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To crash or be shot down into the sea is a terrifying experience. And to escape to tell the tale is a rare and remarkable achievement. But that is precisely what each of the World War Two heroes described here has done; they have come ‘down in the drink’ and miraculously survived. In doing so, they have all qualified for the ‘Goldfish Club’.

Ralph Barker tells the hair-raising and inspiring stories of eight such air crews. There is the tale of the Beaufort that ditches in the North Sea, the Wellington crew stranded in the Bay of Biscay and the Mosquito fighter-bomber trapped in the sea off Burma, keeping afloat on the wreckage of his fuselage, concussed, his bones broken, with only a flask of whisky to keep him going.
 
In Down in the Drink, the accounts of heroism and endurance match any from that historic time. They are stories of men from all corners of the British Commonwealth fighting for survival against unimaginable odds. No one could read of their experiences without being stirred by the proof they give that there is no limit to human courage.


Ralph Barker served in the RAF during the Second World War, in the course of which his Beaufort was hit in combat and he survived a crash on take-off in which his pilot and navigator were killed. He was transferred to non-operational flying after his crash and hospitalisation. After the war, he worked in civil aviation for a short time before rejoining the RAF to work in the secretariat until 1961. Down in the Drink (1955) launched a successful career as a writer. He has written books on the RAF, on terrorism and war at sea, and hundreds of feature articles for the Sunday Express.

For this edition of Down in the Drink, Ralph Barker has written a new story, ‘Whitleys and Hampdens on Hamm’.


To the many
thousands of airmen whose
grave is the sea


GLOSSARY

A.I., Aircraft Interception – radar equipment fitted in fighter aircraft for this purpose.

aileron, main aircraft lateral control.

A.O.C., air officer commanding.

the bag, P.O.W. camp.

brownjobs, the Army.

the chop, get the chop, killed in action or on active service.

clamp the key down, lock the transmitter morse key so that a continuous note is radiated.

dhobi ghat, water-filled bath or pit for washing clothing.

D/R, D/R position, navigation by dead reckoning, position computed by dead reckoning.

E.T.A., estimated time of arrival.

feather, feather an engine, stop the propeller windmilling and thus causing drag when an engine fails.

flaps, kind of air-brake, used for increased lift on take-off and for reducing speed before landing.

flotation gear, inflatable built-in air-bags designed to give buoyancy to aircraft.

fluorescine, fluorescine bag, a chemical which spread a vivid green stain over a large area of water.

Force 136, a ground force operating behind enemy lines in Burma.

George, automatic pilot.

goolie chit, blood chit, a certificate printed in the appropriate language carried by aircrew as a safeguard against mutilation by hostile tribesmen.

kukri, heavy-bladed short-handled Gurkha knife.

Mae West, inflatable life-jacket.

ops, operations, operational sorties.

pitot head, measuring instrument used in aircraft to measure airspeed.

Roger, ‘message received and understood’.

R/T, radio telephony.

sprog, inexperienced, newly trained.

static, electrical interference with wireless reception.

Sutton harness, safety harness.

three-point attitude, attitude of the aircraft in which the two main wheels and the tail wheel touch the ground together.

tour, operational tour, fixed number of flying hours or sorties constituting tour of operational duty.

u/s, ‘broken’.

Wimpey, a Wellington aircraft.


FERRY FLIGHT

SERGEANT Eric Bell swung the rear turret of the Wellington fully in all directions. This was the trip on which they would need to be on the top line. The leg from England to Gibraltar had been just another ferry flight. Now, as he looked back at the narrow runway sheltering against the great Rock, like a child in the lap of its mother, five miles behind them and a thousand feet below, he knew that the crucial test lay between here and Malta in the five or six hours immediately ahead. A mechanic by trade, Bell had taken quickly to air gunnery, and he fingered his guns lovingly, confident in the knowledge that he could dismantle and reassemble them more quickly even than the flight sergeant armourer at Gibraltar – he had done it under his nose. But the poet in him found time to admire and wonder at the majestic stillness of the Rock, misty in the afternoon sunlight. Lines from ‘Home Thoughts from the Sea’ crowded into his mind. What a mixture. Browning guns and Browning verses. He almost called up the others on the inter-com, but thought better of it in the same moment. They wouldn’t get it. Or worse, they’d think he was trying to be funny.

But perhaps, thought Bell, I’m being unfair to them. The skipper, the massive Bancroft, ‘Tiny’ Bancroft, would surely know Browning, even though he was born and bred in Barbados. Or didn’t they learn poetry in the West Indies? Bell had a deep affection for his skipper. The rest of the crew he didn’t know so well. Ferry crews were apt to be a scratch lot. He had flown with Robinson, the second pilot, Irving, the navigator, and Handley, the front-gunner and second wireless operator, several times before, but the first wireless operator, McNeil, was new to them all. At the last moment their original wireless operator had gone sick, and they had been given McNeil. Bell had been out drinking with him the night before they left England. McNeil was the only one of them who had done any operational flying. Bell felt that he was inclined to be just a little grand about it. That and the fact that he was a flight sergeant. McNeil wasn’t much like the run of ferry crews. Perhaps it was because he was a regular. He didn’t think McNeil would know much about Browning. And yet you never could tell with a regular. The most unlikely chaps lay in their bunks all day reading Freud.

Bell called his skipper on the inter-com. ‘Hullo, Tiny,’ he said. ‘Rear-gunner testing.’ One by one the crew made a test call to the pilot. Then Handley and Bell tested the guns. Already they had had to return to Gibraltar once because the guns had jammed. This time there was no trouble. Afterwards Bell heard Bancroft call Irving, the navigator.

‘What sort of a wind have we got at fifteen hundred feet, Stan?’

‘Not so good,’ said Irving. ‘What’s the matter with eight thousand?’

‘I don’t think she’ll make it,’ said Bancroft. ‘She started overheating after we’d been climbing only a few minutes. They warned me that we might have overheating trouble while the sun was up.’

‘Trouble is there’s such a good wind at eight thou,’ said Irving. ‘It’s a pity not to make use of it. Besides . . .’

‘Besides what?’

‘Well, you can’t open her up a bit, I suppose? We’re not making much of a groundspeed. I’m afraid we shan’t get to Malta before dark.’

‘Does that matter?’

‘Only that we’re supposed to get there at dusk.’

‘Only that!’ Bancroft’s chuckle warmed the crew’s heart. ‘I’m not taking any chances with this overheating. We’ll just plod steadily on. They’ll be pleased enough to see us as long as we get there.’

‘You don’t think we ought to turn back?’

‘We daren’t go back again. Not unless an engine drops off or something.’

Bell settled down to a long trip. It was warm even in the draughty rear turret, and he took off his fur-lined jacket and sat in his khaki shirt and shorts, wearing nothing else but the revolver strapped round his middle. Arriving at Malta after dark might be a blessing in disguise. The business of approaching at dusk was only to make it harder for the Jerry fighters to pounce on them on the way in. This had surprised Bell a good deal at the briefing. Back in England he had learnt to believe that British fighters were more than a match for the Luftwaffe. It was hard to accustom oneself to the idea of Me 109s holding a kind of circus off Malta, with R.A.F. fighter pilots powerless to stop them. Bell didn’t really quite believe it. He didn’t seem to remember reading much about it in the papers at home. Yet the flutter he had felt in the pit of his stomach when he first heard the rumours at Gibraltar of ferry aircraft being shot down off Malta, and of being shot up after they landed, was still unpleasantly fresh in his memory. Instinctively his fingers felt for the triggers of his guns.

Occasionally Bell could see the white outline of the North African coast away to starboard, at the limit of visibility, perhaps thirty to forty miles away. He heard the navigator say they should be opposite Algiers, but although for a moment he fancied he could see the reflection of white buildings, he could discern nothing. Some time later he watched another Wellington overtaking them on a parallel course. They must be on the right track.

At length he saw the horizon tip and felt the bank of the aircraft as they turned south past Cape Bon to avoid flying over Pantelleria. Even so, they were near enough to see aircraft landing and taking off on the island. The Wimpey laboured on against headwinds and at an altitude far too low for economical cruising. Night was already coming upon them as they turned east on to their final leg into Malta.

‘Hullo, Mac,’ called Irving, the navigator. ‘Can you tune in the Malta beacon now? We’ll get the visual indicator working and home straight in.’

‘I’ll try,’ said McNeil, ‘but I’m having a spot of receiver trouble. Can’t seem to pick up Malta. I’ll see what I can do.’

McNeil tuned his receiver continually to try to pick up the beacon. According to his briefing notes it should be transmitting. What could be the matter? His radio equipment had been perfectly serviceable so far. Now, just because someone had asked him for something, he was having trouble. And on his first trip with a new crew. That made it even more infuriating.

‘Any luck yet, Mac?’ asked Irving.

‘Not yet – give me a chance.’

Bancroft felt for the first time a vague disquiet. McNeil was a very experienced wireless operator – surely there must be something seriously wrong if he couldn’t raise Malta. He felt that he still had to deal tactfully with McNeil. It had been pretty tough on him, being pitchforked into a strange crew and posted overseas at short notice. Bancroft had had no time to weld him into the crew. He realised that the atmosphere of this trip must be very different from the sort of trips with regular airmen that McNeil would be used to. Discipline was different in the regular Air Force. Rank meant much more when it was something you had sweated for years to attain. Bancroft felt that he and his crew, and the many other wartime men like them, had brought with them from civilian life some inner discipline of their own, which compensated to a large extent for their lack of experience of Service atmosphere and tradition. But it was hardly fair to expect McNeil to recognise this at once. It would take time.

McNeil, still unable to pick up Malta, was applying himself to the task of finding out what was wrong with the set. Here his training came to his aid.

‘How far do you think we are from Malta, Stan?’ asked Bancroft.

‘About fifty miles, I should think,’ said Irving. ‘There’s a black-out on the island at night and we shall have to keep our eyes peeled. Alter course five degrees to port, will you? I’d sooner we missed Malta to port than to starboard.’

Bancroft altered course and checked the new heading with Irving. Malta could be a hard place to find even in daylight. If they missed it in the darkness it would be better to carry on to Sicily and get a pinpoint there rather than waste petrol searching for Malta. Worst of all would be to miss Malta to starboard and plough on into the void of the central Mediterranean. The next land in that direction was Greece and Crete – nearly a thousand miles. Long before that they would run out of petrol.

‘Have you got the Malta beacon yet, Mac?’ called Bancroft.

‘Just coming up now.’

Bancroft saw that the needles on the visual indicator had sprung to life and were hanging over to the left. He turned to port and the needles centralised. Everything was all right after all.

‘Come on, Stan,’ he said to Irving, ‘we’ll go aft and get some sandwiches and tea. Robbie, you take over for a bit. Just keep those needles centralised and we’ll soon be there.’

Robinson took over the controls while Bancroft and Irving sat at the navigation table in the fuselage, munching sandwiches and drinking tea. The night air was cool and Bancroft slipped off his parachute harness and Mae West and put his battledress on. Irving shivered at the knees. They ate raisins and chocolate. There was no need to worry now that they were homing on the Malta beacon.

Suddenly they were conscious that the aircraft was no longer flying a straight and level course. Then Robinson’s voice came up on the inter-com.

‘There’s something wrong with these needles. They won’t centralise properly. I think we’re flying round in a huge circle. Are you sure it’s the Malta beacon, Mac?’

‘It’s Malta’s call-sign all right,’ said McNeil. ‘Just a minute. I’ll tune them in again.’

Bancroft heard the conversation on the inter-com and hurried forward with Irving. He took over from Robinson and saw for himself that the needles were behaving erratically. Handley called them from the nose.

‘Land on the port side!’

Bancroft peered out of the cockpit to his left. He could see nothing. ‘What is it – Malta?’

‘It’s a long, dark coastline,’ said Handley. ‘Looks like we’re off Cape Bon again.’

‘Forget those needles,’ called Irving. ‘Steer north-east and we’ll try and hit Sicily. Give me a moment to work out a course.’

How suddenly the atmosphere of a flight could change. A moment ago they were relaxed and confident. Now they were very near panic.

‘How about letting Mac call Malta for a bearing?’ asked Irving.

‘We’re supposed to keep wireless silence, aren’t we?’

‘Yes – except in emergency.’

Bancroft considered for a moment. If they had to break wireless silence it was better to do so early rather than late. He called McNeil.

‘Go ahead, Mac.’

McNeil began transmitting on the Malta control frequency straight away. He could get no reply. He called them again and again without result.

‘It’s no good,’ he said. ‘They won’t answer. There must be an air raid on.’

‘That might explain the behaviour of the needles,’ said Robinson.

‘Did you make that a priority call?’ asked Bancroft.

‘Yes.’

‘Why not make it an S O S?’ suggested Irving.

‘All right. Make it an S O S, Mac.’

‘O.K.’

But even the S O S brought no answer. There seemed no doubt that there was something wrong with the set.

Bancroft hated doing it, but he felt that he must give his second wireless operator a chance to get a message through. He called Handley.

‘Reg, you go back and have a go. Can’t do any harm.’

Handley scrambled out of the front turret and back to the radio. Under McNeil’s glowering eye, he re-tuned the transmitter and rebroadcast the S O S. Still there was no reply.

They kept on their north-easterly course, peering ahead for the coast of Sicily. The night was dark and the moon had not yet risen. In these conditions they might be near or even over land and yet not see it.

Handley, back again in the nose turret, suddenly shouted over the inter-com. ‘Look, chaps! Away to starboard! Flak! That must be Malta!’

‘Good show, Reg,’ said Bancroft. ‘That’ll be Malta all right.’ He watched the flak and flaming onions climbing lazily into the sky. ‘How far away, Stan?’

‘Ten to fifteen miles by the look of it.’

Bancroft checked over his petrol gauges. What did they do now? It would be suicide trying to get in to Malta during an air raid. Even if they managed to make a safe landing they would be a sitting target on the runway. They’d been told at briefing to hold off to the south of the island if they arrived during an air raid. Malta were supposed to broadcast a coded signal when there was an air raid in progress. Probably they had, and McNeil had been unable to pick it up. Bancroft reckoned that they could hold off safely for perhaps half an hour. Then shortage of petrol would force them to go in.

Bell rotated his turret so as to get a view of the flak over Malta. He had absolute confidence in Bancroft and was enjoying the grandstand view of the air raid. McNeil was still trying to get his radio to function. The rest of the crew watched the flak with a mixture of excitement and anxiety, looking for signs of an end to the raid but fascinated in spite of themselves when the flak intensified. Bancroft circled about five miles to the south of the island.

After about twenty minutes Bancroft decided that the flak had become more desultory. It was time to take their chance. The fuel would last them for perhaps another twenty minutes, and they might have trouble getting in. He set course for Malta.

There were one or two more isolated explosions and then the flak stopped altogether, leaving the night blacker than before. They kept going until they saw the white fringe of coastline, but once over land they saw nothing. Bancroft decided to fire off a couple of recognition signals. Robinson was disengaging the Very pistol from its stowage when Bell’s voice, charged with urgency, came up over the inter-com.

‘We’ve got company,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how many there are. Two, I think. They look like Beaufighters. They’re out of range at the moment. Perhaps they’ve come to lead us in.’

‘That’s decent of them,’ said Bancroft. ‘Give them the colours of the day, Robbie.’

Robinson locked the Very pistol and fumbled with the catch of the window. As he was doing so he heard the clatter of machine-gun fire. The Very pistol jammed against the window and fell beside him as Bancroft put the Wellington into a steep left-hand turn. When Bancroft pulled out he saw that the moon was coming up, low and clear and full. Whoever had fired at them would soon find them again. He called the crew.

‘Everyone all right?’ One by one they answered that they were. Bancroft was sure the aircraft had been hit. He checked his petrol gauges over and found them both showing empty. Surely they couldn’t have used up all their petrol yet? They must have been hit somewhere in the fuel-tanks. He called the crew again.

‘I’m going straight down,’ he said. ‘Look out for those Beaufighters or whatever they are. I’m going to do a crash-landing.’

Bell winced. ‘For God’s sake don’t try and land down there,’ he said. ‘Malta’s as rocky as hell. Put her down in the sea.’ The words were out of him before he realised it.

Bancroft could see the sense of what Bell said. North of Malta there was a long shining strip of water lit by the moon, as good a runway as they could hope for. He’d never done a ditching, but everyone said it was a piece of cake. He turned towards the moon, losing height rapidly. Handley and Bell watched anxiously for a return of the fighters. Everyone expected to hear the rattle of machine-gun fire at any moment. When Bancroft judged that he was about two miles out to sea north of Malta he turned until the moon was at his back. Then he sent Irving, Robinson and Handley back into the fuselage behind the main-spar, where they joined McNeil, who was sending out another S O S. Robinson made up for lost time by cramming sandwich after sandwich into his mouth and washing them down with great gulps of tea. You never knew how far away the next meal might be. Handley strapped the emergency water rations to his waist. Bell, still in the rear turret, turned the turret to the quick-release position and braced himself. He had one more word of advice for his skipper.

‘Tiny.’

‘What?’

‘Don’t put her down tail first, will you?’

Bancroft got as near as he could to a grin. ‘Don’t worry.’ He throttled back his engines and began his final run. Thank God the engines hadn’t cut. The lighting was good – better perhaps than most of the runways at home. In the distance the shimmering water gave way to a dark fringe. That would be Malta. Thinking of Bell, he kept his speed at 110 knots and made a low skimming approach. The water was choppier than he’d thought. He eased the stick gently back and a moment later felt the sea hit them a terrific crack in the belly. Instantly the cockpit was full of water. McNeil, still tapping out his S O S, felt his hand forced off the key by the impact. Robinson and Handley were thrown violently forward. Just before they hit the water Irving was to pull the flotation-gear lever to inflate the belly of the aircraft so as to help keep it afloat. The tension of the moment, the jumble of bodies in the fuselage, and the need to brace himself for the impact of the ditching, all confused him, and he pulled the dinghy release by mistake. The Wellington was trailing the dinghy as it plunged into the sea.

Bell was delighted to find himself still connected to the aircraft. He had been terrified that the Wimpey would break its back. The impact had been no more violent than the sudden braking of a bus. In a moment he was up to the waist in water. He jettisoned his escape hatch and climbed out on to the tail-plane, reaching up to the dinghy-release lever on the rudder. He groped, made contact, gripped, and pulled. He felt no response. Shouldn’t he have felt or heard something if the dinghy had inflated? He peered forward along the fuselage but could see no sign of the dinghy, no sign of anyone. Was he going to be the only one to get out? He noticed that the port wing was twisted grotesquely up to the sky. The old crate was very nose-down. He must try to climb up and along the fuselage and see what he could do for the others. As he began to lift himself up, the Wellington rose on the swell and plunged down steeply on the far side, drenching him and forcing him to cling to the tail-plane. Convinced that the aircraft was about to sink, he inflated his Mae West and stepped off into the sea.

The buoyancy of the Mae West kept his head and shoulders well clear of the water. He struck out strongly to get away from the aircraft, and as he looked back over his shoulder he caught sight of the dinghy, floating calmly enough about twenty yards ahead of the Wellington, two silhouettes in it showing up clearly against the sky. He swam towards it, keeping clear of the sinking aircraft, and before he reached it he was hailed by three of the crew – Bancroft, Irving and McNeil. McNeil looked dazed and Irving had hurt his back, but all three were looking out for Handley and Robinson, the two missing members of the crew. Eventually they spotted one of them struggling with difficulty towards the dinghy. It was Robinson, and he seemed badly hurt. Bancroft jumped in after him and they dragged him aboard. There was still no sign of Handley.

Everyone began talking at once, telling of how they were affected by the impact and how they got out. All the men in the front of the aircraft remembered Handley going back from the front turret, but no one knew what happened to him after the ditching. McNeil thought he’d seen him disappear through the escape hatch in front of him. A wave of water had swept through the fuselage from nose to tail immediately on impact and they had each had the utmost difficulty in getting out.

Bancroft jumped back into the sea and made a complete circuit of the Wellington. The aircraft was waterlogged and sinking, and if Handley was still inside there was no chance for him. Shaking his head in dismay, he made his way slowly back to the dinghy, looking back at the Wellington after every few strokes, hoping against hope that Handley would appear.

Back in the dinghy, Bancroft ordered the water-chamber in the well of the dinghy to be filled so as to stabilise the dinghy in the choppy sea and help them keep as near the scene of the crash as possible, both for Handley’s sake (in case he should be floating somewhere in the vicinity) and to improve their chances of rescue. He found the crew uncertain whether the dinghy was still attached by rope to the sinking aircraft. There was a moment of panic. Bancroft dived in again with Bell and they swam under the dinghy several times, but found no sign of a rope. As they hauled themselves back, the Wellington settled so deeply in the water that only the tail remained visible. Then even that disappeared. Whatever hopes they still entertained aloud for Handley, each man felt in his heart that the front-gunner had gone.

‘Who pulled the dinghy release?’ asked Bell. ‘When I pulled it in the tail nothing happened.’

Bancroft looked at Irving. ‘You’d better tell him,’ he said.

Irving tried to turn round to speak to Bell, but groaned as his injured back prevented him. ‘I pulled the dinghy release instead of the flotation-gear lever just before we ditched,’ he said. ‘When we hit the water we were trailing the dinghy.’

Bell had a vision of the dinghy being churned up by the propellers. He pressed his fingers into it gingerly to reassure himself that it was still stout and seaworthy. ‘It’s a wonder it wasn’t cut to pieces,’ he said.

‘It must have been flung forward somehow,’ said Bancroft. ‘Anyway, we found it sitting right in front of our noses when we got out.’

They sat silent for a few moments, enjoying their luck. But the situation in the dinghy gave them very little cause for more than a fleeting satisfaction. Robinson was sprawled in the well of the dinghy with a badly lacerated leg; the cut was about five inches in length and went through to the bone. Irving’s injured back meant that he needed a lot of room to keep at all comfortable, and McNeil was half dazed with concussion. Bancroft’s left eyebrow was split open and the blood had caked all over his face, and Bell was bleeding from cuts in the hands and legs. As they twisted and turned to try and ease their discomfort they aggravated each other’s injuries.

Their troubles were now increased by a severe storm. There was no rain, but the seas were so heavy that sometimes the dinghy was flung up by a wave at an angle of nearly ninety degrees. Yet somehow it shipped very little water. They emptied the water from the stabilising well and found that this made the dinghy even more seaworthy.

Bancroft pinned his hopes on the coming of daylight. Search aircraft and air/sea rescue launches would be sent out from Malta in the morning. One at least of the Beaufighter pilots must surely have recognised the aircraft as being a Wellington. Perhaps they’d both realised it, because there had been only the one burst. Anyway, some action would be taken as soon as they were reported overdue. McNeil’s S O S should have been picked up by someone. There would be the radar plot at Malta, too – that should have told the ground plotters something. In any case they couldn’t be more than a few miles off the shore. With daylight they would be able to see land and perhaps attract attention.

In the morning Bancroft examined the dinghy rations and equipment. He found at once that several items were missing, the most serious being a proper water ration. There was only one rubber water-bottle in the dinghy, and this proved on examination to be less than half full and to contain an opaque liquid revolting to the taste. Bancroft remembered for the first time that the emergency water ration from the aircraft had been strapped to Handley’s waist.

How many of the discrepancies in the dinghy equipment were due to negligence, and how many to the manner in which the dinghy had been launched, Bancroft could only guess. There were three distress rockets, one canvas paddle and any amount of concentrated chocolate. The only other articles that seemed at all likely to be of value to them were their revolvers.

To dole out the water ration, Bancroft made use of the hollow wooden plugs designed for stopping up holes in the dinghy. They contained less than a small egg-cup. On the first day no one was given water except Robinson. McNeil, still suffering from concussion and a raging headache, complained bitterly at being left out.

The storm continued throughout the day and they all had to fight against seasickness, most of them succumbing at various times. Still it did not rain. But the most depressing feature of the storm was the poor visibility. They could see no further than a few hundred yards, and this gave them no chance of catching a glimpse of Malta and very little of being found by searching vessels or aircraft.

During the day they tended Robinson’s injured leg as best they could. The first-aid bandages were intact, and they used these after bathing the wound in the sea. It was an extremely ugly gash and it completely incapacitated Robinson. Irving, too, felt very stiff and was at first unable to take his turn at paddling. Bancroft and Bell took it in turns to try to propel the dinghy in a southerly direction with the one canvas paddle. McNeil was still suffering from concussion and seemed unable to apply himself to anything. After the first few hours Bell paddled for most of the time. When Bancroft was using the canvas paddle Bell used a large silver cigarette-case, one of two he carried which had been given to him by the German Mercedes company when he completed his apprenticeship as a motor mechanic. He found that by closing his mind to his surroundings he could paddle without rest for hours on end. At these times he generally concentrated his thoughts on home.

They had a small pocket-compass in the dinghy equipment and this was sufficient for rough navigation. Telling the time was one of their chief difficulties as all their watches had stopped at ten past twelve, the time of the ditching. Towards late afternoon the sea was calmer, but visibility was very little better. Their most heartening moment came when Bell spotted a yellow object floating in the water some two hundred yards off. At first they thought it might be Handley, or his Mae West, but when they got to it they found it was a table from the aircraft. This encouraged in them the hope that they had not drifted far.

On the whole Bancroft still felt optimistic. They had proof that they were still in the vicinity of their place of ditching. Porpoises had been playing around them during the afternoon, and porpoises generally kept close to land. Besides, he had had such a clear view of Malta when he brought the aircraft in for the ditching that they could not be far away. The radio had given trouble and it might be unsafe to assume that the S O S had been picked up, but it seemed more than likely that Malta had refused to answer because of the air raid. McNeil had said that there was nothing wrong with his transmitter.

‘What do you think about your S O S, Mac?’ Bancroft asked him. ‘Do you think it went out all right?’

McNeil returned Bancroft’s gaze stupidly. Bancroft could see that he was making a great effort to remember. ‘I . . . I think so.’ His speech was slurred, but the sound of his own voice seemed to rouse him. ‘I’m sure it must have done.’ Bancroft waited as McNeil gathered his thoughts together and translated them into words. ‘The receiver seemed to be duff, but the transmitter was showing aerial current. Someone should have picked it up.’

‘Where were you when you sent it? Over Malta?’

The effort to remember seemed to have exhausted McNeil already.

‘I don’t know. I was still sending it when we ditched.’

‘Long enough for them to get a bearing on us?’

There was a long pause. ‘Yes. I think so.’

‘Did you clamp the key down1 when we ditched?’ asked Bell.

McNeil turned slowly to face Bell.

‘What?’

‘The key,’ said Bell. ‘Did you clamp it down?’

‘Yes. I must have done.’

Bancroft turned to Bell. ‘Well, that’s good enough. They’ll have got a bearing on us all right. As soon as this weather clears up they’ll be out searching for us.’ He noticed that McNeil was still looking dazed and worried. ‘Don’t you worry, Mac,’ he said. ‘You did all right. Get some rest and forget about it.’

The night was calm, and Robinson, Irving and McNeil all slept a little. Bancroft and Bell sat on the edge of the dinghy, discussing their chances, keeping a look-out and waiting for dawn. When daylight came the visibility was good. There was still no sign of Malta.

Bancroft and Bell settled down to paddling again. There were no porpoises now. Both men were confident of rescue that day. They tried to steer a southerly course as before. ‘If we miss Malta, there’s always Africa,’ said Bell.

During the morning they suddenly felt the dinghy brushing against something rough and rasping. The water swirled beside the dinghy and Bancroft pointed down in horrified excitement.

‘Look there!’ he shouted. ‘It’s a shark! It’s a shark!’

They watched the water swirling and saw the ugly crescent of the mouth beneath the snout.

‘They don’t have sharks in the Mediterranean,’ said Irving. His voice sounded strangely off-pitch.

‘They do, you know,’ said Bancroft. ‘There’s so much in the Med these days for them to feed on.’

They shuddered. For several minutes they watched the shark with a mixture of horror and fascination. Bancroft assured the rest of them that the shark was most unlikely to attack them. No one believed him. The shark was with them all day.

Keeping one eye on their new companion, they watched the sky and the horizon anxiously. There was no sound of searching aircraft, no sign of a rescue launch. Bancroft doled out a thimble of water to each man twice during the day, at ten in the morning and again at dusk. The sun was blistering. Everyone was wearing shorts except Bancroft, and their legs were raw. Robinson was still silent and looked ill. Irving was better, but McNeil’s concussion had lessened his will to resist, and he persisted in giving way to the most pessimistic utterances on their prospects of rescue. Bancroft and Bell kept paddling in turns and snatched what sleep they could.

Next morning the shark was still with them, orbiting the dinghy unceasingly. They tried hard to maintain their confidence that rescue was imminent, but as the lonely day wore on they found less and less reason for optimism. Surely, if someone had been searching for them, they would have seen or heard some sign by now? Perhaps they had drifted further than they thought during the storm. The table they saw might have drifted with them. And yet surely it couldn’t have drifted away until the aircraft broke up. On the first day the weather would have prevented any attempt at rescue, but the last two days had been calm and clear. If they were so near Malta, surely they should have heard the noise of aircraft almost continually? There were aircraft coming and going all the time at Malta, German and Italian aircraft too. They had ditched north of Malta – surely German aircraft attacking Malta from Sicily must fly over them? There seemed no doubt that they were a long way from Malta, perhaps forty or fifty miles at least. Whether they were still north of the island, or whether they had drifted south or east or west, was anyone’s guess. All they could do was try to make progress in a southerly direction and rely on the search that would surely be kept up for several days on the strength of McNeil’s S O S.

Another thought occurred to Bancroft. They were a ferry crew, ferrying an aircraft to the Middle East. Bitter experience had taught him that transit aircrew were the lowest form of animal life in the Royal Air Force. To the operations-room boys at Malta they were nothing more than a liability. Aircrews were reckoned to be the least expendable of all currencies; but Malta might be forgiven for not risking a valuable searching aircraft in an area where the Luftwaffe had air superiority. Suppose they had done a quick search at the first opportunity and then given them up? Didn’t that make sense?

Bancroft took a grip on himself. Whatever he did he must maintain an inward conviction that rescue would eventually come. He owed that to the rest of his crew, especially to the injured men. Any sign that his confidence was flagging might have a disastrous effect on morale. Already McNeil’s depression was affecting the others.

He spoke to McNeil. ‘How are you feeling today, Mac?’

Bancroft was completely unprepared for McNeil’s response. He was unfamiliar with the effects of concussion and he didn’t know what it could do to a man. McNeil burst into tears.

The tinge of kindness in Bancroft’s tone had been the undoing of McNeil. The tears welled down his face as he tried to say that there was no sense in paddling because they weren’t getting anywhere, that it was obvious that no one was looking for them, that nobody cared about them, that nobody had any idea where they were.

‘But . . . what about your S O S?’ asked Bancroft.

‘They never got it,’ said McNeil. ‘Isn’t it obvious? If anyone had picked it up they’d have found us by now. How do they know where to look for us, anyway? We’re hopelessly lost and they haven’t got a clue where we are. Can’t you see?’

‘But if you clamped the key down . . .’ began Bancroft.

‘Who said I did?’ interrupted McNeil.

‘Well, you did clamp it down, didn’t you? Anyway, you said you did.’

‘Did I?’

They watched anxiously as McNeil gazed at them helplessly, still trying to pierce the fog of his mind. At length Bancroft spoke, enunciating his words with great care.

‘Look, Mac, it’s important to us all. You must try and remember.’

McNeil seemed to get a grip on himself for a moment. ‘I . . . I remember sending the S O S. I sent it three times . . . at least, I was sending it the third time . . . when we hit.’

‘What happened then?’

‘I hadn’t had a chance even to brace myself. I was thrown forward . . . and then the next thing I knew I was up to my neck in water.’

‘Then . . . then you didn’t clamp the key down at all?’

‘I don’t see how I could have done. I didn’t have a chance.’

‘I see. Well, you did all you could, anyway.’ Bancroft looked dully at Bell, and then looked quickly away, lest anyone should see the despair that he felt sure must be showing in his eyes. What McNeil had said meant the shattering of much that had given them reason for hope. Perhaps everything. It would be a moment or two before he could build their hopes anew.

‘Look,’ said Bell suddenly a few minutes later. ‘The porpoises are back.’

‘That means the shark’s gone, anyway,’ said Bancroft. He was beginning to build already.

For the rest of that day Bancroft and Bell paddled strongly towards the south. Wherever they might be in relation to Malta, their main hope of reaching friendly territory must surely lie to the south. Land might be nearer to the north, but there was no straight length of coastline that way and they might pass near islands, even near Sicily, without making contact. If he had been sure that enemy-held territory was close at hand, Bancroft might have aimed for it because of the injured men. But failing any clear idea of where they were, Malta or the coast of Africa seemed the best bet. He wondered how long they could last without water. Six or seven days, perhaps. He embarked on a little mental arithmetic, dividing the number of days into the possible distance between them and the North African coast, but he knew at once that the answer would be unpalatable and he shut it from his mind.

After the nagging uncertainty of the first two days, they derived profound comfort from a calm acceptance of their position. Now it was up to them. No waiting around for help from other quarters any more. They made up their minds about what lay ahead of them and steeled themselves for it.

After three days resting Irving found that his back allowed him more freedom of movement and he joined in the paddling. He was not able to put much weight into it at first, but he found the effort good for his soul. Irving’s example encouraged McNeil to join in, and for a time he paddled strongly; but he was unable to sustain the mental effort, and within a few minutes he had let the paddle slip from his fingers. Even then he didn’t grasp the significance of what he had done, and it wasn’t until Bell saw the paddle floating some thirty yards away from the dinghy and shouted in alarm that McNeil came to life. They hardly had time to assess the risk of being attacked by a shark if they tried to recover it when the paddle filled with water and sank.

Bell produced his second large cigarette-case and took over the paddling from McNeil. But McNeil was penitent, and Bancroft allowed him to take another turn later in the day. Within a few minutes he had lost the cigarette-case.

The heat on this day was intense, and great rolls of skin like parchment began to peel off the legs of the men wearing shorts. Bancroft, Bell and Irving slipped their clothes off and immersed themselves in the water for a few minutes, but McNeil was a non-swimmer, and Robinson was in such a bad way that he was hardly able to talk. Worst of all, they were now unable to revive themselves with the priceless morning and evening tot of water. The last drop had been given to Robinson that morning.

All that night and throughout the next day Bell continued paddling with a steady rhythm that took no account of time or fatigue. He had passed his only remaining cigarette-case to Bancroft and was now paddling with one of the distress rockets. It was waterproofed and made a tolerably efficient paddle. When he finally rested towards late afternoon Bancroft told him that he had been paddling for sixteen hours at a stretch.

Robinson’s lips and tongue were swollen and caked, and when he tried to speak they were unable to understand him. McNeil and Irving both had periods of delirium, and in one of these moments McNeil attacked Bancroft bitterly for allotting the major portion of the meagre water ration to Robinson. They were all demoralised by thirst, although Bell, with his ability to close his mind to his surroundings, seemed the least affected.

During the early afternoon Irving, crazed with thirst, urinated into an empty chocolate tin and kept it by him, sipping at it whenever he could bring himself to do so. Five days virtually without water, with concentrated chocolate as the only food, and without any bowel movement, had turned his urine into a thick yellow treacly liquid, extraordinarily repulsive to the sight and taste. Nevertheless he persisted in his attempts to drink it, finally mixing it with a piece of chocolate and trying desperately hard to swallow it. The others followed Irving’s example, but Bancroft and Bell were so revolted that they were unable to swallow anything and afterwards felt sick and disgusted. Bell resolved not to try it again. When his mouth felt intolerably dry he rinsed it out with sea-water. Bancroft did the same.

McNeil kept insisting that they were making no progress with the paddling and that their situation was hopeless. But during the day they all felt a peculiar whirring sensation in their ears, and though it was some time before they realised it, the conviction grew on them that the sound they could hear was marine engines, perhaps the engines of craft searching for them. Visibility was restricted by heat haze, but they kept a ceaseless watch all round the dinghy, and towards dusk they all thought they saw land to the north – all except Robinson, who was in a more or less continual coma and took little part in the daily excitements and disappointments. But none of them was certain that the shadow he saw on the horizon was really land, and as the sun went down they kept testing each other to see if they all saw land in the same place. It was not a strip of coastline they saw, but an isolated speck that might be no more than barren rock or a trick of the sun and the cloud. Their hopes were rekindled but they were all sceptical and there was no real elation amongst them.

On the morning of the sixth day Bancroft pointed excitedly to a school of turtles which splashed within a few yards of the dinghy. Each man drew his revolver, and they began taking pot shots at the turtles, but all the guns had rusted up except Bell’s. Bancroft was acknowledged the best shot, and he borrowed Bell’s gun, but although he fired round after round the turtles seemed impervious to gunfire.

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
headline





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
"RALPH BARKER

DOWH I
THE DRINK





