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JAMES
EDMOND MACDONNELL was born in 1917 in Mackay, Queensland and became
one of Australia’s most prolific writers. As a boy, he became
determined to go to sea and read every seafaring book he could
find. He served in the Royal Australian Navy for fourteen years,
joining at age 17, advancing through all lower deck ranks and
reaching the rank of commissioned gunnery officer. He began writing
books while still in active service.

Macdonnell’s naval stories feature several recurring
characters—Captain “Dutchy” Holland, D.S.O., Captain Peter Bentley,
V.C., Captain Bruce Sainsbury, V.C., Jim Brady, and
Lieutenant-Commander Robert Randall.



“Mr. Macdonnell displays a gift for vivid
narrative that might have made him an outstanding war correspondent
if he had not happened to be a sea officer.”

(TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT)
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CHAPTER
ONE

JIM BRADY, PETTY-OFFICER and captain of the foretop of the
eight-inch cruiser Adamant, ran up the wide steel
ladder and stepped in one stride over the hatch coaming on to the
lightening deck of the torpedo space.

This area, which held four torpedo tubes outboard on either
side, was smack amidships on the 600-ft ship, between the after or
third funnel and the after gunnery control director. There was a
handful of men already in the space, all of them petty-officer
captains of tops, and the Buffer, the chief bosun’s mate. The
masters. You would get all watches of the hands there when the pipe
blew, and not a second before. The slaves had, by God, to get there
fast when the pipe did blow, but there was nothing in King’s or
Captain’s regulations to require them to beat the gun. The time was
a minute before 0600.

Brady lived with those three petty-officers captains of the
quarter-deck, the maintop and the foc’s’le, in the elite
captains-of-tops mess, and so there was no effusive or any other
type of greeting; he strolled to the port side of the space and
leaned backwards against the scrubbed wooden rail which served to
keep men from lounging on the big breeches of the tubes.

Even like that, legs braced apart to counter her roll, arms
spread on the rail—a casual and unflattering pose—he was the sort
of man to draw attention. Tall and normally straight-backed, being
gunnery trained, he had a strong and normally pleasant face, whose
skin was the deep stained bronze of a Sydney or Queensland surfer. The
backs of his hands were also that colour, and in fact so was most
of the rest of him. But Brady’s was a weathered stain, deep-based
and lasting through weather and exposure as well as sun. Unlike the
surfer who had to have his stain reapplied after each autumn and
winter, Brady would retain his colour for the rest of his
life.

But there are plenty of sunburned men around. In the ship
every man—apart from the engine-room gang, who detest fresh air and
sunlight—wore brown skin. What made Brady distinctive in this
sunburned mob was the constantly flicking alertness of his brown
eyes, wrinkled finely at the corners from long staring into windy
and sunlit distances, and the calm, hard assurance of authority in
his face. There was plenty of that around too—you don’t become a
captain of top in a cruiser, one of her four senior petty-officers,
through being a cream puff. But Brady’s face bore something else
besides power of command; that finely-tuned alertness, but above
that, intelligence.

This was natural enough, seeing as he was to become a
commander, and finally captain. Yet that was years in the future;
just as, years in the past, before Hitler pulled the firing
lanyard, even before Mussolini invaded Abyssinia, young Able-seaman
Brady had scrubbed the decks of a ship like this.

Maybe that was the reason he was dressed as he was. The early
morning was cool, though nowhere near cold, with the ship
approaching the Indian Ocean’s Tropic of Capricorn, so there was no
apparent reason for Brady’s knee-high leather seaboots with a pair
of thick woollen white stockings neatly folded down over their
tops. The real reason was those other times, years ago, when Brady
could not afford the luxury of seaboots and had to scrub decks,
even in winter, in his bare feet. On this morning the Buffer, too,
wore the high leather seaboots; perhaps he also was still, if
unwittingly, aware of his lowly beginnings. Or maybe there was
another less complex reason; tinea, or toe-rot as sailors called
it, that curse of seamen in the watery tropics.

Throughout the ship dozens of loud-speakers cleared their
throats with a metallic crackle. The sound from the bosun’s call,
or pipe, was designed to be heard in a howling gale on reeling
ships of sail; magnified in the echoing compartments of steel, the
pipe sounded below decks with a banshee scream. Never mind the poor
devils of watchkeepers who had come off watch a scant two hours
before. And the bosun’s mate, who had come on watch at four
o’clock, wasn’t feeling overmuch compunction for any bastard. His
gruff tones bellowed through the ship.

“All watches muster in the torpedo space.”

Only once were the hands piped. It used to be twice, every
pipe repeated, until the current commander came aboard. One of his
first dictates was that one pipe was sufficient, and that if you
didn’t hear the command of the ship’s excellent communication
system the first time it was broadcast, it was tough shit, baby.
And thus “I didn’t hear the pipe, sir,” was deleted from a sailor’s
bag of excuses. Along with most men of authority Brady agreed with
the new rule; it had been a real pain in the arse having the
simplest pipe, like “Hands to tea,” repeated in those echoing
compartments.

Now the decks were alive with hurrying men; the ship was an
ant’s nest. Some talked to their mates, some growled, some cursed;
not one man smiled. And now the commander himself appeared in the
torpedo space. Waiting for his foretopmen to fall-in in two lines
along the port side, Brady sneaked a covert look at this new
fellow. God knows you saw him infrequently enough, like the
captain, and of course you hardly ever got to speak to him. All
orders were passed down: commander to officer of division to Buffer
to captain of top. Unless something was palpably wrong with your
top, something was outlandishly dirty, and then, if the commander
noticed it, you got to talk to him or at least to listen to him
pretty damn quick.

A big man, Brady saw—and in seaboots. This had to be purely
for effect, as the commander went below again immediately after
issuing his orders and well before the first hose spurted. A very
big man, in fact, taller than Brady’s six feet, and wide-shouldered
to boot. He had come from aft walking quickly and lightly, and now
as he waited for the Buffer’s report he stood swaying lightly on
the balls of his feet. Boxer, Brady the boxer automatically
diagnosed. How good? Still young enough to give a good account of
himself. And bloody handsome. A big face, but nicely balanced. In
his gold braided, gold-buttoned jacket with the cream cotton scarf
tied like a cravat around his neck—a real ladies’ man. Bet he never
goes without for long, Brady thought, though quite without envy; he
enjoyed a similar supply of goodies.

Goodwood, Brady mused, Commander Robert Goodwood; he’d heard
of him, of course, the Australian Navy being a lot smaller than the
Royal, but not as a boxer. Maybe he just looked like a pug, maybe he’d never
had a glove on except for the obligatory midshipmen exercises. Sure
as hell that handsome dial didn’t show any signs of …

Brady’s idle thoughts jammed to a halt. He saw that Commander
Goodwood was looking at him. Straight at him, his mouth a little
pursed, a speculative look in his eyes. The commander might have
been summing-up the prospects of a fillet of flathead—or a girl. At
the last thought Brady flushed, and shouted unnecessarily loudly at
his lined-up men to stop talking, which they weren’t. The
commander’s lips were touched by the tiniest smile as he turned
away.

The Buffer got his reports from the captains of tops and
saluted the commander and reported that all the prospective deck
swabbers were present and correct, or words to that effect, upon
which the commander uttered his first words of what was to be an
eventful day:

“Carry on part of ship.”

This meant that all those gathered here were to apply their
expert cleaning talents to scrubbing the decks, and the flats or
compartments below, until seven o’clock, at which time they would
be piped to breakfast. After breakfast they would fall-in again,
precisely as they were now, and carry on cleaning the decks and
flats and mess-decks. Thus Adamant
was an exceptionally clean ship, for since the
beginning of the war and for years before it, this daily routine
had been her norm. She had not yet fired one angry shot; and, for
that matter, not many practice ones. But here we get into the
province of the captain, who was not yet ready to stalk upon the
stage.

Brady sent his sweepers below to scrub-out the compartments
allocated to the foretop, the largest of which was the Regulating
Office flat; here the Master-at-Arms, or Jaunty as he was called
(and God knows why); the senior man on the lowerdeck and his
minions the Crushers, or regulating petty-officers, had their
office. If you were summoned you went here with no joy in your
heart, for most times your journey continued onto the quarterdeck
if the ship were in harbour, or the bridge if at sea. Crushers had
their nickname from the belief that they roamed through the ship at
all hours of the night, intent on catching sailors breaking
regulations, and thus were liable to step upon, and crush,
food-hunting cockroaches. This referred to Nelson’s day, of course;
aboard Adamant,
with her captain Adamant
about cleanliness, the day a cockroach was found
would be a cold day in hell.

Two leading-seamen, men with one hook (anchor) on their
sleeves as opposed to Brady’s crossed two (the difference in power
and authority that extra hook made was enormous), had the big fire
hoses out and already soaked the forward section of the foretop
deck with salt water. Waiting up there near the first ladder that
led up to the first level of the high bridge structure was a line
of seamen armed with long-handled scrubbers. The line reached right
across the wide deck. They looked like horses readied in the
starting gate at Randwick, or runners waiting on their blocks for
an Olympic hundred yards. There was one main difference
characterising Brady’s foretopmen—amongst them existed a total
absence of eagerness to start.

“Scrub aft,” said Brady, starting the day’s routine, and
towards him they came—scrub forward, withdraw, scrub forward,
withdraw—with the leading-seamen ahead of them with the hoses,
until they reached the edge of the torpedo space, whereupon they
turned about, gathered themselves for the next onslaught on the
already pristine deck, and at Brady’s “Scrub forrard,” they began
it.

Brady turned towards the top’s locker, a compartment in a
cylindrical steel pillar which actually was the base for the
mounting of P1 4-inch on the gun-deck above. His intention was to
ask a question of Bungy Williams—the lockerman, the guardian and
hander-out of the locker’s treasures; buckets, cloths, soft soap,
Brasso tins, etc., etc. Bungy, a thin little fellow two pounds
lighter than a pair of underpants, with bright blue eyes in a brown
and weathered face and with the best job on the top, looked up at
Brady expectantly. Then he frowned, for the captain of the top was
not looking back at him but down towards the after part of the
deck. Bungy craned his wrinkled neck round the corner of his eyrie
and saw the reason for Brady’s interest. It was the commander. The
commander had not dived below again to his bunk or shower, like all
his predecessors, but was still on deck, and looking straight at
Brady. He had one forefinger raised. That was an Olympian summons,
and to Bungy it could mean only trouble. But what the hell was
wrong down there, he worried; the foretop was the best-kept and
Brady was the best captain of the top, at least in Bungy’s eyes.
What in hell had they got here? Some nit-picking old fucking
fusspot? A guardrail a fraction of an inch too slack, a pinhead of
rust on a stanchion?

Brady’s thoughts at that moment were near enough to identical
to Bungy’s. But a swift, further inspection of the commander’s face
found no ire thereon. Found, instead (and astonishingly) a pleasant
almost smiling expression.

Brady hurried aft across the torpedo space and up to where
the commander stood near the five-ton pinnace. Here, the after-part
of the foretop, there were no hands. Just that big hulking
three-ringed fellow.

Brady halted and gave him a gunnery salute. The commander
raised to the gold-braided peak of his cap a casual
forefinger.

“Sir?”

Just once, the commander shook his head. Brady had never had
that gesture, in circumstances like these, offered to him before,
yet he knew with absolute certainty that the commander wanted this
easy—off the record. He relaxed; feet apart like the officer’s,
countering the roll, hands at his sides.

“Well,” said the commander, “so you’re Petty-officer
Brady.”

It was a statement. Brady just nodded. This gesture he had
met before. Boxing is a popular sport in the Navy; especially, as
now, it was mostly at sea. Football or cricket doesn’t go down too
well on a cruiser’s cluttered deck, let alone a destroyer’s,
whereas boxing, even if the deck were rolling a bit—which gave the
sport added value, for often enough a bar-room floor ashore seemed
to be rolling—was easily accommodated. And the bigger ships held
regular tournaments, which could be, and preferably were, staged
while at sea. So then, even though Brady had yet to meet a boxer
named Bentley, currently the Fleet champion, he was an acknowledged
senior contender for the title, and thus relatively well-known
throughout the Fleet.

Brady felt it would be a bit silly to answer ’Yes, he was
Petty-officer Brady,’ just having been told that he was, yet he had
to say something. Eyes used to judging men took in the commander’s
face, and found there something more than good looks, so he
said:

“Looks like you’ve done a bit yourself, sir.”

The commander seemed pleased. His smile widened a
fraction.

“A bit, now and then. Took on Buster Crabb once but, you know
…”

Brady knew. Buster Crabb was a very good pug, as the
lowerdeck called expert pugilists, and once had even come close to
dropping Bentley himself in the seventh, a match Brady had
witnessed. To even get in the ring with Crabb the commander must be
a pretty dab hand.

“I haven’t done much lately,” Goodwood admitted, “not much of
anything in the exercise line, in fact. This is a damn nuisance,
considering what we …” He paused, and this time Brady’s face was
read. The result seemed to be favourable. “What we used to do at my
last posting,” Goodwood finished.

Brady was intrigued, and curious. “Not a ship, sir?” he
prompted.

The commander’s smile was reflective, yet touched with a hint
of bitterness, as though all his reflections were not pleasant.
“Had a ship’s name,” he said. “Tormentor. Whoever picked that name
was a poet, or a sadist. Torment for us as well as them.” Goodwood
was talking more easily now, as if relieved to be discussing this
subject. “It was the base in England for commando training and
raiding.”

The name Tormentor
had been niggling at Brady’s memory; at mention
of the base’s function the outhouse fell.

“Well I’m …” he started, and went on more respectfully. “The
commando paratroop raid on the radar station at Bruneval, in
France. You were in that lot, sir?”

“In charge of the naval side.”

Now Brady understood why the commander had seemed glad to get
something off his chest. He was not the sort of man to boast of his
exploits, and it must have been hard, in fact a real pain in the
arse, to have to dissemble about his last posting. In the wardroom.
But here, with a lowerdeckman, it didn’t matter so much.

“So,” Goodwood said, smiling quizzically at Brady, “have you
guessed what I’m after?”

Brady nodded. “A round or two.” He looked again at his
superior, then added: “But only boxing, sir. I don’t fancy a kick
in the cods or a chop to the back of the neck.”

Goodwood chuckled, which turned a few heads of torpedomen
working nearby in their space. “And I have no desire to have the
shape of my nose altered. Just a few sparring rounds. I only want
exercise, to get my liver working again,” he added.

“Can do, sir.”

“Fine. You’ve got the dog-watches?”

“No, sir, I’m clear.”

“How about sixteen-thirty, on the quarterdeck?”

That was four-thirty of the first dog-watch, just after
tea.

“Aye, aye, sir,” Brady said.

“Good. And Brady …?”

Brady was a stickler, as he was supposed to be, for correct
protocol between seniors and juniors. Even Able-seaman Smith was
entitled to be so addressed. Certainly petty-officers … Yet with
this bloke that didn’t seem to matter to stickler Brady. He
answered: “Sir?”

“No need to shout this from the masthead, eh?”

“Understood, sir.”

The commander nodded, returned Brady’s salute with that
commando-style lift of the forefinger, and walked aft towards the
quarterdeck and his cabin. Brady returned to his men. He saw their
supposedly covert looks and his guts twisted with inner laughter.
They’d be busting their bladders with curiosity and apprehension.
They worked their guts out, didn’t they, they had the cleanest top
in the ship, didn’t they—and the best bloody turret!—so what the
hell was that big bastard on about? Been in the bloody ship half a
bloody dog-watch and whingeing already! And who would cop the can?
They would, that’s bloody who, the poor bloody slaves!

One or two of the senior hands, like Dungy Gleeson and
Thunderguts Cleary, came close to asking Brady in a jocular,
uncaring fashion, of course, what The Bloke was on about. But Brady
beat them to it.

“Right, down aft,” he ordered, and being good loyal workmen
and bound by the iron of ship’s discipline, they hefted their
scrubbers through the torpedo space and started scrubbing the after
part of the foretop; that section of the port side which reached
right down to the brass strip across the deck which denoted the
commencement of the holy of holies, officer country—the
quarterdeck. Every time a man stepped over that brass strip on his
way aft he was required to salute. The men believed they were
saluting, and paying homage to, officers; actually their salutes
were the modern equivalent of long-ago Jack Tars touching their
forelocks to the crucifix mounted on the poop. Thus they were
paying homage not to men, but to God.

“Scrub aft,” said Brady.

 



CHAPTER TWO


BRADY LIKED THIS time of the day.

The young sun was warm, not yet brassily hot, and sent long
flames of gold scooting across the sea’s bright blue face. And the
air … Brady had never been in the desert, nor even seen one, but
he could imagine easily enough how a glass of cold beer would taste
after tramping across the Sahara. Just like this air; blowing over
several hundred miles of clean empty ocean from hundreds of miles
of clean empty Western Australia. After a night of sleeping in a
small mess with three other petty-officers—a mess with the
scuttles, or portholes, clamped shut and the deadlights clipped
tightly over them to prevent light escaping—in a ship through which
some six hundred men slept under similar conditions, with only the
ventilating shafts fighting their unequal battle against the
exhalations from so many mouths, this air up top breezing over the
wet and salty decks was better than a cold beer. Well,
almost.

The men were working smoothly, with now and again a laugh.
Shorty Lonergan had them under his eye. Shorty was a leading-seaman
bucking for his second hook—a most desirable beaver to have on your
top—and Brady was pleased to have the six-feet-two killick (killick
meaning hook, or anchor) take charge.

Brady loved his ship; she was identical to his first which he
had joined as a raw ordinary-seaman—it seemed so long ago. Now, as
he often did, he looked about him. Not with any captain-of-top
scrutiny, but just for pleasure. Behind him ran the smartly painted
grey guard-rail stanchions and black wires; a three-stranded fence
to keep sailors where they belonged, and not down amongst the
propellers or sharks. To his right was the quarter-deck, which when
dry would gleam with the whiteness of a hound’s tooth. Brady had
seen cruisers with their wooden decks painted grey, to merge them
in with the sea. But those had been British cruisers, and they had
been in the Mediterranean or the Atlantic. They knew. But not this
one, not this captain. To Brady’s left the deck stretched, just as
potentially white and thus clearly visible from the air, for almost
150 yards up to the foc’s’le. In the middle of it, separating the
fore and after part of the foretop, the torpedo space lay shadowed
beneath the deck of the four-inch gundeck, a cool dim oasis in the
glaring reflection of the salt-sparkling planks. Beneath the planks
lay another deck, this one of armoured steel, though only a couple
of inches thick; Adamant
was built for speed and long-range
cruising.

Looking up, Brady could see the slender snout of the after
port 4-inch anti-aircraft gun and, above and to the rear, the heavy
amphibious Walrus aircraft squatting on its lattice-work steel
catapult. Directly above him, squat and solid and grey, sat the
gunhouse and circular barbette of X-turret; projecting from it like
terrible twins reached two of the big rifles of the ship’s main
armament; eight inches across the inner diameter of the barrels,
they could hurl a 256-pound shell sixteen miles.

OEBPS/Brady02.jpg
i BY

L

JIMBRADY, ABLE SEAMAN






OEBPS/tmp_0737081-00869d55-dc2f-4a08-a256-504a5b493954_wvDAtH_html_2f67211e.jpg
J.E. MACDONNELL
A Navy Adventure

JIM BRADY,
ABLE SEAMAN

PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





