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    DEDICATION





"All at Sea" is a nautical expression alluding to the uncertain plight of a ship drifting about aimlessly, unable to find her bearings on the vast, open sea.


Few sailors having gone through a Training Ship experience, in fact or in fiction, live such lives professionally or personally.


Most of them, in my experience, live lives of great purpose, are inspirations to others and provide promise to the next generation of mariners. 


For present and future mariners, this nostalgic romp is dedicated.

      

    


This short novel, TRAINING SHIP, is a work of fiction, adapted from a screenplay by Richard Hughes and Lavinia M. Hughes. 


	
Training Ship screenplay – Library of Congress Registration Number Pau 4-081-645

	
Training Ship screenplay – Writers Guild of America East, Registration Number I303804
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There was anticipation in the air of a perfect June morning on Buzzards Bay, an ominously-named community on the Cape Cod Canal. The town was host to the Massachusetts Maritime Academy, which had trained mariners since 1891. It was 1975 and things had changed since the day of sail and steam, and this year’s class was provisioning their training ship, the Bay State, with items for their annual cruise to Europe.

A year prior, an earlier T/S Bay State ship served double-duty as their home and daily classrooms. It was the former USS Doyen, an attack transport, a flat bottom, twin screw, single rudder, square stern - with her ramp removed and a “lousy handling ship.” It had a shallow draft to allow backing into the beachhead to unload amphibious craft to support the historic invasion of Iwo Jima, where one cadet’s dad’s had actually fought. It carried troops to many Pacific theaters of war during WWII, but by the time it reached Massachusetts Maritime Academy, it was worn and torn, requiring little more than the presence of a large contingent of energetic young cadets to finish her off.

They succeeded, and she was replaced a year later with a new T/S Bay State a castoff ship from their school's rival, New York Maritime Academy.

That Bay State was built in 1941 and launched in 1942 under the name of Biloxi. As World War II progressed, her name was changed to Henry Gibbins and it served as a troop transport throughout the war. In 1944 President Franklin D. Roosevelt authorized it to be used as a refugee ship, transporting 982 people from Naples, Italy. After the war, it continued to serve as a “war brides ship” making many trips between Bremerhaven, Germany, and the U.S. East Coast. She was transferred to the U.S. Navy in 1950 and continued to transport troops during the Korean War running from New York City to Bremerhaven, Germany, once again; as well as Southampton, England, and other European ports.

In 1959, she was transferred to the New York Maritime College and renamed T/S Empire State IV. She retained that name until being transferred to the Massachusetts Maritime Academy in 1973 when she was rechristened the T/S Bay State. 

M.M.A being assigned another “hand me down ship” was becoming the routine.

Cadets, all sharply dressed in their summer khaki uniforms, complete with caps, were dashing about the deck with clipboards, checking essentials in a typical squared away fashion. 

The fresh salt air off the canal invigorated them as they set about their myriad tasks.

On the third deck below the weather deck, in a converging bow, were three-high pipe racks on the port and starboard sides, with two similar sets of racks (bunks) midships (definitely tight quarters for all), cadets made shipshape their few personal possessions while listening to one tall and striking 21-year old 1st Class cadet—aka a college senior — Mike Cruz. 

Mike was a cadet officer with two bars on his shirt collar, plus a specialty button for exceptional navigation skills.

“So I'm standing in the middle of the road when this pickup truck bears down on me, really tooling along. I started to run left, then changed my mind and started to run right.”

Cruz dodges, demonstrating his technique, while he's finishing tying his black tie over his all-khaki summer uniform.

“Then in the nick of time I ran left again and just missed getting run over. 

So I look inside the pickup and this squirrel is behind the wheel driving. 

I swear the squirrel looks me straight in the eyes and says, 'It's not so easy is it?'”

The group of cadets screamed at him as one, “Boo! That sucked! Terrible!”

Cruz just laughed at the put downs. “Fuck you guys, you come up with a better one at 6:15 in the mornin'.”

A cadet PA announcement suddenly echoed through the ship.

“Attention on deck, attention on deck, uniform of the day is khakis. Colors are on the Kennedy Football Field at 0700. All academic classes will be held as scheduled today. Reminder from the Commandant of Cadets that summer cruise for the first, second, third, and fourth classes will sail in one week on the morning tide. That is all.”

The "go to" 1st Class Cadet on seamanship, Paul Niduak, was a powerful looking 21-year old from Alaska, who was also a cadet officer. He displayed collar bars, and religiously had a rigging knife hanging from his belt loop on a bos'n swivel.

“Screw that meathead. The uniform only changes twice a God-damned year, colors are always on the same frigging field, classes are never canceled, and we live on this tired iron ship that Samuel Plimsoll himself would have condemned. Like we'd forget that we sail next week!”

One by one he polished the toes on each of his Navy black shoes by shortcut, rubbing them against the backs of his opposite pants-leg cuffs. A technique known by all as a Navy Shine.

“If the Bismarck here sails without me from Cape Cod, Massachusetts, I'm fucking homeless.”

1st Class Cadet “Mississippi Magnolia” was a 21-year old with blonde hair, freckles, and a Mississippi accent.

In his signature drawl, he asked “Alaska, speaking of mothballs, have you ever smelled them?”

Niduak took the bait. “Yeah . . . “

“Well tell me, how did you get their little legs open?” 

In response, Magnolia received a roughing up of his closely shaved head, a school requirement, from Niduak but continued now in a southern belle falsetto. 

“Sorry I missed the ship, boys, but I had a very impo'tant hair appointment with Margo and you know how hard it is to get a frosting first thing in the day. I'll try to catch up with y'all at your next port-a-call.”

The 4th Class Plebe—aka academy freshman—known as “Deathwatch,” was an 18-year old fatalist. Kansas City Deathwatch, his complete nickname was a thin, pale, fragile, polite Midwesterner, and obviously from Kansas. 

It was a wonder that he ever wanted to enter this paramilitary academy with its hazing, morning marching assemblies, uniform requirements, seven classes instead of the traditional five in most colleges, and often an order by an upper classman to suddenly perform 20 pushups on the fly. But he seemed to take to the regime well unlike 40% of incoming plebes who never made it past the first Christmas.

“The morning announcement is just more tradition, like we don't get enough. That Mutt reads that right off a brass plaque on the fo'c'sle that Eisenhower put there when they launched this dreadnought after the Civil War. Could have even been silversmith Paul Revere who cast the damned plaque.”

“Glad you didn't decide to become a history major, Deathwatch, that's three different war times you have there,” said Magnolia.

Fourth Class Cadet Jackson weighed in with his New Jersey-honed sarcasm. He was a short, sturdy 18-year old Italian-American, with brown hair and eyes, whom the other cadets called Port Elizabeth a tribute to the major container port in the New Jersey Meadowlands.

“Time for our morning mystery meat, I'll give 3-1 odds it's reptilian in origin.”

Cruz pushed through the others to be first to the mess hall. “Come on, let's part some seawater, coming through.”

Cadets began to file up the ladderway (stairs) to the galley (kitchen) for chow, whacking, taunting and collectively harassing each other while exchanging all manner of invective the entire way.

On the ship’s mess deck were long tables, each with a lip to keep the plates, trays, and food from sliding off in rough seas. In typical academy Spartan fashion there was bench seating at each table, all furniture was bolted to the deck, and the old tile floor was badly worn. Bulkheads & overheads were painted government gray. Dozens of pipes and fluorescent tubes ran above them, with the shadowy lighting fighting through the piping to reach the tabletops. Shadows danced everywhere in the gloomy space. About the time everyone was set to dig in, a dignitary appeared at the door of the mess, accompanied by Academy "top brass." The dignitary was well recognizable to all as Massachusetts Senator Ted Kennedy.

In his trademark Camelot accent, known country-wide, he bellowed, “Gentlemen, so good to be he'ar with you today to wish you a safe and healthy training cruise just around the corna'. Know that your country is proud of you and looking forward to having you all trained soon to sail America's commercial fleet of tanka's, bulka's, cruise ships and specialty ships all ova the world.” Pay attention, learn a lot, be safe, and have as much fun as the top brass he'ar next to me will allow you to have. As my brother the President would have told you if he were here, 'Go forth with vigga'."

The cadets, stemming their raging appetites for the one minute speech and honored by the senator’s visit, all cheered and applauded. The senator waved amiably and departed.

The 1st Class upperclassmen at the tables talked companionably with each other as they ate, but the plebes, the low men on the totem pole, also referred to by the upper classmen as “Cinderellas of the Sea”, sat at their tables in required silence and squared each forkful of their meal. “Squaring their meals” entailed taking a forkful of food, raising their arms in vertical fashion away from their faces, and then bringing the fork exactly horizontal to their mouths, thereby creating a square shape. This requirement would last throughout the plebe/freshman year. Every person associated with the Academy admitted that it had no point. It was only mandated because they could.

Some plebes—including 4th Class Cadet Richard Johnson, 18-years old, with a bad complexion, and wearing a dirty apron—also provided waiter service to the three upper class tables, and of course, was harassed the entire time.

“Youngie, what's your name?” asked Cruz.

“Fourth-Classman Richard Johnson, Sir,” said Johnson.

“No friggin way. Your mother named you Dick Johnson? Did she figure you'd end up in porn movies rather than serving me sea serpent as a cadet? Does that name attract chicks or scare them the fuck off, Johnson?”

Johnson answered in a military at-attention position incongruously in a disposable fast food paper hat.

“So far, scare them the fuck off, Sir.”

The table of other upper class cadets laughed out loud at the bold response.

“Don't curse at an upperclassman and knock off the attention pose, you're creeping me out. Do us a favor and ask the cook if this meat was thrown off the upper deck of a cattleship or if it's fresh rat from the engine room,” retorted Cruz. He held up a slice of meat on the end of his fork and it did appear species unidentifiable to all of them at the table. 

Cadet Johnson returned to clear the table and Cadet Magnolia took over as primary harasser and prank instigator. Two senior members of the Academy Administration happened to be approaching, Admiral Turnover "Tern" Bridgett and Commandant of Cadets, Christopher Crest, known colloquially as "Sea Crest."  Admiral Bridgett was 50 years old, with a combover, and overweight. Christopher Crest was 45, tall, medium weight, with fair hair. Each was carrying his tray of food. As they approached, Magnolia seized his opportunity for more mischief.

“Cadet Johnson, I forgot your abbreviated name again, was it Sam for Samuel? Bob for Robert? Jack for John? Oh, now I remember, Dick for Richard. But with a last name of Johnson do you have one penis or two? Respond loudly please. I've been in the engine room all night,” asked Magnolia.

The two Academy Administrators approached behind Johnson.

“I have one penis, Sir,” Johnson said loudly as commanded.

“You have what, Cadet? I have no idea what you are talking about,” Magnolia said now in a normal, non-commanding voice.

“I have one penis, Sir,” said Johnson loudly, unaware of who was now directly behind him.

“Cadet Johnson, that's a most interesting announcement,” said Magnolia.

Magnolia acknowledged the two Academy Officers in a most smarmy, Eddie Haskell manner. “Good afternoon Admiral Bridgett and Commandant Crest. This 4th Classman was just telling the upper class table here a little bit about himself, if I can summarize.”

The upper class table broke into controlled snickers as Johnson turned red in embarrassment, began to stammer and threw a belated and awkward salute to the two officers.

“I'm sure the senior class is just delighted at your news, Cadet Johnson, although I believe they each have one of their own already. So unless you're asking Cadet Magnolia to do something specific with his newfound knowledge, I suggest that you get two glasses of ice water to our table sometime before the next high tide,” said Admiral Bridgett.

“Yes sir. Right away,” said Cadet Johnson as he scooted away frenetically.
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CHAPTER TWO



[image: ]




The Bay State’s bilge was the lowest point in the engine room situated atop the ship's keel. It was always dark, hot, and humid and the constant smell of bunker fuel, known to non-mariners as diesel fuel, was prevalent. It was too deep in the bowels of the ship to feature any portholes and constituted its own shadowy mechanical world. Three engineering cadets in boiler suits were up to the top of their boots in black fuel oil and seawater.

Cadet Seacap always wore a garrison hat; Cadet Guano liked a plain black baseball cap; and the third engineer known as Cadet Knotts wore his signature navy blue watch cap. All three were filthy and tired.

Cadet Seacap sat upon a large pipe, with tools, dirty gaskets, and oily rags all about him. “Fucking A. I've been working on this valve since we came on at quarter to fucking four. Now we miss chow, colors, and get written up for being late to class. Where are the God-damned reliefs, still tunneling their submarines?

Three 20-year old cadets in clean boiler suits arrived to relieve them. Cadet Tommy Flanagan wore a brimless welders cap, Cadet Nguyen Lee wore a bandanna around his head, Cadet Tye Mout wore a gold colored Bruins-logoed watch cap. They spat down on their three comrades who failed to notice their engine room spit showers. One finally noticed and yelled out.

“What are you three pussies doing? Diving for mermaids again?” Flanagan yelled down.

“Flanagan, you flounder, get your ass down here with your two squabs. We've got a pisser valve here with your three names on it. Maybe you can get her under control cause I sure as shit can't, said Seacap.

“If it just needs a couple of good karate chops, I'm your man,” said Lee.

“Hurry up Miss Saigon, my eggs are getting colder and older,” retorted Guano.

“Your eggs probably taste like your name anyway, Guano, what's the rush?” said Tye Mout.

Seacap, Guano, and Knotts, grubby and worn, charged up the ladderway while the three replacements, Lee, Mout, and Flanagan, charged down to take their places. As they passed, Seacap handed off two wrenches and a drippy jar of nasty looking brown sealant.

“Give this shit a try on the stuffing box. We just can't seem to line up those threads on the pipe joint. Did you three pricks leave anything for chow?” asked Seacap.

“Some sausages thinner than number 2 pencils, and eggs that look worse than the stuff in this jar. I'd say, overall, one of their better breakfasts,” said Lee.
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CHAPTER THREE
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In 1975, the Cranberry Highway, or Route 6, was a main thoroughfare that went through the Town of Wareham, known as the Gateway to Cape Cod. Before the highway extension from Boston was built and became Route 25 leading directly and quickly to the Bourne Bridge (which led to Falmouth and the rest of the Cape), Cranberry Highway was the main road to Cape Cod. A popular and busy road, it was lined with ice cream shops, 24-hour restaurants, fish & chip places, the cranberry museum, cheap motels where every guest was named Smith, gift shops, and other kitschy establishments. The Cranberry Highway/Route 6 ended its carnival atmosphere at a small rotary, which then swung one over to Route 28/Main Street to Buzzards Bay Village in Bourne. Just past the rotary was the entrance to the Massachusetts Maritime Academy.

The entrance road led one over railroad tracks, which had once been used for the Old Colony Railroad from 1854 to the early 1970s. The train crossed the Cape Cod Canal on a special railroad bridge built at the same time as the Bourne and Sagamore Bridges, around 1935. The railroad bridge was relaxed in the up position for large ships to pass beneath, then lowered to allow the trains to cross the Canal. The prevalence of the private automobile had negated the passenger service of the train, which used to run to Boston and no trains had gone past for over five years now. The building of the railroad from Boston all the way to the tip of the Cape in Provincetown transformed the arm-shaped peninsula from a sad backwater in Victorian times and the first half of the 20th century into a vacation destination for tired and vacationing summer folk.

After driving over the railroad tracks, the road went on for about a half mile past a residential neighborhood and ended at the end of Taylor’s Point, where the buildings of the Massachusetts Maritime Academy sat majestically with a grand view of Cape Cod Canal to one side and Buzzards Bay to the other. Anyone could drive onto the Academy grounds, as it was a state school and public access was granted. Cadets, crisply uniformed in black for winter “uniform of the day” or summer khaki, “milled about smartly” as the cadets sarcastically termed it. As dignified as this tableau presented, however, that did not discourage the hazing, pranking, and ball-busting by any upper classman.

One of their favorite rituals was to order the plebes/freshmen/”youngies” to stand what they sarcastically called “railroad watch.” Yes, by 1975, the railroad had been abandoned for years, and the tracks evidenced the same. Four-foot high weeds stood tall between the rails and the buildup of rusted mufflers, boat chunks, busted wooden lobster traps between the ties showed clear evidence of long-time abandonment. Railroad watch was, clear to all, a totally futile endeavor.
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