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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

In the book immediately prior to this one, titled Command Decision, Jim Brady, now able-seaman after bucking a four-ringed captain, saw for the first time, to his horror, his new ship. (“New” is a most kindly euphemism.) In Pelican he met her captain, a chap named Holland; her first lieutenant, Matheson; and a dark wild Irishman named O’Connel—all of whom you probably have already met yourselves.

During an air attack on the British Mediterranean Fleet in Alexandria Brady learned that, as with a book and its cover, you don’t judge a ship by its rust. As we left Pelican last time, Captain Moore, Leader of the Tenth Destroyer Flotilla has just called for his captains.

It was an urgent summons. Dutchy Holland senses trouble. Dutchy is very good at this, and his premonitions do not let him down this time.
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  CHAPTER ONE

AS LIEUTENANT-COMMANDER Dutchy Holland, destroyer Pelican, Tenth Flotilla, British Mediterranean Fleet, climbed the steel ladder from the iron-deck amidships on to the foc’s’le deck, en route to his cabin in the bridge structure, he heard a comment from one of the crew of A-gun: subject, the recently air-attacked harbour of Alexandria.

“This rotten bloody joint,” said the loading number, “stinks like a Turkish wrestler’s jockstrap.”

Dutchy halted, his lived-in face composed and his guts twisting with laughter. He’d had no personal experience, visually or olfactorily, of that particular item of clothing, but neither had he any disagreement with the gunner’s assessment.

The operative word was “horrible”. For some considerable time the whole Mediterranean Fleet, from battleships to Pelican, had been firing at a cloud of Heinkels and Stukas. The air was heavy with the acrid, throat-biting stench of burnt cordite, combined with the equally nasty smell of exploded TNT from bombs; from the shore to the south, where the big oil tanks stood, a gigantic worm of smoke was writhing, adding its unholy odour to the general stink. Dutchy felt it at the back of his tongue—have you ever, when young, sucked an old copper penny; that sort of taste—and felt like spitting. He was hindered here by the reasonable ruling that spitting aboard ship is a heinous offence, and even more so by the fact that the late tense excitement had dried his mouth.

He moved on and into his cabin. This was a smallish and sparsely furnished compartment; it also seemed to be empty of human occupancy.

“Jackson,” Dutchy said.

Actually, the name came out in a half-gale roar, for the summoning signal from Captain Moore in destroyer Wolverine had included the words “in ten minutes,” and Dutchy had to change into his best khakis. He knew he would be the last to board Wolverine anyway, with Pelican moored further down-harbour than the rest of the flotilla, but there was the added consideration that all the captains of those other five modern boats would be so dressed that they would not need to change. Commanders Donaldson, Maguire, Curtis and Kennedy were younger men than Dutchy, and all had family money behind them. Dutchy had nothing but his comparatively meagre lieutenant-commander’s pay, but that fact had no real relevance. Even if he were a millionaire he would still dress as he did—worn and patched shirt and shorts, usually a sweat rag on his head at sea, and salt-whitened sandals. This was not good enough for a visit to the flotilla-leader. Especially when Curtis would be present.

So, “Jackson!” Dutchy said again, this time more loudly, “lay out my Number One duds.”

As before, there came no reply. Dutchy frowned. This was most unusual. Jackson his cabin-hand should have returned by now from his action station with the depth-charge crews on the quarterdeck, and should be preparing lunch, late though it would now be. Dutchy cursed and started rummaging in the steel chest of drawers. The uniforms were here, thank God, and though somewhat pale from frequent washing, were at least sharply ironed. He would have liked to shower, but that was out of the question. He had pulled on his shirt and was buttoning it when a cursory knock came at the door.

“Come,” he called, knowing that Jackson would not knock, and Matheson stepped in over the coaming.

“Ah,” said Dutchy. “Send a couple of hands to find that bludging bloody Jackson. God knows where he’s stowed my long stockings. He’s probably batting the breeze with his cronies on the iron-deck messdeck.”

“He’s in the sickbay,” Matheson said.

“Get him up here at the double,” Dutchy snapped. “The Leader’s signalled, he wants his captains in ...” He swivelled and stared at the first lieutenant, seeing the worry in the young good-looking face. “He’s where?”

“Probably that last Stuka. He’s got rather a nasty slash in his left thigh. He’ll have to go to hospital.” 

Jackson was very close to Dutchy; a valet-master relationship, but more than that. “God,” he said, “but he’s all right? Apart from the wound?” 

Matheson nodded. “The sickbay tiffie’s stitched it as best he can, but he needs a proper doctor’s care.” 

“Of course. Get him ashore in the motorboat. Signal for an ambulance on the pier.”

“Done that. But you’ll be needing the motorboat.” Dutchy shook his head, sharply. “I’ll use the motor-cutter.” This was the libertymen’s boat, a slower, inferior craft.

“To go alongside the flotilla-leader in?”

“Stuff the flotilla-leader! Get Jackson ashore bloody damn quick!”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Matheson went out, pleased but not surprised.

The five captains—commanders in actual rank, apart from Moore, the flotilla boss—were gathered in his cabin aboard destroyer Wolverine, one of the latest Fleet boats: near enough to 2,000 tons, six twin 4-7-inch guns, ten torpedo tubes, 40,000 horsepower and 36 knots. A beautiful brute of a ship, carrying in her tubes a punch powerful enough to sink a battleship, Wolverine wore round her squat raked funnel the two rings of the Leader, white against the grey.

Donaldson, Maguire and Kennedy were seated quietly on the thinly-padded chrome chairs—the less that would burn the better—while Captain Moore stood at a bolted-down table on which lay a large-scale chart of the Eastern Mediterranean. Moore was tall and sparse, and his calm authoritative face had been burningly treated by south-Pacific suns as well as the local orbs. He stood more on his left leg than his right, favouring the latter. A splinter from a Zero’s cannon-shell had lanced into the adductor longus muscle on the inside of his thigh.

Then he had been on the bridge of a cruiser, which carried two surgeons, both of them competent. They had done a sound job of splicing. But the adductor helps pull the legs towards each other, and crosses them. So that now if he wished to cross his right leg over his left he had to help with the palm of his hand beneath his kneecap. Otherwise, the only other result of his wound was a slight limp when walking.

Captain Moore had a sort of wondering, quizzical liking for Lieutenant-commander Holland; for his part, Dutchy just plain liked Moore. But then that was Dutchy: there were no qualifications to his liking for a man.

The fifth member of this group of professionals was leaning against the cabin’s side, staring through the open porthole, or scuttle. Like the others, his face was deeply tanned, yet looked surprisingly young. There was something else about him apart from his youth and smart uniform—assurance, almost cockiness. This was Commander Curtis, son of Rear-Admiral Curtis. Attitude apart, there was no question whatever of his professional competence. He would not have lasted half a dogwatch with Moore if there had been.

Dutchy Holland hated his guts.

Curtis looked again at his expensive gold wrist-watch, then flicked a frowning glance at Moore.

“Do we have to wait any longer for him, sir? Ten minutes ... it’s already going on twenty-five.”

“He’s well down-harbour,” Moore answered mildly, still studying the chart. He could have added, but never would to a man like Curtis, that Dutchy had to change out of what he called a uniform. The thought of this brought a faint smile to his spare brown face.

“But Pelican’s motorboat has already passed us,” Curtis said impatiently, “heading up-harbour towards the landing pier.” His next sound was half-grunt, half-sneer; wholly contemptuous. “In any case, his ship will probably be unready to sail.” He nodded, still looking out the scuttle. “That might be a good thing. She’ll only hold us up.”

“Then Dutchy’ll be able to bring up the rear again,” Maguire said, his eyes unfriendly on Curtis but his voice deadpan. “And maybe again he’ll collect another U-boat.”

This time Moore smiled inwardly.

“You don’t get that lucky twice,” sneered Curtis.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Maguire smiled, though nothing happened to his eyes. “A single destroyer tackling a submarine, and blasting it open—that’s always ninety per cent luck. Even with a ship like yours.”

The voice was neutral but the animosity in the words was almost palpable. Curtis failed to notice this. Which had Captain Moore thinking once again what he had several times thought before: Curtis knew how to handle and fight his ship, but in the intelligence department, in sharpness of mind, Curtis’s marks rated well down. A pity, Moore’s thoughts ran on, while his eyes remained on the coast of North Africa: five first-class seamen, provenly tough fighting men, but still with this weakness in Curtis. Did he subconsciously realise its presence? Was that why he disliked Holland so much? Old Dutchy with his razored, incisive intellect? If only he could give Holland Curtis’s ship ... At once Moore shied away from that unattainable, faintly disloyal thought. In any case, he grinned to himself, Dutchy would be hopelessly unhappy with Curtis’s spick-and-span, dress-of-the-day automatons. Inside a week he’d have them reduced to a band of pirates, and no crew should be sentenced to such degradation ...

Curtis’s voice broke into his idle musings. “Here he is, at last. Well I’m damned. He’s in the motorcutter!” 

“As you said,” Maguire came in, “his motorboat’s already gone up-harbour.”

“My God,” Curtis said, ignoring Maguire. “That boat ... I wouldn’t dump garbage in it!”

“It is rather old,” Moore chided him mildly, thinking that Dutchy might find Curtis himself quite a suitable cargo for his garbage-scow. Then the piping came shrilly in through the scuttles and they knew the commanding-officer of Pelican was aboard. And suddenly, “Oh Christ!” jerked from Captain Moore. He stared round their surprised faces, and even in that startling moment noted that of them all, only Maguire was looking back at him with understanding. For Wolverine’s captain had just committed the unpardonable sin: a ship’s commanding-officer had just boarded his own ship and he had not been at the gangway to greet him. The fact that the new arrival “owned” an old rust-bucket of a ship made the omission, in Moore’s honest eyes, only more reprehensible.

Angered at his own remissness—it was lucky for Curtis just then that he made no jibing comment—Moore limped quickly across the cabin and opened the door just as Dutchy was about to knock on it.

“Sorry, old chap,” Moore said at once, “damned sorry. I was busy with that chart there.”

“That’s all right, sir,” Dutchy answered easily. He had noticed the omission at the gangway, but because Moore had made it he felt quite unworried. “I guessed you’d be busy on some little pleasantry or other. What is it? A crash run to sea? The Wop Fleet’s out?”

Maguire had raised a welcoming hand, smiling at Dutchy, who grinned back. Kennedy, as long and lean as Maguire was short and squat, was thinking how well the old coot had handled Moore’s faux pas: nice and easy and natural. They all understood now the reason for Moore’s earlier ejaculation.

“That’ll be the day,” Moore smiled in answer to Dutchy’s last suggestion. After that sudden nastiness at Taranto, when planes of the Fleet Air Arm had battered the Italian Fleet in its base, Mussolini’s Navy had been decidedly conspicuous by its absence on the tideless sea. “Take a pew,” Moore invited Dutchy, and then he stood in the middle of the cabin, his right leg slightly bent, his eyes gathering their alert attention.

“The Admiral’s just had important intelligence,” he started in a quiet flat tone. “Rommel has asked for, and is being given, hefty reinforcements. These include troops, tanks, guns, but most of all, petrol. A large convoy has just left Messina in Sicily and is heading, we believe, straight down to Tripoli in Libya. That’s almost due south.”

Dutchy had his eyes intently on Moore’s face. Clearly in his mind was the picture of the area—God knows they’d sailed through it often enough—and so he was prepared for Moore’s next words.

“The distance between Messina and Tripoli is near enough to half the distance between Alexandria and Tripoli. But that little advantage to the enemy can luckily be overcome by the fact that we can steam at more than twice the speed of a merchant-ship convoy. By my reckoning ...” His faint twist of a smile said, I’d better be bloody well right. “... we should make contact about thirty miles off Tripoli just after dark. That is, of course, if the convoy is making for Tripoli and not Derna, or Benghazi, or even Tunis. But Tripoli is the closest port to both Messina and Tobruk, where of course these reinforcements are most needed, and so it’s the Admiral’s choice. I agree with him. He, by the way will be following with a brace of battleships and a cruiser squadron, just in case that convoy has anything heavier than destroyers in support. I rather fancy it will, since it’s of such importance. However, there’s no surmise about this fact: we can steam a damned sight faster than battleships, so we go out first.”

“When?” asked Dutchy, for all of them.

“I assume all ships of the flotilla are ready in all respects for sea?” Moore asked traditionally, but his eyes rested on Dutchy.

“I’m down three men,” Dutchy answered, “from a Stuka attack, but that won’t stop Pelican sailing.”

Maguire shot Curtis a warning glance, but needlessly; Curtis was not that much of a fool, not here, not now.

“Good,” Moore nodded. “By the way, I saw how Pelican handled that Stuka. Good show.”

Dutchy smiled briefly, pleased as all hell at the public praise. He said:

“It was mainly due to a new hand who’s just joined. He’s a pretty taut gunnery type from Adamant. I’m lucky to have him.”

“Adamant!” Maguire said, surprise in his tone and face. Dutchy misread him. He shrugged.

“I know,” he nodded, keeping Brady’s secret safe, “halfway round the bloody world. But you know the drafting office.”

Maguire was about to speak further but Moore’s raised hand stopped him. “That’s all, gentlemen. Return to your ships. We sail in ten minutes. And check your torpedoes ...”

They rose and started for the door. Dutchy was about to pass through when he heard: “Just a minute, Holland.”

Dutchy stepped aside for Curtis, smelling aftershave as the immaculate commander passed him, thinking that Moore wanted some assurances regarding Pelican’s ability to keep up with the flotilla. He shut the door on Curtis and turned to face Moore. On his face he put a relaxed and reassuring smile, or so he hoped.

“Not to worry, sir. The old girl wouldn’t miss this one for all the bloody vino in Wopland. She’ll maintain twenty-five knots, you can bet on that!” 

“Marvellous,” smiled Moore, “considering that her designed speed, when brand-new, was twenty-four knots. That black-ganger of yours should be made the Flotilla engineer.”

Oh God, Dutchy thought. He said, trying but failing to keep the pleading out of his face: “You’re not thinking of leaving us be ...”

The quick sideways wave of Moore’s hand halted him. “I wouldn’t be game,” he grinned. “No, Dutchy, I need your guns and your torpedoes—all I can get. Flotilla speed will be twenty knots. Any faster will get us off Tripoli in daylight.”

“Something not to be desired,” smiled Dutchy, vastly relieved.

Moore nodded agreement, then his face sobered. “I wanted to have a word with you about your new hand, and Adamant.”

Dutchy stared at him. “My God,” he said at last, “this bloody outfit’s worse than an old women’s knitting club for gossip! Why can’t they leave the poor bugger alone? Christ knows he’s paid enough for what he did.”

“What,” said Captain Moore, “the devil are you talking about?”

Dutchy’s anger clouded his normally sharp perceptions. “You know,” he said curtly. “You must know. You just brought it up.”

Moore ignored the tone. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about. But I want to know. Now.”

And now Dutchy’s perceptions were working normally, and he cursed his remissness. Obviously Moore had been on a different tack altogether. Just as obvious was the command on his face. This was his flotilla, Pelican was a member of it, and if there was something odd about a member of her crew then the Leader wanted to know about it.

“Very well, sir,” Dutchy acknowledged. Then he squinted sharply up at the captain. “I’d like this off the record, sir, just between us.”

“Oh for God’s sake, Dutchy!” Moore looked at his watch. “All right. Get on with it.”

“Ever heard of Petty-officer Brady?”

“The boxer? One-time contender for the Fleet heavyweight title?”

“That’s him. You know Beamish, Adamant’s captain?”

Moore nodded. Not so long ago he had been in a cruiser the same type as Adamant.

“Brady is my new gunnery hand I was telling you about. Only now he’s Able-seaman Brady. You really didn’t know about that?”

“No. Why?”

Dutchy knew to what the question referred. “Brady was a senior petty-officer in Adamant, captain of a top in fact. He had a run-in with Beamish, rather nasty in fact. And I, in fact, happen to be on Brady’s side. Not that that matters. But now Brady’s disrated, and aboard Pelican. You can imagine what he’s gone through, is still going through. So the fewer men who know about his past the better.”

“Understood,” Moore agreed. “Yes, I see your point. Off the record.”

“Thank you. Now what was that word you wanted to have with me about him? You can see my point ...”

Moore nodded. “You said he’d come from Adamant. Assuming he had friends aboard, I thought you’d want to tell him about the news. We’ve just heard that Adamant was sunk. Captain Beamish and half the bridge team were wiped out. Jap torpedoes and gunfire.”

“Jesus! Where?”

“In a running night battle off Guadalcanal. A Jap cruiser force took the American squadron by surprise. As well as Adamant we lost several U.S. cruisers. Bad show all round, from what I hear. Adamant’s four-inch gun-deck took a hell of a hammering. P1 four-inch was blown bodily over the side. But it was a shoal of torpedoes in the engine-rooms that finished her. Heavy casualties.”

“Out of evil ...” Dutchy muttered.

“Eh?”

“Cometh good. My boy’s action station was on the four-inch gun deck.”

“Yes, I see. Well, that’s all, Dutchy.” Moore took up his cap. “At least I’ll see you off the ship ...”







  CHAPTER TWO

THE SHABBY OLD motor-cutter came alongside Pelican’s gangway and Dutchy ran up the ladder. The pipes shrilled but he was talking to Matheson before they died to silence.

“Hoist all boats. Secure for sea. We sail at once.”

“There’s only the motor-cutter, sir,” Matheson told him, pleased at his own perspicacity in interpreting the Leader’s summons. But Dutchy was unimpressed.

“Then get the bloody thing hooked on,” he snapped, and walked forward quickly towards the bridge.

An asdic set is an asdic set—as Gertrude Stein didn’t say. Old and rusted and shaky in her metallic bones she might be, but on this brassy afternoon Pelican from her down-harbour position slipped first through the gate of the anti-submarine boom and started hunting up and down outside with an asdic set of precisely the same mark as Wolverine’s. Her speed was fifteen knots, so that on the blue, blue sea she carried a white bone in her beak.

An asdic set, invented by the British, is a very clever instrument for tapping out submerged submarines; something like a woodpecker tapping away at his tree until the grubs come out to investigate, and then pounce. Just the same, Dutchy felt no total reliance on his sound-pulsing equipment. You operate asdic all day long, and most times the only sound you pick up is the shearing beat of your own screws, and even this close sound can be twisted and altered by reflection from the sea’s bottom, by the sea’s constant yet variable currents—huge walls of sliding water—and by the varying temperature of the water, by its salinity at different depths or the lack of it, and sometimes by a combination of all these obstructing tactics.

OEBPS/CHOKE_POINT.jpg
ST
———

AJIM BRADY NAVAL ADVENTURE BY

P > o « o B
o v oflla o e R U O
a v ifv v a .I. 2 AR
1 v ohe v PR Pl
1 vy v v v 1 U

AUSTRALIA'S GREATEST NGVELIST OF THE SEA

CHGKE PGINT






OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
J.E. MACDONNELL

A Jim Brady Navy Adventure

CHOKE POINT

PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING





