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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)

 


 



CHAPTER
ONE

THERE WERE
FIVE destroyers. They were in line-astern from the Leader, one
behind the other. The shape of each ship was slim, pointed, with
lines of white running at a backward angle from each bow. Take the
wake reaching behind them, the haft, and from the air you had a
Goliath’s multi-barbed spear.

But the wind
had been logged as Force 8, a gale. There were no aircraft about.
And from sea level you had a very loose-jointed head on that
spear.

Wind Rode, Peter Bentley in command,
was second in the line, directly astern of Scimitar, the Leader.
Wind Rode was the
plaything of a venomous violence.

The helmsman
had a power-operated steering engine and, for her size, a huge
rudder. The seas overcame his devoted skill with contemptuous ease,
tossing her head from side to side; they clubbed her far over to
one side, at the same time as they lifted her head high and then
ran away from beneath her and let her head plunge with dizzying
speed into a watery chasm. Then, while she was still bowed, the
next wave surged at her and exploded its white energy over her
foc’s’le.

Her sides were
thin, but they were of high-tensile steel. She was only two
thousand tons, but she was a destroyer, designed through centuries
of experience to handle seas like these.

Her bow yawed
from side to side, her narrow-gutted waist reeled until the sea
poured in like boiling milk; but always the bow came back to the
mean course, which was north, and always her waist, which was
cunningly cambered, shed itself free of the white tonnage and came
upright again.

No man walked
along that waist. They had faith in their ship, but they respected
the sea, they were not fools. There were men exposed above the
level of the upper-deck, but they were crouched inside the shield
of B-gun, and sheltering behind the wind-break of the bridge.

Amongst those
five ships there were N-class and Tribal-class, yet they were all
Fleet destroyers, essentially they were the same. They differed
here and there—an extra gun, a funnel, a few feet of length—but all
their guns were 4.7-inch quickfirers, they could all raise thirty
six knots.

It was a
compact, hard-hitting, battle-wise flotilla. From the gaff of each
stumpy mainmast flew, stiff as a board in the wind, a White Ensign.
On anchoring or coming alongside back in harbour a second flag
would be hoisted at the jack-staff forrard—the six-starred blue
ensign of the Commonwealth of Australia.

The flotilla
was steaming one hundred miles to the west of the American base of
Palau in the Caroline Islands. Its course was north, its speed was
a weather-enforced ten knots. Its object was anti-submarine patrol,
and the sighting of anything else of general interest, which meant
Japanese. It was under the command of Captain Bruce Thornton
Sainsbury, V.C.

Not for some
hours now had a signal been made, not since course had been altered
to the north. There was no need. The ships were comparatively new,
but their captains had grown old and seasoned in the business of
war. They knew what they were about. Their ships pitched and
rolled, but always they came back to the mean line of advance. The
captains, and some of the ships, had come from far-flung battle
areas to combine in this national, Pacific flotilla. There was no
need of admonitory signals from the Leader.

And one
came.

Not admonitory; informative. Not a flag signal, but a message
via a crisply winking eye of light. On Wind Rode’s bridge, yeoman of
signals Ferris read it as he might read a magazine page and passed
on its import to Bentley: in one hour, if nothing was contacted or
sighted, the flotilla would alter course to the south-east and
return to Palau.

“Thank God for that,” Lieutenant Randall growled.

Commander
Bentley automatically glanced at his watch. Four-thirty. Turn back
at five-thirty—with this muck behind them they should be at anchor
before midnight.

Bentley, for
the thousandth time, wiped at his face with a soaked sweat-rag
which normally would have had its being in the engine-room or
massaging paintwork. He had a long time ago learned the value of
its sponge-like properties. He did not answer verbally Randall’s
growl—his agreement was in the wiping gesture. His eyes were sore
with salt and he could feel the cold trickle down inside the
oilskin collar. It would be a relief to turn tail and simply roll
instead of this never-ending screwing and pitching.

But Ferris was
waiting. Bentley nodded. The Aldis lamp started to flicker,
repeating the welcome news down the line.

Bentley and
Randall stood side by side, hands side by side on the edge of the
bridge, swaying together, leaning forward and then back, silent in
an easy, companionable mateship. They had been together so long
that they knew one another inside out and had exhausted the
potentialities of small talk.

Each of them
had keen brains for the job he had to do, but while Bentley was the
more intelligent, neither had been educated academically to a high
degree. They had heard the name Nietzsche, but neither could
propound the German’s pitiless philosophy. They had seen ballet and
heard symphony orchestras, and had enjoyed the experience; but they
could not say why, they could not discuss the artistic merit of
what they had enjoyed. Bentley read more, and more widely, than his
lieutenant, and while the exercise gave him pleasure he was not in
the habit of criticising the quality of what he read.

So their
conversation was neither erudite nor philosophical. They did not
feel their lack. They had been trained to other things. They were
practical men, in a wholly practical Service.

And bored
cold.

A minute after
Bentley had looked at his watch, Randall indicated the perceptive
discrepancy between them by saying:

“An hour, eh? Should be in the old bunk by
midnight.”

Bentley felt
no superiority over his friend; he did not compare the speed of
reaction to Sainsbury’s signal. It was all there, subconscious,
unthought of, in the fact that he wore three rings and Randall two.
He said, growling but not really irritated:

“Might as well all be in our hammocks now for all the good
we’ll do. Couldn't hit a bloody island in this.”

As though
stimulated by the reference to seeing for the first time what he
had been staring at for hours, Randall looked out over the heaving
waste and said:

“You're right. Be hard enough to load the guns without aiming
’em. B-gun crew must be happy.”

Also stung by
boredom to take closer notice of what had been concerning him for
hours, Bentley leaned forward to stare down at the wet, huddled
group behind B-gun. And Ferris’s sharp call pitched across the
bridge:

“Leader signalling, sir.”

Swaying, leaning, Ferris kept his eyes steadily on that swift
flicker of light. A few seconds later they knew that they had
better be able to aim, as well as load, the guns.
Scimitar had sighted
half-a-dozen slender masts, rolling up from below the horizon to
meet them.

Even though he
knew, Bentley asked:

“Nothing of ours in the area?”

“Not a thing,” Randall corroborated. He had his glasses up,
and now could just determine the thin grey sticks above the fanged
horizon. “Japs all right, destroyers by the look of
’em.”

Bentley did
not answer. He was also staring through powerful binoculars, his
experience digesting what his eyes saw: six destroyers, steaming
side by side in line-abreast on a closing course. With wind and sea
astern they would be coming down at a fairly fast clip, and in that
position they had an undoubted advantage. He was waiting, not
surprised, when Ferris said:

“Alter course together forty-five degrees to starb'd. Steer
oh-four-five, twenty knots.”

Five slender
stems came round, five hulls rolled wickedly. Then they were
thrashing along in line-abreast to try and cut down some of the
enemy’s advantage. It was highly improbable that they could get
behind them to windward, without being sighted, but at least now
the Japs would have to alter course with the seas broadside on if
they tried to close the range.

Randall was
looking at him, and Bentley knew what he was waiting for. But at
twenty knots, with the seas almost abeam, she was rolling more
viciously than before. If he closed the ship up for action now it
was highly likely that men would be washed over the side, perhaps
even a whole gun-crew.

“Not yet,” he said, and Randall nodded and raised his
glasses.

Beside him,
legs braced widely, one hand gripping the windbreak, Bentley took
another long look at the enemy ships. He could see funnel tops and
bridges now, but the Japs had not yet altered course.

The mind which
had not read Nietzsche was netting a web with an intensity of
speed. Each strand of the web was formed of sight and judgment and
it ran to a growing centre of decision and knowledge. The Japs had
not turned to close the range and circumvent Sainsbury’s intention,
therefore they were not as keenly on the ball, they had not sighted
the Australian flotilla. The war had been on for a long time, the
Japs had lost many ships, maybe they had dredged the barrel to man
those out there now.

Bentley
watched and waited and the swift strands of thought told him that
every minute gained increased the Australians’ advantage. The Japs
were coming south at something like twenty knots. If they kept that
up much longer without altering course the flotilla would be level
with, and then behind them, in position to run downwind and engage.
The initial situation would be completely reversed.

And then one part of his meshing intelligence told him that
he was engaged in an automatic, but actually pointless exercise. He
was in command only of Wind
Rode. Sainsbury had the flotilla. The
orders would come from that tossing length of greyness to
port.

Still, that
part of his mind smiled to itself, every other captain in the
flotilla was thinking the same as he. Every captain was trained to
project himself into the future of action and possibility, just in
case the guiding captain was no longer there to guide and
order.

But Captain
Sainsbury was very much there.

Ferris called
out the interpretation of the signal hoist and the flotilla heaved
round again to the north and reduced speed. Her bow was exploding
now, but the violence of rolling had eased. If men were knocked off
their feet they would be flung forward on to the decks, not
sideways into the sea.

“Action stations,” Bentley ordered.

Randall was
ready in front of the binnacle. A big thumb pressed on a circular
bronze knob. Clangour shrilled through the ship.

Her men, too,
were ready. At sea, at war, an alteration of course and an increase
of speed into heavy seas means only one thing. They scrambled up
ladders and spewed out of hatchways, running and stumbling and
halting and then running again to their action positions at guns
and tubes.

Randall said,
“Ship closed-up for action, sir.”

Bentley
answered that report with two words which could be used to
acknowledge that his boat was alongside or hands fallen-in for
Sunday church, or, as in this case, a possible fight to the death.
Illogical, apparently irrelevant, gloriously traditional words.

“Very well,” said Bentley.

And then, the
eagle-eyed Ferris spoke, also traditional words:

“Enemy altering course towards, sir.”

In
line-abreast, so that every ship could see its target, Sainsbury
wheeled the flotilla and took them in.

In the
director above the bridge Mr. Lasenby, gunner, was gunnery-control
officer. On the bridge Randall, first-lieutenant, was
gunnery-officer. Both officers were very busy.

Of the three Bentley was the only one whose mind diverted
from the fight. He conned his ship, he kept her in line with
Scimitar’s spuming bow
on his right, he watched the white pillars climbing abruptly
amongst the dim and grey enemy line, he saw now and then the Jap
shell-bursts over and behind them. But those things he could have
done in his sleep.

He heard the
slamming blast of A- and B-guns, he saw a brief flicker of fire on
his target, he knew he had hit, and he was thinking: What are those
Japs doing here on their own? Was it, like theirs, an
anti-submarine patrol? Merely an investigative object? Or were
those six destroyers outriders for a major naval force astern of
them, over the horizon to the north?

And he was thinking, while Randall and Lasenby were
concentrated on where their
shells were landing: Over. Almost every broadside
is over. Their fire-control equipment is not allowing accurately or
quickly enough for the rapid rate of change of range. We’re closing
at a combined speed of forty knots and their guns are not getting
the message quickly enough, the elevation quotient is still too
high. Good on ’em!

But there …!
Ahead of the bow, only a hundred yards ahead, the sea spouted. A
lucky broadside? Or had the Japs allowed for the closing range?

Sainsbury was
taking no chances. His halliards flowered, Ferris shouted above the
gun-blast, and the line swung to starb’d, together, and in a moment
the flotilla was steaming to the north again, now in line-astern
from the Leader. And now, with the Jap ships to their left, still
boring in with only their forrard guns bearing, every gun in the
Australian flotilla was aimed at the enemy.

A second, then Wind
Rode’s
six 4.7-inchers bellowed in a full
broadside.

At that range,
in that sea, Bentley—even the controlling Lasenby—admitted it was
lucky shooting. Their target was the second ship from the enemy’s
rear, and that ship was suddenly aflame.

The sky was
cloudy, the sunless sea was sullen. Against that overall greyness
the flames and the black smoke were gratifyingly, hideously
clear.

Ferris saw it,
but it was Lasenby’s report, delivered from his high and superior
platform, which came down first:

“Enemy altering to the north.”

The Jap ships
turned. Bentley knew why their fire fell off—no man could stand on
those decks reeling under the turn. But the Australian line was on
a steady course, noses into it. Their gunfire beat across the sea
in spaced and regular broadsides. Not nearly as fast as under
normal conditions, but still they were getting the shells away.

A ball of
smoke, black, not the brown of gunsmoke, blossomed on the enemy
Leader. The wind took the smoke and Bentley could see no more of
it. A small fire, perhaps a cordite charge, but now under control.
Not damaging.

An occasional
tongue of muzzle-flame spat from each Jap ship, but it was obvious
their fire-power had dwindled. Again, Bentley knew why. The Jap
line was at speed, haring off to the north, leaving a black-palled
shape behind.

Scimitar’s bright eye winked, Ferris read and reported. They were to
disengage, and close the deserted enemy destroyer. As he gave his
orders, not questioning Sainsbury’s, Bentley saw that the Jap ships
were dwindling in size. In a few minutes they would be hull-down.
It had been a long-range action.

In line-abreast, guns loaded, the five destroyers rolled up
towards the single Jap. Only her short foc’s’le and bridge were
clear—the rest was pouring black and ugly red flame. From
Wind Rode’s bridge
abreast Scimitar’s, they
could see the light blinking its demand to the enemy. Bentley did
not read the signal but he knew its import. And recognised the
answer.

Twin guns on the Jap’s foc’s’le stabbed flame. The range was
close. A few feet from Scimitar’s port bow the sea erupted. Her bow
swung, avoidingly, and the R/T speakers on the four bridges woke to
life.

“All ships rapid broadsides.”

Bentley had no need to give additional orders; both Lasenby
and Scimitar’s control-officer concentrated on the Jap’s foc’s’le. It was
vicious, and swift.

That twin gun
fired its last salvo. No one saw where the shells landed. Then
there was only the smoke on the sea, and the gale had it, scuttling
the black mass fast across the sea, shredding it, baring the
white-frothing ulcer to windward which marked the destroyer’s
grave.

Satiated, sick, they circled while Scimitar, nearest, picked up
survivors, fishing them in on flung lines. Before she had finished
the sea and the wind had washed out the mark of that alien entry. A
raft rode up the shoulders of a wave, slid out of sight down the
other side. Now and then something black showed, a piece of timber,
a uniform perhaps. Nothing else.

Scimitar’s bridge blinked: Reform, set course southeast, fifteen knots.
The flotilla ranged itself behind her. Trim, grey, rolling much
less in the following seas, at spaced intervals the five destroyers
steamed docilely for home.

Gratefully
Randall took the coffee from the bosun’s mate. It was not hot but
it was liquid, what his dry throat needed. He drank half a cupful
in one swallow.

“My God,” he said, not needing to raise his voice with the
wind astern, “that boy had guts.”

Drinking
beside him, Bentley nodded. No comment was needed. They had all
seen the forrard gun fire its last salvo, and the red-balled flag
still at the mainmast as the sea reached up for it. Bentley’s mind
was on a complementary thought to Randall’s vehement words.

“Come to think of it,” he said, his voice thoughtful and his
eyes constantly roving, “I haven’t seen or heard of a warship
striking its colours. Not in our war, anyhow.”

“Certainly not a Fleet unit,” Randall corroborated. His tone
too was thoughtful, as the subject required, but his mind was still
sick with the memory. It had been slaughter. Necessary, imperative,
but still slaughter. “Maybe a smaller craft, motor-gunboat,
something like that. No, not a destroyer,” he repeated.

They were
silent a moment, while the mast rigging sang steadily with a deep
vibrant note, and the seas hissed whitely alongside; while the
bridge and the ship went about its duties, and every man was
remembering. Then Randall said:

“It’s the first time, too, I’ve seen the old boy break off an
action after such a short time.”

Bentley
finished his coffee. The bosun’s mate took the cup. Bentley said,
casually:

“There’s half-a-dozen reasons for that, but the main one’s
fuel. That’s more than enough. We’ve been steaming a long time, you
know.”

He had spoken
seriously. Randall glanced at him sharply, then he grinned.

“Hell, I know that.”

“Then why ask such a stupid bloody question?” Bentley matched
his grin. They were back to normal.

“It wasn’t a question,” Randall denied. “I just made a
statement. I haven’t seen him break away so soon, that’s all. The
reason has nothing to do with it.”

“Gawd,” Bentley said rudely, “that’s what I like—clear logic!
I suppose if I put a forty-five bullet through my head you’d murmur ‘That’s funny I
haven’t seen him do that before.’ ”

“Wrong,” said Randall definitely, “I’d follow it with another
one.” They were alone in the sacrosanct starb’d forrard corner.
Randall swirled the cold coffee in the cup. “Fuel,” he said, “it’s
just struck me.”

“Now that’s something I’d like to see,” Bentley
jibed.

“No, seriously. Of course I suppose I’ve thought about it
before but your mentioning it just then … How would you go if
you did run out
of fuel?”

“That one’s easy,” Bentley smiled, “you’d go straight down.
And if you allowed a ship to run out of juice that’s precisely
where you’d deserve to go.” His face sobered, remembering the lone
Jap, and another action. “That’s what had Tovey so worried when he
was after Bismarck.”

“Some worry.” Randall commented. “Imagine a couple of
battleships stopped in mid-Atlantic, waiting for the first
periscope …”

“The advantages of modernity,’’ Bentley said drily, “in the
old days of coal they’d have fed mess-tables in and kept up a head
of steam.”

Suddenly he
realised how irrelevant the discussion was. A warship running out
of fuel-oil was as unlikely as one surrendering. He felt the
wetness round his neck and his thoughts were on a hot shower.
“Well, I’m off. Shower and change.”

“The advantages of captaincy.” Randall murmured.

Bentley
turned. “Come again?”

“Nothing, sir, nothing at all. Enjoy your shower.”

Bentley, who
would be on the bridge several times that night while his
first-lieutenant was cosy in his bunk, nodded his head definitely
at Randall’s grin and went below.

The flotilla
moved on.

Unseen, the
sun lowered itself and slipped below the rim of the world to
starb’d. For a short time the clouds filtered its reflected light
through, and then it was dark. A black starless night, relieved
only by the whiteness keeping her company close alongside and the
flash of a wave-top further out.

With the wind
astern of them, a warm and sticky night, the ship rolling too much
to allow of sleeping on the upperdeck. It was weather only for
hammocks. In the smoky fug of the messdecks, deadlights over the
scuttles and hatches covered with darken-ship screens, it would
seem that human beings would asphyxiate. There were some hundred
and fifty men in the messdecks, crowded in an area about the size
of a suburban house. Most of them were smoking.

Yet there were
no smarting eyes, no strangling coughs. They were destroyermen,
they dearly loved a fug. To them the atmosphere was close and
companionable.

They ate their
supper of tinned sausages and stewed tomatoes and mashed dehydrated
potatoes, drank large quantities of tea like black varnish, and
were content. Yet their content went deeper than creature comforts.
They had been in action, and they were still alive.

It had been a small action judged by the experiences of more
than four years of war, hardly worth discussion. Just the same,
their appreciation was definite. It would have been the easiest
thing in the world for Wind Rode
to collect what had struck that Jap destroyer
…

The
middle-watch men, due on deck at midnight, swung into their
hammocks early. Handy to each man were his clothes and his
lifejacket. Some men played cards or mahjong, others wrote letters,
their bodies swaying easily to the roll, the pens not hesitating
because of it. And in their minds, as they lay in hammocks or
called “East wind” or wrote queries about the garden and the kids,
was the stark memory of a slaughtered, gutsy ship.

The chief
petty-officers’ mess was more articulate. More experienced, more
seasoned, its members could afford to discuss, rather than think
silently, about the action.

The table had
been cleared away by the messman. Chiefs did not keep night
watches, they were all sitting at the table in the small
compartment under B-gun. The chief telegraphist, large-bellied and
bald, was there; the gunner’s mate, thin like a rail and as hard;
the torpedo-gunner’s mate, dark and quiet; Rennie the coxswain,
white-haired and senior of them all; and Hooky Walker, chief
bosun’s mate, huge, oaken-faced, steel-banded.
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