly discovered that Judy had a taste for the lager, so it was on Cooper to keep her sober as well.


In her early days on board the ship, Judy enjoyed visiting the steel plates at the front of the boat, as far forward as one could get. There were guardrails protecting the crew from being tossed in the ship’s path, but a man or a dog could easily circumvent them and venture out onto the edge.


Unfortunately, the steel was also slippery, which was why crewmen seldom ventured onto its surface without a safety line. Judy was a sure-footed beast, but she discovered the perils of the outboard plates the hard way one November morning.


Jeffery, the bosun, was walking forward when he noticed Judy slip under the guardrails and onto the steel. Suddenly, the Gnat lurched forward and to port to avoid some rocks, and the motion threw Judy off balance. Legs skittering desperately, she slipped and slid off the Gnat and into the muddy Yangtze.


“Man overboard!” Jeffery yelled, not stopping to consider the finer points of species distinction in the face of emergency.


“All stop and full astern!” commanded Waldegrave.


This was no ordinary dunking. Several men from western ships had been lost after falling into the river, which was particularly fast-moving, nonbuoyant, and murky. Villagers along the Yangtze drowned regularly in its cloudy depths. Chairman Mao plunged into the Yangtze at the Wuhan Bridge in 1966 in order to prove his vitality and capability to lead the nation through the Great Cultural Revolution. Surviving a dip in the river was considered an achievement even for a strong swimmer.


And pointers, unlike retrievers or hounds, aren’t natural swimmers.


The Gnat quickly stopped, maneuvered itself to face up-current, and launched one of its small powerboats. “The captain knew what was required and did just that,” Jeffery later recorded. Three men jumped into the powerboat: Leading Seaman Vic Oliver, an unnamed engine man, and a Chinese boy named Wugle who was in charge of keeping the boat at the ready. Despite the hurried operations, Judy was already a small dot far downriver, her brown head barely distinguishable against the muck of the water.


The current was running at about ten knots, and the water was choppy from a strong offshore breeze. It took about five minutes for the powerboat to catch up to the frantically paddling dog, pass her, turn in its wake, and power slowly upstream to her. When the boat was alongside Judy, Wugle reached over to grab her collar. But either he wasn’t strong enough to pull her aboard or Judy unexpectedly wrenched in his grasp, because Wugle suddenly went overboard too.


Now Oliver had to make a double rescue—and decide which of his swimming crewmates to pull aboard first. He chose the dog, both because she had been in the water longer and because he was disgusted with Wugle, later calling him a “silly boy” in the official debrief (stronger, more prejudiced epithets were used with his fellow crewmen when off the record). Wugle spat up a great mouthful of muddy water but appeared in no imminent danger of going under, so Oliver first made for the whining dog, who seemed to be ready to meet the bottom.


Holding the tiller between his legs, he and the engine man avoided Wugle’s mistake and used four hands to grab the desperate dog and haul her onto the powerboat. With Judy shivering but safe, Oliver puttered over to Wugle, and he too was rescued. The crew of the Gnat, watching from afar, gave out a mighty yell when the rescue boat turned back and made for her mother ship.


Oliver, tiller still between his legs, sent a semaphore message over the water to the Gnat—“Judy’s christening completed.”


When they returned aboard, Wugle went for a long bath, while Judy, caked in mud, was ordered to be disinfected. Jeffery handled bathing duties, noting that the dog was “scared and shivery at first, but I talked to her and walked her around the ship. She kept next to my bunk that night and the next day was quite okay.”


The dunking in the Yangtze was entered into the official logbook as a “Man Overboard and Away Lifeboat” incident, even though it had been a canine that had gone over. Meanwhile, Judy had learned a valuable lesson. From that point forward, she stayed off the steel outboard plates and refused to approach the guardrails when the boat was offshore. Even when going ashore on the gangway, Judy was “on alert,” according to a bemused Oliver, “ears at the cocked position and all systems at the ready.” One dip in the dangerous river was enough to teach Judy that she didn’t want another.


Soon after her fall into the water, the young pointer showed her systems were indeed “at the ready” in an important way. Judy had yet to prove her worth as a hunting dog, but she had been helping the crew in another area instead. “Cess boats” or “floating cesspits” were a constant hazard on the Yangtze. These were open boats that carried barrels of feces and urine out of villages for dumping in remote areas, and the slightest exposure to their overpowering stench could infect a ship for days, as though sprayed by a skunk (how the Chinese crews served aboard these sewer ships was a mystery to the western gunboat crews). Very early on in her service aboard the Gnat, Judy proved her strong nose was in working order. Whenever a cess boat approached, and she could sense it coming before it came into human vision, she began to bark and run in circles, her irritation rising to a crescendo. Her early clamoring allowed the crew to batten down hatches and portholes, ensuring that the rank odor didn’t remain part of the voyage once the ships passed one another.


Judy wasn’t necessarily barking a warning, though her human friends took it as such. Smell is incredibly important to a dog’s moment-to-moment existence. Dogs have a sense of smell far more powerful than that of humans, perhaps millions of times more powerful. Next to a dog, a man might as well not have a nose.


The German biologist Jakob von Uexküll coined the term umwelt (OOM-velt) to characterize an animal’s world and how a creature sees things, in order to differentiate it from what we as humans perceive the animal to be thinking or sensing. From Judy’s umwelt, or point of view, the powerful odor from the shitwagons wasn’t bad, or even something to be avoided. Indeed, to a canine, scat and urine are powerful message senders, relaying much about the creature that left it behind. Judy was no doubt overwhelmed by such a potent pile of messages and was creating havoc simply to convey her difficulty in processing it all, or her excitement at the idea. To the men of the Gnat, however, the barking allowed them to give the disgusting vessels a wide berth. This no doubt disappointed Judy, but in the eyes of the crew, it made her invaluable.


Judy’s sensory powers took on an importance of a different magnitude shortly after her dunking in the river. The Gnat, like all the gunboats, rarely operated at night, leaving only one or perhaps two men as lookouts while the ship was at anchor between dusk and dawn. On this day, the ship was just above the port city of Wuhu, about fifty miles inland from Shanghai, in a spot where the river narrowed appreciably.


Around three a.m., while the crew snored away, Judy jumped up from her box in the front of the boat and began barking furiously at something in the night. Not hesitating, the night watchman switched on the Gnat’s powerful Aldis searchlight, which illuminated a pair of junks drifting downstream toward the navy vessel.


They were river pirates, following their favored means of attack. The two ships flanked their prey while secured to each other by strong rope. When the pirates were on either side of the vessel, the rope would catch on the bow, and the junks would be swung right alongside. The pirates would then leap aboard the targeted ship, kill or incapacitate all aboard, and loot at will.


This time, however, the element of surprise had been lost, thanks to Judy. The watchman fired a pistol shot, which brought the pajama-clad crewmen out of their racks and on deck, small arms at the ready, while others manned the deck guns. As the leaders of each pirate vessel jumped onto the Gnat, one on each side, they were swiftly cut down, falling back into the river. Waldegrave ordered a long burst of fire from the ship’s main machine gun as a warning, and that the ropes that were holding the junks in place be cut. Meanwhile, Judy kept up her ferocious barking and bared her teeth at the nearer junk. The pirates abandoned the attack and drifted into the dark, hoping for less-prepared prey the next time out.


The jubilant sailors cheered their alert mascot. Sniffing out open-air latrines afloat on the river was one thing, but this was quite another. Judy had saved the ship by sensing danger. How exactly she had picked up on the silent approach of the pirates was a mystery, though the extreme sensitivity to danger could easily have been traced to her days as a puppy navigating the mean streets of Shanghai. Regardless, Judy’s ability to recognize approaching trouble in advance of her human friends would become a common occurrence in her life.


The crewmen gave Judy extra rations and much TLC as a reward, though they chalked up the repulsion of the pirate attack to a source other than her bared fangs—one member of the crew had appeared on deck clad only in a scarlet-colored pajama top, fiercely waving a fire axe, his bottoms having remained below.


That was surely more frightening than any angry dog.




CHAPTER 3


Shore Leave


Tankey Cooper was determined to teach Judy how to be a proper pointer, so he tried to pass along the techniques required for her to be an asset to the ship’s hunting parties. Re-provisioning with fresh game was essential for the gunboats, and the Gnat was slackening in its ability to procure some of the region’s plentiful poultry for her stores.


But while Cooper had a strong desire to teach, Judy did not have an equal inclination to learn. Despite the long hours Cooper spent with the animal, demonstrating what Judy was supposed to do by getting down on all fours himself alongside the ship’s chicken coops and “pointing” in a rigid manner, the lessons didn’t take. She would just hop around her friend, playing rather than studying. “I think she took the whole thing as entertainment,” Cooper recorded.


One afternoon, he took Judy ashore for her first real test, working on the assumption that once she was out in the field, natural instincts would take over. The lone time she pointed in perfect form, like something right out of the manual, came early in the hunt. Unfortunately, instead of directing the men’s shotguns at a bird, she was pointing right at Tankey. With a frenzied shout of “Don’t bloody shoot!” Cooper managed to avoid disaster.


On another attempt, Judy disappeared into the brush, presumably to flush ducks or quail. She was gone for a long time, and Tankey eventually went off to search for her. A little ways on, he heard a heartrending howl, the likes of which he’d never heard from the dog. He crashed through the forest, following the sounds.


Then he saw her, a picture of abject misery. She had plunged into a large pool of mud or perhaps quicksand, Tankey couldn’t tell which. In his haste to rescue his friend, he plunged into the mire himself, only realizing what he had done once he was in up to his chest.


It turns out it wasn’t mud—it was an open-air cesspit. First Judy and now Tankey had waded into a gargantuan pile of shit. Here then was proof that in Judy’s umwelt, the excrement was interesting, not off-putting. Unfortunately, it was also deep, and now she was trapped. And her whining had drawn her friend into the filth as well.


The two bodies moving through the pit had broken the thin scum that had hardened on the surface, revealing the gooey mess below. An overpowering stench rose from the cracks, to the point that both man and dog were in danger of passing out and falling into the slime, perhaps to their deaths.


His stomach rebelling and his nose curdling, Cooper managed to gather himself, grab Judy by the collar, and haul them both out of the pit, before collapsing on the dry ground.


The revolting mess covered him to mid-thorax. His shoes squelched with a disgusting noise. He couldn’t stand to breathe through his nose. Slime covered his bare arms and hands and could not be wiped off on the grass. Judy was in even worse shape, covered up to her neck in the vile goop. Virtually all of the white of her coat was rendered invisible.


Their fellow hunters refused to get within twenty yards of Tankey and Judy as they traveled back to the ship. Their only companions were a buzzing cloud of flies that followed them to the water. As they approached the Gnat, they noticed the quarantine flag was flying from the yardarm, the ship’s bell was tolling, and sailors were bellowing, “Unclean! Unclean!” It took several days of scrubbing before either crewman or mascot was considered worthy of welcome back into proper ship’s company. And Cooper, for one, now had newfound appreciation for the Chinese crews that manned the floating cesspits.


Judy’s pointing surely needed work. Still, by this stage, it was clear to the gunboatmen that their mascot was something special. “She seems to develop a human brain as she gets older,” Jeffery wrote in his diary. “She seems to understand every word. When she gets dirty she comes to me and hangs her head. If I call her a bad dog she drops her ears and then she grins. If I call her a dirty bitch she whines and grovels at my feet. Then I pat her on the head and she knows all is forgiven. Lovely dog.”


Judy’s intelligence and alertness paid off in another unexpected way soon after her failed hunting expedition. One day, while anchored not far from Shanghai, Admiral Sir Charles Little, the senior naval officer (SNO) for the Royal Navy, came aboard the Gnat. Everyone tidied up and presented themselves for a full-blown Admiralty Inspection. As Tankey put it, the SNO was there to “give them the works”—find every dust bunny, loose thread, and untucked sheet on the boat.


As the men stood at attention on deck and beside their bedding, the tension grew. Little made it a point to find flaws and dress down several of the crew. Then he came to Judy, who was sitting at “attention,” tongue hanging out in a manner that made her appear to be grinning broadly. Next to her were her neatly folded blanket, two tightly coiled leads, and a spare collar marked “Judy.”


The SNO looked the dog up and down, checked out her gear, then, stone-faced and silent, moved on to the next crewman.


The day went on to include various tests of seamanship and emergency drills. About the only A+ the Gnat received was on its man overboard techniques, which they recently had a chance to practice with Judy. As the day dragged on, nerves frayed, and the men were closing in on exhaustion.


Suddenly, Judy, who was on the bridge, began barking ferociously. The crew feared the admiral would come down harder on them due to the racket, so they urged their dog to shut up. But she kept right on, her barking growing in intensity—and she began to point, like she was meant to do in the bush when a partridge was nearby. Some wondered if a floating cesspit was approaching.


The officers followed her outstretched nose out to the sky, where, for the first time, they noticed the outline of an airplane. As it got closer, they saw it bore Japanese markings. The scout plane dipped low, passed right over the bow, regained altitude, and flew off, disappearing into the distance.


Only then did Judy cease barking.


Radar was by that point in development under top secret conditions back in England, but here was a lowly mascot who could do the job for a pittance of the budget granted the scientists back home. “Remarkable,” said Admiral Little. “Sound vibrations, presumably. The time may be coming when we all need a Judy on the bridge.”


Judy would become an early-warning system in the days and years ahead, able to sense incoming aircraft—usually those with hostile intentions—well ahead of the crew of her ship. But what made her react by barking and pointing? It’s possible that her instinctual response to a flying creature was kicking in at last. We know a plane is far different than a bird, but Judy didn’t. To her, this was merely something that Tankey Cooper wanted her to point at, which she did. As it happened, her choice of objects to point toward was far more valuable than the occasional quail.


Whatever the biological reason for Judy’s response, the incident lifted the tension and the admiral’s desire to continue the inspection. With a ruffle of Judy’s ears, he called a halt to the drilling. Once Little departed, the Gnat continued upriver toward its destination of Hankow, a strategic port city deep in the heart of the Yangtze Delta (part of a triumvirate of cities that make up modern Wuhan).


It was time for some shore leave.


When given a choice, the crew preferred to head out on the town in the “Paris of the East.” Shanghai at the time was home to about forty thousand westerners in a city of ten million. The large majority were White Russians, who fled in force to China after the revolution of 1917. Despite the small population, the western gwailos controlled almost half of the sprawling city—appropriately enough, the western half. And it was the westerners who helped transform Shanghai into a modern metropolis, introducing inventions such as electricity and trams. British and American businessmen made a great deal of money in trade and finance, and Germans used Shanghai as a base for investing in China. At the time, the city accounted for half of the imports and exports of China.


Shanghai, a bustling city of endless entertainments, was the center of the action in East Asia. More worldly and diverse than the British protectorate of Hong Kong to the south, Shanghai catered to both sophisticates and lumpen proletariat. In the years leading up to the Second Sino-Japanese War, life in the British concession was a curious admixture of lively Asian city mores crossed with traditional English rural village life. There were tennis and cricket clubs, tea services every afternoon (which the locals took to with enthusiasm), and, of course, pubs. And one of the ways the British concession stood out—and also contrasted with local values—was the keeping and cultivating of dogs as pets.


So it was that Judy was always welcome when she accompanied her fellow Gnat crewmembers out and about for whatever the night offered. Sometimes they visited a local establishment on the river, where overturned cardboard boxes served as chairs. Other times they were patrons at the highfalutin bars at the swank Park Hotel or Shanghai Race Club, where Judy’s special status as an official member of the Royal Navy permitted her entry. Both scenes were central to the social whirl in the 1930s. The sailors were often provincial, unschooled types, educated in the fine points of navigation and perhaps river diplomacy, but not much else. But even if they didn’t mix easily with the sophisticates who danced the night away at the Park, they were still right there alongside the swells at the hippest spots in “Shangers.”


Gould Hunter Thomas, an American oil worker who captured his memories of old Shanghai in a memoir, noted, “People go and go and go in this town with many spending half their salary or more for entertainment.” This was certainly true of the gunboat sailors, who had to cram weeks’ worth of enjoyment into a night or two before getting back out on the river.


Since the British were used to having alcohol on board the gunboats (as were the other European sailors, who all had wine in their ship’s stores), their sailors didn’t go quite as ballistic as their American counterparts, who were eager to revel in the bacchanalia on offer once they were set loose upon the town. A “run ashore” for the Yanks—or as they called themselves, the “River Rats”—usually meant a freewheeling, two-fisted, epic bender that hopefully concluded with a penniless stagger back to the ship mere moments before she weighed anchor.


One American gunboat officer recalled, “After a long, dark, rainy winter, and with everything ashore knee-deep in mud, every man had squirreled away the equivalent of a half-bucket or more of silver dollars, burning to be invested in some way or other.” The squalid dive bars and “gentlemen’s clubs” of the Bund were always happy to put that cash into a treasury bond of some sort for the River Rats. As one of them put it, “The most of it goes for likker [sic] and wimmen [sic]. The rest I spend foolishly.”


Bar brawls were legion and would break out over the slightest insult to ship or country. The river patrollers all knew one another very well, regardless of which ship or navy they were in, and the fights were often fueled more by tribal ritual than actual anger. The fisticuffs would ensue between nationalities, between ships of the same fleet, sometimes between fellow sailors who had grown tired of a shipmate’s company. Alcohol brought out the dog in all of them, so to speak.


That went for Judy as well, whose propensity for beer-guzzling made her one of the boys. When in Hankow, the night often began and ended on Hankow Bund, the main road in the city, at a retrofitted canteen on the ground floor of the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank building. There was a piano, a pair of billiard tables, and English-speaking Chinese servants to fetch liquid refreshments all night long. In other words, it was heaven.


It was here that Judy was inaugurated into the Strong Toppers’ Club, a drinking firm the British gunboatmen started back in the early days of the Yangtze patrols. The name derived from the lager the men drank in excess, a brand called EWO, that was topped with “horsehead,” a mixture of onions, local herbs, and God only knew what else. The men drank it because they were gunboatmen, and that’s what a gunboatman drank. Somewhere along the line this stuff was said to make a man out of you. All in all, it was not dissimilar to the rhino horn powder or snakeskin the locals ingested to improve their vigor and virility.


To win entry in the club, a prospective member had to face three judges while holding a beer in his left hand. He then shouted out, “Here’s to the health of Cardinal Puff!” (the fictional cleric was used in military drinking games like this throughout the service). Next, he had to complete an elaborate series of hand and foot placements, capped off by the downing of the lager in a single swallow. He would then repeat this for “Cardinal Puff-Puff” and “Cardinal Puff-Puff-Puff,” all while trebling the limb movements and of course downing more beer. If he managed to make it all the way through three beers without an error, he was given a membership card and taught the “Strong Toppers’ Lament”:


Strong Toppers are we


On the dirty Yangtze


Gunboats or cruisers


We’re here for a spree


Although Judy’s talents were legion, she was unable to undertake this particular debauched ritual. Instead, all she had to do was bark three times on cue, a trick Tankey Cooper taught her, and she was granted entrée in the club. She would wear her membership card affixed to her collar while in the bar, and it would otherwise hang on the bulkhead over her bed on the Gnat.


On nights out, Judy would wander through the frivolity, munching offered peanuts, slurping spilled beer, and hopping up on the men’s laps for a pet. A different canteen in Wuhu offered a delicious assortment of ice cream, and Judy quickly became enamored of the sweet stuff, always begging for a bowlful. One time, her plaintive whines went ignored, so she ambled behind the bar and pulled out a large carton of vanilla, which she dragged into the center of the room. She received her scoop in short order after that.


Inevitably, all the beer and dairy products combined to give Judy a powerful stomachache. After a typical night out, Judy would be unable to sleep through the night. So she would waddle over to the ship’s dispensary, where Chief Sick Berth Attendant William Wilson would look after her. “I sometimes gave her a dose of [the children’s laxative] Syrup of Blackthorn,” he would remember years later.


It wasn’t only in the bars that Judy offered her easy affinity and friendly rapport to the men. She also accompanied them, in particular Cooper, Jeffery, and Vic Oliver, on long runs through the countryside. When the sailors chose up sides for soccer or rugby, she was out there on the pitch, doing her level best to keep up. While she wasn’t especially good at either (nor was the Gnat’s crew, as they would freely admit), Judy was more of a natural at field hockey. At the sight of a loose ball she would streak in, grab it in her mouth, and gallop over to the nearest goal, scoring with impunity for both sides. The men would subtract Judy’s goals to arrive at a final score.


One sailor, Chief Petty Officer Charles Goodyear, served on a different gunboat, the HMS Bee. He was close friends with Oliver, and through him became close with Judy as well, whom he met on a night of revelry. From then on he ensured the dog would come out with them anytime the Gnat and the Bee were in port together, and he visited her on the ship many times. A favorite haunt was the Pig and Whistle, a British-style pub in Shanghai. There was a reason Goodyear insisted on returning to the bar—he was goggle-eyed over a young Russian widow who had come to China to work as a barmaid. One thing led to another, and Goodyear married the Russian woman. He made sure that Judy attended the ceremony.


But this was largely a world without women, and Judy, though not quite a replacement, offered a hint of the domesticity and companionship the men lived without during their hard tours on the river. She also provided something beyond friendship for these men: she had proven her tremendous ability to warn her friends of coming danger, be it from the air or by sea. She did it on land as well, most notably during an excursion in Kiu-kiang (now Jiujiang), a pretty little burg along the Yangtze.


Jeffery had taken Judy for a walk along a path that abutted the jungle. “We walked about a mile and turned back toward the hotel,” the CPO recorded in his diary. “Suddenly Judy left me and darted into the jungle. I knew there were deer about because I’d seen their tracks. I thought she was just having some fun when I heard her yelp. I called her and she came out trembling. Before I could touch her, she ran ahead of me, keeping to the road. I stopped and looked back and saw in the bush a big leopard. I thought, ‘That’s what frightened Judy.’


“Only later did I wonder whether Judy had smelt [sic] the leopard and distracted its attention so it wouldn’t attack me.”


In the years to come, several others would have reason to wonder about Judy’s motivations after she had saved them in one way or another.




CHAPTER 4


War


In July of 1937, Japanese and Chinese forces clashed at the Marco Polo Bridge that connected Peking to the Manchuria-China border. It was a small engagement, but it provided an excuse for the Japanese emperor to demand that China disengage from the area. (Many historians feel the incident was fabricated by the Japanese in order to instigate war.) When the Chinese refused to create a buffer zone in their territory, Japan bombed several cities and brought troops into China proper.


To the westerners partying all night in Shanghai, war still seemed very far away. The squabbling among the Asians mattered very little to the merchants and import-export mavens, so long as trade continued unabated. Writer Edgar Snow accused Americans in Shanghai of living in a “comfortable but hermetically sealed glass case.” Gould Hunter Thomas thought Shanghai was “a world unto itself. Many of the foreigners here seem to have lost their home ties. On the other hand, they know less about China and the Chinese than the person who stays home and reads about it.”


After touring Shanghai in this period, English writer Charles Isherwood pointed out that the bullets and artillery flying to the north had changed nothing in Shanghai:


The tired or lustful business man will find here everything to gratify his desires. You can buy an electric razor or a French dinner, or a well-cut suit. You can dance at the Tower Restaurant on the roof of the Cathay Hotel, and gossip with Freddy Kaufmann, its charming manager, about the European aristocracy or pre-Hitler Berlin. You can attend race-meetings, baseball games, football matches. You can see the latest American films. If you want girls, or boys, you can have them, at all prices, in the bath-houses and the brothels. If you want opium you can smoke it in the best company, served on a tray, like afternoon tea. … Finally, if you ever repent, there are churches and chapels of all denominations.


But in August of 1937, the Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) was suddenly at the door, threatening to shatter the bubble encasing the Yanks and Brits in Shanghai. Attempts to defuse tensions after the Marco Polo Bridge incident failed, largely because of militarists in the Japanese high command. Full-scale fighting began in late July, and soon one million troops, backed by naval and airpower, were at the gates of Shanghai.


By late August, the Japanese had laid siege to the city. “People stood on their apartment roofs and watched Japanese dive bombers, right before their eyes, emptying tons of bombs on the Chinese trenches hidden beyond the horizon of tile and masonry,” wrote Snow. “Guests at the swank Park Hotel, in the security of Bubbling Well Road, could gaze out through the spacious glass facade of its top story dining room, while contentedly sipping their demitasse, and check up on the marksmanship of the Japanese batteries.” Many westerners, to whom the local Chinese population was invisible, were dismayed that the town’s hopping nightlife was besmirched. A reporter for Time pointed out, “The roulette tables at Joe Farren’s, the Park Hotel’s Sky Terrace, and Sir Victor Sassoon’s Tower Night Club had none of their old sparkle.”


The United States rushed in the 6th Marine Regiment to protect the American settlement in the city, and thousands of westerners were evacuated. Eventually, Chiang Kai-shek was forced to move his government west up the Yangtze, and the Japanese left a demolished, depopulated Shanghai in their wake, with an estimated two hundred thousand Chinese deaths (and nearly one hundred thousand more casualties).


Nanking, the nearby capital, was treated even worse. The infamous Rape of Nanking was an inhumane atrocity. “Wholesale looting, the violation of women, the murder of civilians, the eviction of Chinese from their homes, mass executions of war prisoners, and the impressing of able-bodied men turned Nanking into a city of terror,” wrote Frank Tillman Durdin in the New York Times just before he escaped the burning city. Another reporter who stayed in Nanking until the last possible moment was C. Yates McDaniel of the Associated Press. He wrote, “My last remembrance of Nanking: Dead Chinese, dead Chinese, dead Chinese.”


The Great Powers of the west were outraged and sent strong protests to Japan, but there was no response. The militarists pulling strings behind the emperor were not about to be dictated to by colonist powers an ocean away. So the fighting continued, and despite the wanton destruction of its cities and civilians, and despite being badly outgunned, the Chinese Army proved far tougher than the Japanese had anticipated. On the Yangtze, Judy and her fellow British and American gunboatmen found themselves in a difficult position. Their countries were not involved in the war, and the ships flying the Stars and Stripes and Union Jack remained untouched for the moment. But ignoring the carnage about them was hard, particularly because the sailors had grown close to the Chinese people, many of whom were now being killed by the Japanese.


For protection, the Gnat teamed up with an American gunboat, the USS Panay, to patrol the river. The Panay had come on station only a few years earlier, one of the new class of American gunboats that were larger and more heavily armed than her predecessors. Panay was too big to navigate the water where the huge gorges segmented the river, so she spent most of her time in the main channels between Shanghai and Hankow. This suited the crew just fine, for the good times on offer in those ports offset the fact that the Panay was a regular target for gunfire coming from trigger-happy locals, who either mistook the River Rats for the enemy or were overeager to protect their turf. The ship’s captain, Lieutenant Commander R. A. Dyer, reported that “firing on gunboats and merchant ships have [sic] become so routine that any vessel traversing the Yangtze River sails with the expectation of being fired upon. Fortunately, the Chinese appear to be rather poor marksmen and the ship has, so far, not sustained any casualties in these engagements.”


Not even the destruction going on downstream could keep the gunboatmen from their grog, and the crew prided themselves on being able to find fun no matter where they were docked for shore leave. The companies of the Panay and the Gnat got along very well, and early in their partnership they went out for some bonding in a small riverside village bar. After mass quantities of alcohol were consumed, the sailors stumbled back to their respective ships. Tankey Cooper was almost halfway up the gangway when he noticed Judy was missing.


He asked everyone who had been ashore if they had seen Judy since leaving the canteen. Then he asked everyone who had stayed on board. He radioed the Panay and asked them about the dog, who had instantly won over the Yank sailors as well. “No sign of her, sorry,” came the reply.


Against regulations, Cooper went back ashore and scoured the area, to no avail. He got no sleep that night and was still upset the next day when the “villager telegraph” sent word to Cooper: Judy was being held captive aboard the Panay after all.


Late that night, Cooper and another sailor took a sampan and crept up to the Panay’s rail. Showing the agility of the best pirates, they slipped on board the American vessel without being detected. After a few minutes, they returned, heavily laden, to the sampan, and silently made it back to the Gnat.


The next day, the Gnat received a signal from the Panay: “Boarded in the night by pirates. Ship’s bell stolen.”


The reply was swift: “We were also pirated—of Judy. Will swap one bell belonging to USS Panay for one lady named Judy, property of officers and ship’s company of HMS Gnat.”


The exchange was made within the hour. The point was made as well—no one dared abscond with such a beloved member of the Gnat’s crew.


Such revelry came to a halt a couple of weeks later, when the Japanese began attacking the gunboats in earnest. Nanking was in her death throes, and the last of the Chinese resistance fled the city on December 11. The worst of the atrocities followed in the wake of this collapse. The Panay was concerned with the fate of the American citizens still in the city. The gunboat signaled farewell to the Gnat, which went upriver to escort several cargo steamers. The Panay, amid mass chaos and with bombs dropping all around her, evacuated the fourteen remaining Americans from Nanking, including embassy staff. Also rescued was a pair of newsreel cameramen, Norman Alley of Universal News and Eric Mayell of Movietone News. Now under the direction of Lieutenant Commander James J. Hughes of New York, the Panay then sailed upriver several miles to safeguard the progress of three U.S. oil steamers carrying crude for Standard Oil (along with dozens of company employees fleeing Nanking).


On December 12, Japanese aircraft were ordered to attack “any and all ships” sailing the Yangtze above Nanking. This order was considered so aggressive that the navy, whose airplanes controlled the skies over the river, asked for it to be confirmed. “Bomb away” was the reply, and at about one thirty p.m., the sound of approaching aircraft was heard on the American ships. Judy was not on board to bark a warning that the inbounds were hostiles, but Lieutenant Commander Hughes assumed the large American flags painted on the white hull and bridge of the ship would protect them from any attacks.


Not so. The three Japanese bombers and nine fighters bombed and strafed the quartet of American ships with murderous intent. All four ships were sunk in the attack. Three crewmen of the Panay were killed and forty-three more were wounded, along with five of the civilians she was evacuating. The newsreel men captured dramatic footage of the attack and, after they had abandoned ship and been rowed ashore, the sinking of the Panay. The hulks of the vessels destroyed during the attack remained burning and visible along the shores of the great river for weeks.


Angry recrimination and negotiation followed. The Japanese accepted responsibility, though they claimed the attack was unintentional (two British merchant ships and two other British gunboats were fired upon the very same day, which made the “Who, us?” statements of the Japanese seem suspect). An indemnity of $2 million ($33.5 million in today’s cash) was paid to the United States, but the money did little to soothe frayed relations. Hostilities between Japan and America truly began that day.


This was the most stressful of several tense moments to follow between the invaders who wanted to exploit China and the western powers who claimed rights to be there. Japanese officers became a common sight aboard the Gnat and the other gunboats, particularly following any episodes where sailors intervened on behalf of the Chinese in one fashion or another. Judy often greeted these visiting Japanese with bared teeth and snarls, not having lost her anger for the people who had first treated her so badly back in Shanghai when she was a pup. It got so bad that Judy had to be confined belowdecks when a Japanese representative came aboard.


The Panay bombing and the tensions that followed were both a fitting end to what had been a fraught 1937 and a sharp foreshadowing of the devastation that was to come in the near future. In some respects, the eventual atomic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki came as a direct result of the sinking of the Panay. But the full-scale war that sucked the western allies into the Pacific conflict was still over the horizon. In the meantime, Judy would take advantage of the relative peace that existed to follow her natural instincts.




CHAPTER 5


Amour


Judy was considered dear by pretty much everyone she encountered who was not Japanese. And she didn’t discriminate against other Asians—she grew especially close to some of the Chinese who spent time on and around the Gnat. One of her favorites was a Mr. Sung, aka Joe Binks, who was the official procurer of provisions and supplies for the Royal Navy in Hankow. His position was known as “compradore,” and it was a posting of considerable prestige and importance. Joe not only ensured the boats got all the grub, grog, and gunpowder they needed, but also served as an all-purpose fixer and occasional Father Confessor to the swabbies.


Joe would often bring his four children on board when the Gnat docked at Hankow, and it was here that Judy was first able to play and romp with kids. Dogs often have a special relationship with human children, generally because their smaller size allows for a more equal footing. And after considerable time spent in the company of grown men, it was a special treat for Judy to nip at the youngsters’ heels, chase the balls they threw for her, and bask in their unadulterated love.


A woman known as Amah, as well as her children, also vied for Judy’s affection. Amah directly translated to “servant” in the local tongue (elsewhere in Asia it can mean “maid” or “mother”), but this woman was much more of an entrepreneur, having bargained for and won the right to serve as the Gnat’s all-purpose boat. Amah ferried people and goods to and fro, carried excess supplies, fished for fresh provisions, and carried workers who cooked on board or painted the forever muddy hull.


When Amah became a regular alongside the Gnat, Judy had a consistent group of children with whom to have fun. Indeed, Judy spent almost as much time aboard Amah’s large sampan as she did on the Gnat. The seamstress aboard Amah’s sampan also held Judy in a hypnotic spell, apparently due to the soft melodies that she sang while fixing the dress whites or cargo pants of the sailors. Judy would trot next to “Sew-Sew” as she traveled between the warship and Amah’s sampan.


But Judy was closest with four of the sailors aboard the Gnat: CPO Jeffery, who had plucked her from the kennel back in Shanghai; Bill Wilson, who treated her when she overate, suffered a hangover, or fell into the muck; Vic Oliver, who had saved Judy from the river; and Tankey Cooper, who made sure Judy got her meals.


Alas, by mid-1938, all four of Judy’s pals had rotated off the Gnat and onto other ships in the fleet. Tears flowed as each man left the ship and the mascot he had come to love. They ruffled Judy’s ears and received a warm lick from that ever-smiling mouth one last time. This was no ordinary farewell to a cute but ultimately forgettable dog. Indeed, all four men would carry memories of this exceptional pointer for decades, well into the stage in their lives when they recalled little else of their days spent patrolling the Yangtze.


Judy displayed her sadness at each friend’s departure, but the truth was that she had yet to form a truly special and uncommon bond with any human. She spread her emotions among multiple entities, as though not wanting to risk giving herself fully over to a single person.


But then love—or at least lust—entered her life for the first time.


The Ladybird was one of the ships fired upon by the Japanese the same day the Panay was sunk, but prior to that, the ship had had an outsized influence on the lives of the Gnat’s crew—after all, it was exposure to her giant mascot, Bonzo, that convinced the men they needed a dog of their own on board. But after Judy arrived, she had to be hidden belowdecks whenever the two ships got together, because Bonzo went crazy in her company. It was readily apparent he had taken a strong fancy to Judy; not surprising, really, when one considers the dog spent all of his time without the company of females of any variety. But Judy never reciprocated his affections—instead, she growled with anger at the terrier-boxer mutt. The Gnat men considered Bonzo beneath the dignity of their beloved Judy anyway, so they kept her away from Bonzo’s crude advances.


True to stereotype, it took a suave French chien to break down Judy’s walls and win her heart.


In addition to the Panay, a French gunboat, the Francis Garnier, combined operations with the Gnat from time to time. One day in the spring of ’38, the Francis Garnier was anchored next to the Gnat, and Judy was belowdecks with her new close pal, a boyish able seaman with the surname Boniface, known throughout the ship as “Bonny.” The young man had taken over the ship’s stores duty from Jan Cooper, so naturally Judy gravitated to the new man in charge of the food and ale.


The sailor was trying unsuccessfully to write a letter to a sweetheart he had met in Shanghai. But Judy was acting strangely, motioning to the ladder and tugging at Bonny’s leg. At last, he put down his pen and took her up on deck.


Once there, however, Judy remained coolly dismissive. Head up, tail out straight, she paraded up and down the foredeck, ignoring the sailor’s calls and any attempts to play.


When the sailors looked across the water to where the Francis Garnier was anchored, they soon began to understand Judy’s odd actions. For up on the deck of the French ship was another pedigree pointer, in most ways the spitting image of Judy—only male.


His name was Paul, and he had his forelegs up on the railing and his eyes on Judy’s every move. After a few minutes, Judy scampered back down belowdecks, leaving the Gnat crew in stitches. “Just like a lady,” Boniface said, laughing as he fed her. “Didn’t even look at him, just showed herself and disappeared.”
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