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For the men of HMS Ark Royal —

those who flew, those who sailed, and those who kept her alive below decks.

For the young who went to sea before they were ready,

and the old who carried them through fear and fire.

And for the ships that never came home,

and the quiet courage that did.

HMS Ark Royal

––––––––
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PART ONE


Chapter I – The Grey Lady
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I joined HMS Ark Royal on a cold morning in early April 1940, the sea iron-grey and uneasy, as though it already sensed the violence gathering to the north. Europe had been at war barely seven months, and talk of Norway hung in every dockyard and wardroom like a low cloud. I was a newly minted midshipman with boots still too stiff, cap too clean, and a head full of the Royal Navy’s old legends — Trafalgar, Jutland, Nelson’s signal snapping from Victory’s yards. I had imagined ships as floating cathedrals of order and certainty.

Ark Royal disabused me of that notion within minutes.

She rose out of the mist like a slab of moving coastline, her high sides streaked with rust and salt, her vast flight deck looming over the small boats ferrying us aboard. She looked less like a ship and more like a floating airfield — blunt-nosed, square-shouldered, the antithesis of the elegant silhouettes I had admired in peacetime books. And yet, as I craned my neck and watched aircraft handlers moving briskly above, deck crews already busy despite the cold, I felt something tighten in my chest.

This was not merely a ship.

This was war, afloat.

The petty officer who took my papers barely looked up.

“Midshipman Evans,” he muttered, stamping the docket. “You’ll learn quick here, lad. Or you won’t.”

That was the sum total of my welcome.

The first lesson Ark Royal taught me was insignificance.

I had stepped aboard with a freshly pressed uniform and the vague belief that officers were meant to understand what was happening around them. That illusion did not survive the quarterdeck. The ship was noise — constant, layered, inescapable. Turbines hummed deep below, a steady mechanical heartbeat. Ventilators rattled and hissed. Aircraft engines coughed, then roared into life above, the sound carried down through steel and bone. Orders were shouted, repeated, relayed along passageways until they became part of the ship’s own voice. Even at anchor, she never truly rested.
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