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		About the Author



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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		AUTHOR’S NOTE



From letters received by both the publishers and myself it would seem that most of you have read most of these naval novels, and would therefore know what happened to Petty-officer Jim Brady in the book immediately preceding this one, to wit Jim Brady, Able Seaman. However, and happily, new readers are constantly coming along, and so I must explain that due to a combination of his captain’s bastardry and his own headlong stupidity, Jim Brady suffered that most appalling of fates, the reduction of his rating from senior petty-officer in a cruiser to that of able-seaman.

I, personally, lived in constant fear of this degradation—I saw it happen, once, to a chief bosun’s mate of a cruiser—but managed to escape it through a trio of circumstances—hard, devoted work in the presence of authority, smiling, crawling in the face of same, and a good deal of luck. Once I had gained my gold ring and admission to the wardroom, the nightmare faded; having been an officer, relegation to the lowerdeck became out of the question; if you were caught out in some monstrous crime, like Brady was, then all they could do was kick you out of the Service. This, believe me, was less traumatic than having to suffer what Brady and that chief bosun’s mate went through.

For obvious reasons of discipline and pure humanity—a petty-officer, captain of a top, now required to live and work with the men he had commanded—not all of them angels of understanding and tolerance—it was necessary for a disrated man to be transferred from the ship as quickly as possible. Brady was put ashore from his cruiser when it called at Darwin and drafted to a destroyer whose name he had never heard of, Pelican. She was in the Med, and commanded, as the Master-at-Arms informed him, by an officer named Holland. At that time, early in the piece, Brady had never heard of him, either. This circumstance was shortly to be altered. But as this book opens, Pelican is struggling through a storm, while Brady, having endured his, is about to say goodbye to an officer of lofty rank who had done him two very good turns.

J.E. Macdonnell













		CHAPTER ONE



H.M.A. DESTROYER PELICAN lowered her port shoulder and heaved into the ridged face of the Mediterranean and took it aboard in a curved white roaring wall. The junior avalanche of water punched into the foc’s’le deck, met the twin anchor cables and the cable-holders and split itself into showers of spray. Pelican’s bow began to rise from the trough as her stern, three hundred feet further aft, sank into another. The foc’s’le spray was taken in the forceful arms of the wind and hurled at the bridge. The bridge, like that of most destroyers, was open. The spray hit it like numerous handfuls of flung hail; rattling. The men on the bridge did not bother to duck—they had grown tired of that. They simply lowered their heads and took the pellets on the crown of their sou’westers. And now, turned once more into liquidity, the spray seized its chance and flew with unerring and malicious aim between the exposed backs of their necks and the upturned collars of their oilskins. They straightened, as they had done a thousand times on this vociferous morning, and thus the spray had the help of gravity in its cold wet sliding down their backs.

“Some day,” said a voice, “some bastard’s going to invent wet-weather gear that keeps out the wet.”

It was a gravelly growl of a voice, not loud, yet pitched in such a penetrating resonance that every man on the bridge heard it. Somehow, you knew that if it were really raised, that voice would penetrate halfway to the misty horizon, even against the angry voice of the wind. But then that was how it had been trained, ever since its owner at the age of seventeen had shipped to sea; trained against the winds of the Nine Seas and the thunder of guns and bombs and torpedoes.

The voice was the sole property of John Benedict (Dutchy) Holland, now holding the rank of lieutenant-commander and the posting of commanding-officer of H.M.A.S. Pelican.

When a captain makes a comment, no matter how obvious, an answer is required, and so “Yes,” answered another voice. Even that one syllable revealed this voice as younger than the first, and of a more refined intonation. This was no major achievement: just about any educated voice, in relation to the captain’s, would rate something like Olivier’s versus a wharfie’s. This second voice belonged to a Sydneysider named Bertie Matheson: rank of lieutenant, posting of Pelican’s first lieutenant.

In the wake of this brilliant snatch of dialogue Pelican lowered her snout again, drank deep, rose, tossed up her watery scarves which again flailed the bridge; and again and again and again in the same predictable, relentless and tiring sequence. You keep a four-hour watch on the bridge of a destroyer in a sea logged this rough and your constantly bending legs and straining arms feel as though they’ve been through a football final. There is the food, of course—spartan and healthy, a dietitian’s delight—but mostly it is the ship’s lively movement that keeps destroyermen, mostly, in lean, hard good health. They are constantly exercising, even while walking, or at least progressing, along a reeling deck. Not even their determined efforts while ashore to undermine the state of their health have any lasting effects. Once at sea the ship laughs at their efforts; either emptying their stomachs over the side or sweating it out of them through that damned eternal exercise.

“Yeoman,” said Dutchy in a conversational voice. At once a man on the far side of the bridge swaying near a big ten-inch signalling light, swivelled his head round. His face was brown and streaming wet, and his eyes were very keen, very alert.

“Sir?”

“The flotilla still in visual?”

The yeoman did not have to use his telescope; he had been doing that every minute or so, aiming it right ahead of Pelican’s plunging bow.

“Just, sir. I have the topmast and part of the bridge of the last ship still in visual.”

As he mentioned the last ship of the flotilla line the yeoman turned to look at her, just in time to see it.

“Hold on, sir,” he said curtly, and raised his telescope. It was a short message, sent and read by two professionals, masters of their craft. The yeoman flashed a receipt acknowledgement, then turned to Dutchy.

“She asks if we’re still all right, sir. From the Leader.” That was Captain Moore, senior officer of the Tenth Destroyer Flotilla.

They all knew why Moore had made that signal. There was nothing actually wrong with Pelican, at least not at this precise moment. But there was … well, a discrepancy. It had to do with age and speed. Even when new her top speed from her 18,000 horsepower was a bit over 24 knots. Those other five ships of the flotilla were modern Fleet destroyers, capable of 36 knots. Right now Pelican was labouring at fifteen knots. The Flotilla, an hour ago, had gone on to twenty knots. They had delivered a convoy to Malta and were on the way back to Alexandria. A signal received told them that another convoy was almost ready, this time for Tobruk. The flotilla was to make Alexandria with all possible despatch. This meant that Pelican had to struggle home as best she could. It was not the first time she had been in this position. There was a degree of humiliation attached to this. They all hid it, from the captain to the ordinary-seaman, under a fierce perverse pride in their old rust-bucket.

Normally, Dutchy would have answered the Leader’s query with a professionally brief “Yes.” But he was feeling the position keenly—it was so plain bloody obvious, with the flotilla drawing ahead and leaving the cripple behind—and so he said to the yeoman:

“Make: ‘Am in fine shape. If weather moderates will regain station on you.’ ”

Good, thought young Matheson. It’s the bloody weather at fault, and weather can slow a battleship if it’s bad enough.

The yeoman clattered away on his light and the bridge fell into a sullen silence. They all wished the Leader hadn’t sent that signal. Well meant, no doubt, but it broadcast to all those other flash buggers in their flash relative cruisers, big and heavily-gunned and less than a year old, the actual condition of old Pelican, who had been born in the final year of World War 1.

“Do you think,” Matheson broke the silence, “the weather will ease?”

“No,” answered Dutchy, and added words regarding the weather which your sensitive ears will be excused from hearing. As well, it is not desirable to reveal that the commanding-officer, supposedly a gentleman as well as an officer, should use such language on his own bridge. After all, the bosun’s mate was still at the tender and supposedly innocent age of seventeen. Never mind that he was one of the ship’s company’s most ardent customers of the establishment at Number Six Sister Street, in Alexandria. But enough of that—one must avoid the tag of tittle-tattler.

Who is the god of bad weather at sea? Pluvius, Jupiter? Whoever … Dutchy had no sooner delivered his opinion of it than they were pummelled by a fierce ally of the bow’s spray. The rain came down hard and sudden, as if dumped out of buckets from mast height. This contribution of fresh water was so heavy and forceful that it punished the sea, flattened it, cowed it. Only temporarily, but sufficient for the fear-concentrated squinting of the port bridge lookout to sight what he had been specifically posted there to sight.

For a moment he hesitated: that, in this weather? Then lightning broke the sky as if it were a cracking shell, and in that lurid light, bathing the flattened sea, the periscope standard stuck up like a thick black exclamation mark.

Not wind nor rain nor swamping spray could smother his cry: high and shrill and urgent it sliced across the bridge:

“Port lookout, bridge! Bearing on the port beam, range half a mile … periscope!”

“Jesus!” said Matheson, and “Port twenty, steer three-six-oh, close-up for action!” said Dutchy.

He would like to have put the wheel hard-over—half-a-mile was spud-throwing distance for submarine torpedoes capable of running ten miles—but against the possibility of a shoal of tin fish already heading for him he had to weigh the equally disastrous possibility that if he heeled her over too far in these seas then they might topple her the rest of the way.

Pelican was old but she was quick, faster on the turn even than those much heavier sisters of hers ahead. Already her sharp bow was lurching round to the north, which three-six-oh degrees represented; her earlier heading had been east.

“Yeoman!”

“Sir!”

“Hoist the submarine port flag.” The yeoman’s junior had the red flag with its white diagonal line already bent on to the halliards. “Make to Leader: ‘Periscope sighted bearing 360 true, range one thousand. Am attacking.’ Number One, what the hell are the depth-charge crews doing?”

“Just reported closed-up, sir.”

“I’m not a bloody mind-reader! Standby for a full pattern. Where’s that periscope?”

Now his voice was a shade higher than conversational; the lookout heard him plainly.

“Disappeared, sir. I think the U-boat must be diving, sir.”

It might be an Italian boat, not German, and the lookout could not possibly know if a retracted periscope meant a dive. But he was young—with keen eyesight unaffected by alcohol—and so Dutchy calmed his excited voice by saying slowly:

“When it disappeared, was the periscope pointing at us? The wake heading towards us?”

“Yes, sir, both.”

“Good work. Keep your eyes peeled.” Dutchy’s voice changed. “Number One, shake up the bloody asdic team. They should have …”

They had. All day, ever since they’d left Malta, the asdic speaker on the bridge had given forth its bell-toned pulse of transmission. Now, cutting above Dutchy’s voice, came the sharper, urgent peep of asdic contact. They had him.

It’s too easy, Dutchy was thinking, too pat. Christ. The awful thought struck him like a blow in the guts. She was so close, had shown her periscope so plainly … Was she a British boat? Then other thoughts swamped the first. He had met the captains of British submarines in Malta; young lieutenant-commanders, actual age early twenties, practical age about eighty; that look in their eyes of unmentionable things seen. They were far too seasoned and experienced to show themselves, to allow themselves to get anywhere near a flotilla of destroyers. If that was a British boat, in that position for whatever reason, like mechanical trouble, then she would have immediately surfaced and identified herself.

In the next second he had his answer: unequivocal, as definite as any answer he would be given in his life.

From the asdic speaker, drowning both the pulses of transmission and receipt, there issued a harsh, high-pitched whirring sound. They had all heard it, unforgettably; the noise made by the twin opposite-turning propellers of a torpedo, coming towards.

Dutchy had a second in which to make his decision. If he turned away, hard, which every instinct of self-preservation dictated, he might miss the oncoming torpedo, but certainly he would foul up his present attack run. That would allow the submarine to sink deep and scuttle off in any one of a hundred directions. If he maintained his present course and speed he might miss the torpedo—it was a bow-on shot, one of the most difficult, especially with the target lifting and swinging—but he could deliver a text-book depth-charge attack.

A second … Dutchy said calmly, his face tight: “Steady as she goes. Commence attack.”

Pelican had no Hedgehog or Limbo anti-submarine weapons, like the ships he was later to command. She had on the bridge in action stations a torpedoman and a cluster of long iron levers, and at the word of command, as now, he pulled those levers like a railway signalman in his box. The quarterdeck, a second earlier quiet and tense, exploded into action.

The depth-charge crews knew. Unlike that captain of Brady’s, Dutchy Holland believed in letting his crew in on everything he possibly could, with the only criteria being security. As soon as they’d reported closed-up Matheson had been on the telephone to the quarterdeck, so that they knew what was out there and how close it was. They didn’t need anyone to tell them what they could expect.

The bridge levers pulled back and in the throwers on either side of Pelican’s after-part charges blew and hurled the 300-lb grey canisters out over the white-and-grey sea. In earlier days the depth charges held TNT. Now TNT was, and definitely still is a powerfully effective explosive, and one used in Pelican’s and Bismarck’s shells. But some busy little back-room boy in England had discovered, during his devilish probings, that if you stabilised trinitrotoluene (TNT) with ammonium nitrate, you got a considerably more disruptive force. Stabilised … The new explosive was called amatol.

It was difficult and expensive to equip every ship in the Navy with, say, radar. Not so depth charges. So that Pelican, as well as Captain Moore’s ship Wolverine, carried the new charges.

The outflung charges entered the sea with slight splashes, raising not much more evidence of their entry than those supplementary charges which were dropped straight over the stern from the rails provided. The pattern sank. Not far, for it had been set to shallow depth. The sullen sea waved on, ignoring this alien entry.

The depth-charge crew were similarly disinterested. They lived solely in the future, and at the moment their whole future was wrapped up in getting those throwers reloaded. It was not an easy task on the reeling deck, but knowledge and fear provided them with enough energy to make a turbine envious.

They had just finished their sweating task when the sea reacted to what a few seconds earlier it had ignored. First came the belt, as if a subterranean giant had slammed an iron-clad fist against Pelican’s arse. She shuddered; and her engineer cursed, both through fear and his worry at what might be happening to his screws and/or shafts and bearings and engine mounts. Then came the visible effect. The charges exploded so shallowly that they burst through the surface like cauliflowers of white flame. Up and up rose the mounds, until the force that had lifted them ripped them apart in flung fingers of spray.

The quarterdeck crews had no time for all this.

They had heard, they knew about that first pattern, and now they were furiously reloading, for the second pattern was on its way.

That pattern, and the next, were wasted.

On the bridge the sound of contact had ceased, for Pelican had rushed over her target, and she would have to turn and come back before the asdic team could hope to regain contact. As well, the close surrounding ocean was a boiling mess of turbulence, which is the arch enemy of asdic sound pulses.

Dutchy had given the order to swing back, but not too much rudder; mindful of those men toiling on the unstable quarterdeck. He was at the binnacle, near the wheelhouse voice pipe, and thus the engine-room. The rest of his team—Matheson, Torps, Pilot, the yeoman and his minions—were hanging over the edges of the bridge, staring astern. But none so savagely hopeful as the innocent young bosun’s mate, who had spent practically all of his seatime in the Med, and thus was a veteran of violence. At home in the lovely little NSW resort town of Narooma he loved his beagle dog (which he had re-named Bosun), and would not even think of kicking his sister’s cat. Now he was avidly hoping to sight the evidence of the death of some fifty men.

And he did. At the same time as Matheson and all the rest, so harshly plain was that ugly evidence. The first pattern had done it; had exploded right beside the submarine and crushed inwards upon her with a giant iron grip. She was split open, and out gushed the oil. Once again on this morning was the sea flattened, this time even more effectively than by the rain, for oil is a wonderful calmer of troubled waters. Its import was ugly, yet visibly the oil floating on the sea was extraordinarily pretty; colours of green and blue and yellow, irridescently gleaming and spreading in an ever-widening stain.

Submarines have been known to expel a quantity of oil through an empty torpedo tube, so as to fool a surface attacker, but this was relatively a gusher. It seemed plain that they’d got him. But then came the clincher. First, bits of clothing and paper, then three or four sailors’ caps, and finally the bodies. These last hung face-down in the spreading, prettily-coloured scum, bobbing quietly on the subdued waves, arms out in the crucifix position.

Dutchy Holland noticed this. A moment before his binoculars had told him that the caps were Italian. Now he thought, still savage under the effect of his fear from a torpedo and the pumped adrenalin, that those positions were fitting; after all, wasn’t it the Romans who had invented crucifixion as their means of execution?

He had just pushed this nasty thought from his easing mind when the yeoman called, and pointed. Dutchy’s head swung to the eastward. First he felt gratitude, and more than a little pride, for it was Captain Moore out there, alone, coming to their aid. Then his feeling became one of pure pleasure in the sight of her. Wolverine had the seas behind her. She was coming fast, boiling smoke like a locomotive from her urgently-fed furnaces and her knife of a bow streaking the sea white.

“Nice of him to give us a hand,” said Matheson, who had also heard the yeoman’s call.

Dutchy squinted at him, hard, that feeling still warm in him, but there was neither sneer nor irony in Matheson’s face.

“Bloody nice,” answered Dutchy, just in case, and to the yeoman: “Make to Wolverine. ‘Your help much appreciated but submarine sunk.’ Pilot, resume original course and speed. Secure action stations, Number One.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Just like that, Matheson grinned wonderingly to himself as he gave the order. A sighting, a brilliant action lasting … how long, surely not much more than five minutes … a submarine sunk, no damage to own ship, and then the same orders given in the same tone as if they were falling-out from some silly bloody exercise! Dearly, he would like to say: “That was great, sir. How do you really feel, inside?” But there was no point. He knew the answer he would get. A blank puzzled look, false as hell but still blank and puzzled, and maybe a few words, like: “Feel, Number One? What’s there to feel when the ship and her crew simply did what they’ve been trained to do?” And perhaps even a rider: “I must say, Number One, you do ask some odd questions sometimes.”
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