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ERRATA

The author has noted the following typographical
errors in the text as it was originally published:

Out of the Smoke

page 255, line 13 for Warsprite read Warspite
page 266, line 9 for J.U. 8JB’s read J.U. 87B’s
page 275, line 8 for torpodoes read torpedoes

The Sword and the Blossom

page 865, line 26 for beautifying read beatifying
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Foreword

Ray Parkin did not cause the events in this book. He happened to be there and his instinct was always to try to understand things by describing them accurately.

When he was thirty-one, Ray was captured by the Japanese. He had been in the Australian Navy for nearly half his life, entering the service in 1928, joining HMAS Perth when she was commissioned and serving on her every day until she was sunk. He was at the wheel during the Battle of Matapan, the battles of Greece and Crete in the Mediterranean in 1941 and the battles of the Java Sea and the Sunda Strait in 1942. In this last action, HMAS Perth was sunk and two-thirds of the ship’s company of 683 were killed.

Ray was captured at Tjilatjap on the south coast of Java and went into prison at Bandoeng. The prisoners who met here became known as Weary Dunlop’s ‘Thousand’. They were taken north by ship to Changi, in Singapore, and then up through Malaya to work on the Burma-Siam railway. When the war finished, Ray was working in a coal-mine under the Inland Sea in Japan. One morning he noticed a cloud rising in an unusual way. It was the Nagasaki atom bomb, forty miles away.

During his three and a half years of captivity, Ray kept a record of events and made drawings and paintings. This was a summary offence. If his captors had known he was doing it, he would have been executed. His materials were scrounged, adapted and invented. In Bandong he wrote in tiny writing on individual sheets of toilet paper. He met another prisoner who had been a bookbinder and got him to sew them together. Any scrap of paper he could find was useful. He had a small pencil he could put under his tongue when being moved about. When Ray was taken by ship to Japan, Weary recognised that the work couldn’t be smuggled and he volunteered to look after it in Thailand. He carefully packed it inside a false bottom in his office table, where he was also hiding the drawings of Jack Chalker and others. After the war, Weary brought it all back to Australia in mint condition.

Some years later, Ray’s war memoirs became three books. The first, Out of the Smoke, tells the story of the ship, her sinking and her surviving crew as they become accustomed to captivity. Into the Smother describes the experience of the Burma-Siam railway. When the Australian Prime Minister spoke at a commemoration ceremony at Hellfire Pass on Anzac Day 1998, he quoted from this book. The third book, The Sword and the Blossom, reflects on the period of captivity in ways which acknowledge the lessons of survival and which explore the philosophical strength and subtlety of one who could view his captivity as ‘a kind of freedom’.

The books were published, initially at the instigation of Laurens van der Post, by The Hogarth Press in London in 1960, 1963 and 1968. They hum with action and documentary description and are written plainly by an observer keen to record actual events. They are wise, tolerant books and reveal a man not thrown from his purpose by hatred and not blinded to beauty and good sense by great catastrophe.

In June 1999 Ray won both the Non-fiction Award and the Book of the Year Award in the NSW Premier’s Literary Awards for his superb work H.M. Bark Endeavour. In his speech at the awards dinner Ray described himself as ‘a blow-in’. This is not humility. Ray is a confident man who knows what he sees. The value he places on his work, however, is a practical one. It needs to be worth doing and it needs to be done well.

As to what Ray finds worth doing, we find a clue in a letter he wrote many years ago to Alan Marshall:


I do not consider myself as a writer per se, nor as such am I an artist. I cannot write or draw as an exposition of facility because I am painfully aware of my limitations of both facility and aesthetics and on every hand feel outclassed. But I feel I can still work in a way within these limitations so as to use my writing and drawing as part of an exploration of life itself in an attempt to encapsulate what small discoveries or experiences one might make or have, to help expand one’s awareness and inner space of natural relationships for an unharassed personal equilibrium.



There is a balance in things which appeals to Ray. During the 1960s his knowledge was instrumental in pinpointing the exact location of HMAS Perth on the seabed in Sunda Strait and assisting in the analysis and assessment of material brought to the surface.

When he was at sea, his bosun’s ‘call’ (the whistle used to pipe orders) was kept in a little metal container called a saveall, which was fixed to the bulkhead near the wheel. When David Burchell dived on to HMAS Perth he found a save-all and brought it back. It happened to be the one from the wheelhouse bulkhead and, after twenty-five years at the bottom of the sea, it hangs today on the wall above Ray’s desk.

Just as his intention in telling the story of H.M. Bark Endeavour was to put the reader on the ship, so in describing his wartime experiences Ray wants his readers to understand things, to know how it was and perhaps to sense how they themselves might have dealt with the experience. I am delighted that this remarkable trilogy is once again available. I know of no other books about the experience of Japanese captivity which so impress and inform the reader of today.

John Clarke
Melbourne
July 1999



What Reviewers Have Said

Out of the Smoke

‘This noble book . . . he is a writer of exceptional talent. All through the narrative the reader is aware of a man with a spirit capable of being enlarged by experiences that might well have diminished others.’   Country Life

‘Here, recollected in tranquillity, is the very stuff of which heroic poetry is composed . . . Mr. Parkin tells this magnificent story with love, humility, great understanding and compassion, and a laconic, unsparing veracity . . . In my judgment this is one of the noblest personal stories to emerge out of the welter of books written about World War II.’   Books to Read, BBC Radio

‘The sincerity and vivid recollection of the landing of some hundred or so men on a coral reef off the mainland are not likely to be forgotten.’   Bookman

‘This is a most moving and unusual book of great quality—a chronicle of one of the most heroic sea battles ever fought . . . marvellously clear-sighted . . . the book opens in such a trance of shock that the story of Perth’s final battle is not told until two-thirds of the way through the lifeboat journey, where it stands in dazzling relief of action and energy against the exhausted shipwreck sequences of dazed, oil-soaked men crawling out of the sea over live coral on the island.’   Queen

‘. . . as exciting a story of human endurance in the face of difficulty as [the reader] has ever come across . . . Anyone who has been at sea will lap up this story from the first page to the last.’   Illustrated London News

‘. . . ranks among the most stunning descriptions of any naval action of the war.’   Sunday Dispatch

‘The sea battle ranks with those of Grenville and Nelson, and the quality of this experience permeates the book which is written with the most moving and exacting honesty.’   Sunday Times

‘. . . a deeply moving tale of self-imposed discipline and unyielding resolution in the face of the most daunting difficulties . . . If Mr Parkin never writes another word he will have given the world something truly memorable in this humbly told tale about the ship that he loved and the ordeal that he and his comrades underwent after she was lost.’   Economist

‘. . . the great nobility of those Australian sailors shines through all its pages . . . Even as a “hostilities only” sailor I understood something of the mystique which binds a sailor to his ship. But I have never had it revealed to me so movingly than from the pen of this ex-chief petty officer.’   Reynolds News

‘Aglow with truth, it is undoubtedly one of the few great books to come out of the war . . . written from notes painfully compiled and concealed during captivity—on toilet paper and other scraps, at one time with a forbidden pencil stump concealed under the author’s tongue . . . Action, thought and emotion are real, stark, inspiring . . . Oddly, the pronoun “I” appears only once, and then seemingly by accident.’   Sydney Sun

‘In all my reading experience, it is—to use a dangerous word—unique . . . it has a special dimension rarely found in stories of action; Seven Pillars of Wisdom and Venture to the Interior also have this dimension, which gives spiritual meaning to physical experience . . . Although there is much casual, understated heroism in Out of the Smoke, there are no heroics; nor is there a scintilla of humbug.’   Age

‘Parkin has an eye for detail that is both touching and disturbing. He is not a romantic concerned with painting an Anzac Day-pub-talk picture of Australian servicemen. He shows both the strengths and weaknesses of the men.’   Sun News-Pictorial

‘It is much more than just another war book: for Mr. Parkin writes with penetrating insight into the minds of his shipmates; and in his understanding of the affection with which seamen regard their ship he reminds one very strongly of Joseph Conrad . . . high praise indeed. Mr. Parkin does not look back on any of his sufferings in anger or bitterness. Rather does he remember with unquenchable pride the ship he fought in and the men who manned her. His book deserves to take a place alongside the greatest tales of the sea.’   Naval Review

‘Mr Parkin tells the story so simply, so unemotionally, that the reader becomes only slowly aware of its immensity . . . Always a graphic artist, Mr Parkin brings to this story a brave and poetic quality, a sincere and human quality that cannot be overpraised.’   Australasian Post

‘Quite the most haunting World War II book of the year . . . almost unclassifiable . . . Although superficially a story of personal experience, it is the product of a poetic mind, and it has a timeless and luminous beauty.’   Age Literary Supplement

‘It is a tale of courage hardly ever surpassed in the annals of the sea, and one of the few great books so far written about World War II.’   Bulletin

‘Out of the Smoke should be compulsory reading in every Australian high school, lest we forget.’   West Australian

Into the Smother

‘. . . probably the finest POW writing in English’. Max Harris, Australian

‘This is an awful, stirring, and essential journal, not touched up, of events as they occurred, by a writer on whom the presence of death conferred a piercing vision of life; how it survived is a saga in itself.’   Observer

‘From his experiences Mr. Parkin distilled spiritual enrichment and a philosophy based on a new respect for the enduring strength of the human body and on a conviction of the fundamental need to maintain integrity under the severest adversity. To those who have not suffered as he has, this is a humbling and disturbing book.’   Times Literary Supplement

‘Into the Smother tells much about the horror camps which no merely accurate statement of the facts could possibly convey. The reason of this is that Parkin sees as a poet and writes as a poet. A host of other men might each see an incident and describe it faithfully, yet produce nothing more than a true report; Parkin, describing the self-same incident, would endow it with a quality of revelation.’ John Hetherington,   Age

‘Into the Smother has claims to a permanent place in war literature. It is so sensitively and delicately written that the reader feels something of the agony of the overworked captives, and in particular of the author who has succeeded in writing about the enduring qualities of the human spirit.’   Geelong Advertiser

‘. . . a factual book whose primary aim is not reportage . . . but a delicately-structured examination of men’s spirits and souls under unimaginable stress . . . This book, one of the most distinguished in any genre which Australians have written in recent years, has crept up on us. There is a wonderful quality in this book of a vision compassionate and quiet, of a wisdom that only comes when some kinds of men and women have been passed ten times through the flames that temper the soul.’ Stephen Murray-Smith,   Australian Book Review

‘Ray Parkin gives a personal view of what it was like in hideous, toiling heat and disease-ridden jungles; an intensely moving picture that sums up what it was like for so many others who were taken prisoners-of-war and put to work by the Japanese.’   Australian Traveller

‘. . . a documented account, stripped naked of everything but stark facts.’   Ballarat Courier

‘It is impossible not to be moved to deep pity and compassion . . . a notable addition to prisoner-of-war literature.’   Canberra Times

‘. . . the great virtue of this account, although compiled day by day, is its objectivity: there is no moaning, no self-pity, no trace of morbidness . . . the book is not a mere chronicle of human cruelty and misery, but holds implicitly a commentary on human nature that is relevant outside the camp still.’   Sunday Times

‘Into the Smother is built up out of diary extracts smuggled away from the Japanese; the technique, in building up a whole picture piece by piece, is extremely effective; and this book has a permanent quality about it which we rarely see. It is a book for all men to reflect on, and has an aspect of greatness about it.’   Today’s Writing, ABC Radio

‘. . . a book which may live and be read beyond our time . . . In its revelation of the moral and spiritual strivings of man reduced by captivity and cruelty to sheer animality, I thought of Amiel’s Journal; and in its interweaving of reflections upon man and nature my mind went back to Thoreau living by Walden Pond . . . I am sure that for Australians it will be the most vivid, the most balanced and most authentic record of those terrible 15 months in Thailand that they have yet been given.’   West Australian

‘Mr. Parkin is indeed a most unusual man. Not only does he possess a remarkable gift for vivid description of scenes and persons, but he illustrates his work himself, and his character is such that, for all the modesty with which he tells his story, it is obvious that he became an outstanding leader throughout the terrible ordeal . . . ‘   Naval Review

‘A great memorial to these men’s appetite for life and life’s sweetness in even the most savage adversity.’   Oxford Mail

The Sword and the Blossom

‘. . . his gift of finding a telling and evocative phrase, the skill of his drawings which illustrate the narrative and, above all, his capacity to enter into the feelings of men enduring great privation, put it into a class of its own . . . The two earlier volumes were lifted far above the normal level of such stories by the author’s sensitivity to his physical surroundings and his striving to find some underlying meaning behind the suffering and degradation of his experiences. These elements still feature in this continuation of the story, with particular stress on an attempt to understand the complexity of thejapanese character.’   Times Literary Supplement

‘The narrative is quietly written, with poetic feeling, but with a shattering frankness . . . Ray Parkin sees beyond the surface. He looks into the hearts of his men and women, Japanese as well as Australians, and he shows them as they really are.’   The Age Literary Supplement

‘Mr. Parkin gives the reader a remarkable insight into the Japanese way of thinking, and lights his ghastly experiences with magnificent prose.’ Western Daily Press

‘This is a remarkably evocative book-illustrated by Parkin himself—and ought to be required reading for all those who . . . aspire to insight on men caught up in the macabre unreality of modern warfare.’   Australian

‘Parkin refuses to either vengeful or splenetic. He doesn’t take his chance to pay off old scores, and this is noble, moving and admirable. Instead, he forgives his one-time tormentors, and his argument is classic. As he sadly points out, war does not ennoble and many of his own comrades behaved despicably . . . [he] obliquely infers that the act of self-preservation is neither gentlemanly nor nice and that there is a touch of bestiality in the best of us anyway.’   Age
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“This finely spun fabric.” (see p. 242)
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This story is for
THELMA, MY WIFE



INTRODUCTION


By LAURENS VAN DER POST, C.B.E.

I HEARD this story first from the writer himself in a Japanese camp for prisoners of war. Since then seventeen eventful years have gone by, and still I find on meeting it again in these pages that it has lived with me as if I had heard it only yesterday. Part of the reason is in the nature of the story itself; it is one of the great stories of war at sea. Although my years of service in the British army and my warm affection for it prejudice me in these matters, I am aware that the sailor invests his conduct in battle with a quality those of us who are compelled to fight with our feet on the ground cannot wholly match. Precisely why this should be invites an essay into the mystery of imagination and its effect on the texture of human behaviour for which there is no room here. I can only say I believe it to be something born out of the special relation that the sailor has with his ship, and the profound emotion which both sea and ship sustain in his spirit. Conrad is the obvious example of the artist with an almost extra-sensory perception of this subtle fact, but ironically no people have been more conscious of it than the enemy against whom the battle described here was fought. The Japanese even have a special word for it: they call it “Maru” and they used to join this ancient suffix to the names of their ships. Their knights, too, before the concept of chivalry degenerated into a psychological aid to totalitarian warfare, added “Maru” to the names they gave their swords. Priests also applied it in numerous ceremonies of their own. But, one and all, they did this to denote that the swords or ships thus named differed from ordinary inert matter, not merely obeying the will but becoming instruments of the spirit, and thus making an intangible contribution of their own to the quality of human performance. So imponderable is this “Maru” aspect of things that it is almost impossible to define in purely intellectual terms. One has to experience it to know what it is. But I can safely say that no one could read “Out of the Smoke” without achieving a clear comprehension of its reality which my inexpert attempt at description cannot possibly convey. In these pages it is everywhere swelling the tide of action and resolution just as the moon, even when invisible, draws the sea to its fullness. The result is that this story naturally takes place high in the company of ships like Grenville’s Revenge, trapped off the Azores; Nelson’s men of war, outnumbered on several oceans; Cradock’s Monmouth and Good Hope caught against the fatal sunset at Coronel; the tiny Glow-Worm having “its light quenched” in the stormy North Sea, as Sir Winston Churchill put it at the time, and many another vessel whose example made heroism a routine of the British sailor in battle.

The other thing that makes this book so remarkable is both the writer, and the way he tells his story. No great event is properly accounted for until it has been described by the person who, because of what he is in himself, stands in a special relation to it, and who despite the din and confusion of the battle and his own immediate duties continues to hold a watching brief for the future. The writer of this book is such a man. A professional sailor in the Royal Australian Navy, he was a chief petty officer and quartermaster in the cruiser Perth with which this story is concerned. He steered the ship in her final battle in the Sunda Strait, was one of the last to leave her and the last but one to speak to her heroic captain. Among the survivors he was one of the few with an experience round enough to tell the story of the ship both from within the ship and right up to her end. Moreover, he had the capacity to do so.

I remember the first time I met him. A newcomer, I was walking around the crowded Japanese prison when I saw a bearded young man with a battered coolie’s straw-hat on his head, sitting as far apart as possible from the crowd and impervious to the clamour. He was engaged in painting. I went and stood behind him and watched a corner of the prison swiftly taking shape on his board. In the centre of the picture like a symbol of triumph over defeat and confinement, a flaming Spathodia (or, as the Malays have it more feelingly, a Slippers-of-God Tree) soared above the high barbed wire fence. There and then we became friends, and though I knew him for only a few weeks, for he was soon taken away to work on the Siam-Burma railway, what we experienced was so real that we have continued to correspond to this day. Not once in those rather terrible weeks did I notice any sign of decline in his urge constantly to make, shape and create things. It has also survived the peace-time test, perhaps more exacting because less obvious, of having to make a living and support a family with grace. The illustrations he has made for this book, as well as the book itself, speak eloquently for themselves in this regard.

But why did so creative a person wait 17 years to tell the story? The answer is both between and in the lines he has written. I know from my own experience that there are things in war which cannot immediately be told. When Wordsworth spoke of art as “Emotion recollected in tranquillity” he may have given the world merely a subjective explanation of how he fashioned his own poetry, but his definition, in a sense, is valid for the writer whose immediate subject is war. There are emotions in war that can be recollected only when one is certain of one’s tranquillity. The emotion which compelled this story is one of them. It is one of the writer’s many qualities that he recognized this and had the confidence and patience to wait for the tranquillity in which the emotion could emerge in its entirety and integrity. Yet even at this distance some of the effect of shock and violence remains, and rightly so because without it the tale would be incomplete. The trance of disaster is so profound that only when the writer is sailing a salvaged life-boat back to Australia (as he hopes), can his imagination deal with the fate of his beloved ship and her crew. Then the full story of Perth unfolds like a flower that opens only at night.

The writer, I am convinced, was born an artist before life turned him into a quartermaster. The book is full of detail whose importance only the instinct of an artist could have selected, and the portraits of the survivors are not only drawn by an acute observer but interpreted by a generous, live and compassionate mind. There are unforgettable sketches of individuals, each in his unique way a microcosm of the macrocosm of the horror and pity of war. There is, for instance, the portrait of the little English girl with yellow hair and her young injured brother who appear with the flotsam and jetsam of the shattered European empires in the East on the coral island to which the writer swam from his sinking ship. There is a portrait of the captain of Perth, tough in its tenderness, and numerous others, from seamen and stokers right up to one of my favourite characters, met afterwards in prison—a 19-year-old Australian Naval Officer who, one day, when I asked why he was so deep in thought, replied: “I was just thinking how I love the smell of gun powder. You do too, don’t you sir?”

But to end where I began, with the “Maru” aspect. A writer who has also had considerable experience of war at sea not long ago wrote a book called “The Ship That Died of Shame”. That was fiction. “Out of the Smoke” is the true story of a ship which died so free of shame that she has come alive again in a greater way. As long as men who were destined to be brothers need to be reminded of how they murder one another, this story will remain as the memorial of Perth and the men who sailed in her.
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Foreword


TIME: February-March, 1942

PLACE: Java

THIS record contains more than the men in the lifeboat could possibly have known; but, I believe, not more than materially affected them or contributed to the climate in which they were then living. It is not meant to be a detailed or exhaustive history; however, truth, so far as it can reasonably be ascertained, has not been transgressed.

I think it has been made clear what are simply impressions of the time, as opposed to firm fact; both of which are inextricably woven into the truth of the men’s experience. Thus it differs from a categorical history of events only.

Superlatives used in quotations can be evaluated according to their source. Superlatives in my own narrative I believe to be a simple statement of fact under the compulsion of that fact: subjective or objective.

It is an attempt to reconstruct the atmosphere of the time—a tragic and disheartening time for the West. In the naval actions, the focus is necessarily on H.M.A.S. Perth; for the rest the focus is on a few men.

It is, therefore, meant to be representative of men and ships who have faced their Saint Crispin’s Day together.

It tries to avoid sensationalism out of respect for, and in memory of, all those who have died in the cause of—we know not what: except it was a duty laid upon them.

R. PARKIN


But if the cause be not good, the King himself hath a heavy reckoning to make when all those legs and arms and heads, chopped off in a battle, shall join together at the latter day and cry all, “We died at such a place”; some swearing; some crying for a surgeon; some upon their wives left poor behind them; some upon the debts they owe; some upon their children rawly left. I am afeard there are few die well that die in a battle; for how can they charitably dispose of any thing, when blood is their argument? Now, if these men do not die well, it will be a black matter for the king that led them to it; who to disobey were against all proportion of subjection.

Henry V, IV, i



DRAMATIS PERSONAE

List of main characters in this story (except the first three, in order of appearance).

H.M.A.S. Perth (ex H.M.S. Amphion). Six-inch cruiser. Commissioned for Royal Navy June 1936; re-named Perth and commissioned Royal Australian Navy June 1939. Modified Leander class, 6980 tons, 72,000 horse power, speed 32.5 knots. 1939, West Indies, Central Atlantic, Caribbean Sea. 1940-41, Eastern Mediterranean, action at Malta, Greece, Crete, Matapan and Syrian campaign. 1941-42. Western Pacific. Battles of Java Sea and Sunda Strait.



	

	Action Station




	Captain H. M. L. Waller, D.S.O., R.A.N.

	Commanding officer of Perth




	Lieutenant-Commander J. A. Harper, R.N.

	Navigating Officer




	John (Dirk), Seaman Petty Officer.

	Action Chief Quartermaster




	Ben, Leading Seaman.

	4-inch H.A. Director




	Dick, Able Seaman.

	Port Pom Pom gun’s crew




	Fatty (Hilton Arrat), Petty Officer.

	In charge 4-inch H.A. Director




	Jim (Dresden), Leading Seaman.

	“Y” Shell Handling Room




	George (Yew), Able Seaman.

	Captain’s Enemy Bearing Indicator




	Ken (Day), Chief Telegraphist.

	In charge Main Wireless Office




	Mr Cross, Lieutenant, R.A.N.R.(S).

	Bridge: Assistant Navigator




	Jacky (Bunting), Yeoman of Signals.

	Flag Deck




	Cookie, Stoker Petty Officer.

	After Fire and Repair Party




	Ginger, Acting Petty Officer.

	After Electrical Repair Party




	Mr Stewart, Lieutenant-Commander (S).

	After .5 Machine Guns




	Darky (Gregory Oliver), Able Seaman.

	4-inch Gun’s crew




	Blackie (Wolfe), Petty Officer.

	Captain of “Y” Turret




	Mr Carr, Lieutenant, R.A.N.R.(S).

	After Bridge




	McMurtee, Stoker.

	After Engine Room




	Smithy, Engine Room Artificer.

	After Engine Room.







Part 1


SANGIENG—INERTIA

1

TO the swimmer, the island at first appeared as a line of rocks. Then it grew bushes and trees along a low shore. That was as he encountered a strong, south-sweeping current, the choppy surface of which threw oil-fuel in his face and made him afraid lest it should get into his lungs.

He saw two trees on the hill behind the shore, and grimly took a bearing to work out the direction he must swim to prevent being swept past the island. If he missed this island, it would be (in his own language) “up all bags and hammocks!”

He swam squinting and blinking, through the dollops of oil-fuel flung in his face. It was oil-fuel from last night’s seventeen or eighteen sunken ships. Several times he thought how easy it would be to stop swimming. How comfortable it would be! He had been swimming since midnight, and it was now around nine or ten in the morning.

He knew something of the power of the sea because he had spent years on it, and he did not delude himself: there was the shore; here was he. Between them lay water—absolutely impersonal water—which did not care whether he lived or died; which was kinder and gentler to a lowly mollusc than to him.

He had seen so many die.

He kept on swimming and blinking up at those two trees as best he could. He knew he was losing ground and being swept down to leeward. But there was a point of land jutting out. . . . The current tore at him, and stubbornly he swam against it. His legs and his arms seemed to slip through the water without doing any good.

He was tired—dangerously tired. When a man is so tired, he does not care: except for rest.

The water became calmer. He blinked at the trees again. The bearing had changed! It was opening! He shuddered to think how close he had been to giving up. The thought of safety, after nine or ten hours drifting in the dark, was more unreal than dying. He felt a spinning giddiness as if he were between two worlds.

Ahead, about twenty yards out from the beach, was a man. He was a dark man, almost black. He seemed to be stalking fish in the shallows: bent with his chest close to the surface of the sea, and making a cautious, halting, jerky progress toward the shore.

He kept swimming.

He touched ground; then swam a little further and stood up. It took a few moments for his numbed feet to feel; he got them off the bottom quickly, for he had been standing on live coral, growing with its spiky, upstretched branches. These had collapsed and plunged him ankle deep among the sharp jelly-oozing stumps which took flesh from his legs and feet like peel from a potato. He cursed as he refloated himself. He knew too well the evil poison of live coral which could rival the tropical ulcer.

He watched the man catching fish close to shore. He saw him get closer and closer, and then fall on his face with the wavelets softly hissing in the coral sand about him. The swimmer then knew the man had not been fishing.

As carefully as he could, he dragged himself over the coral, which was only a few inches under the surface. He let his body trail and hauled himself ahead for all the world like a crayfish. Eventually he had to walk. With curses, cuts and cringing gait he arrived beside the other man, who rolled over and looked up.

“Who’s that?” he asked, as if it were pitch dark instead of bright morning.

“Me,” said the swimmer informatively.

The other peered closer. “Bloody oil-fuel,” he said. “Can’t tell who you are.”

“Dirk,” the swimmer insisted. “How are you, Ben?”

“Oh,” said the other with recognition, “you, John. I didn’t think your mob would get out below there.”

“Well, we did,” said John; “the Auxiliary W/T people too. We left just after the second torpedo got her.”

“They told us to scram after the first. They could see it was hopeless and we couldn’t do no good up there.”

“See many in the water?”

“Oh yes, lots. Hell of a lot got away. Don’t know where they are now. This current split ’em up a bit.”

“Nearly split me up too. Left a raft out there to swim in. Johnno, the capt’n’s cox’n, and an ord. No sign of ’em out there now. Looks like the current got ’em.”

“Yes,” said Ben, with full knowledge of the subject, “it’s a bastard!” And they both looked out over the sea which, last night, had swallowed up so many of their mutual friends. The dark streak which was running down past the island had drowned more after the sun came up. Some perhaps, were still drowning in it. Oil-fuel.

Somewhere out in the ruffled water rose a long, wailing cry for help—repeated and repeated. There was something desperate and frightened in it. As if the man were not calling because he needed help but because he was scared stiff. It was like someone overawed by a terrible loneliness and trying, with his own voice, to shatter its finality. He went on calling.

Ben and John looked out in the general direction and saw a head and an upraised arm. And again the desperate cry came. They gave one unanimous shout.

“Swim!”

“He’s through the current and in a backwater. Why don’t he swim?”

“Digger, if you can yell like that you’re strong enough to swim a little more. I’m not!”

They looked at the blood oozing through the oil-fuel on their legs. “No sir,” said Ben, “I’ve had enough of that coral for today.”

They sat, and watched, and listened. The newcomer kept on making little cries even after he was ashore. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” he kept on repeating hoarsely, consumed with horror.

“We couldn’t help you, mate,” Ben explained. “We had to come through that there ourselves.”

“Oh! Oh! Dead Yank out there kept follerin’ me around. Drifting. Pushed him away with my foot. Kept follerin’. I was drifting on a piece o’ wood. Took his lifebelt off and pushed him away. Heard you yell—and swum. My bloody eyes! Can’t hardly see a thing. Who are you? Oh, my eyes! Couldn’t get rid of that Yank. Kept follerin’!” The man was unstrung. When he opened those eyes in his oil-blackened face they were bloodshot and tears no longer came to flood them.

“We’re going to look for water and see what we can see.”

“I’m buggered. I’ll stay!”

They left him there, face down on the coarse coral, still groaning hoarsely: “Oh! Oh! my eyes!” But there was nothing they could do.

The narrow beach was some ten or fifteen feet wide with trees overgrowing it and pushing branches out over the shallows. Odd bits of wreckage: an old boat’s cover; a mast with broken halyards attached; a few oddments of first field-dressing kits half buried in the bigger lumps of coral above high water; and a couple of lifebelts hung on branches—oil-stained. Someone else had landed here not long since. There was a kapok lifebelt, too, of American pattern, bone dry.

“Shipwreck seems to be the fashion hereabouts lately,” remarked Ben.

Ben and John wondered if there were any survivors of previous sinkings here. They felt that there were some of their own crowd. Groups of them had been bobbing about close by at dawn. Even now, as they looked out over the rising sepia-coloured reef, they could see more survivors. But it looked as if they were being swept past the island. Such rafts as the survivors had were not manaeuverable, and the swimmers were miles too far down to beat that current.

There was a boat out there with a sail hoisted. There was no wind and the sun was getting hot. Heads were bobbing around. A Japanese destroyer steamed close, stopped engines, and the sail was lowered. The two on the beach were not sure at the time whether this boat had been sent from the destroyer to pick up last night’s survivors or not. But they knew of no other boat. However, the ship steamed away again to maintain its ceaseless submarine patrol in the Strait of Sunda. A few aircraft were heard overhead, but the two men found them difficult to identify. Anyway, what the hell, now? The complete satisfaction of having both feet on solid land so possessed them that they had not begun to think past it.

They stood in the shallow water where the sand was finer and set about getting the cursed oil-fuel off each other. Their inflatable lifebelts, with the oil-soaked jersey covers, were hung in the trees beside the others. They stood black, naked and streaked in tones from deepest sepia to raw sienna. They scrubbed each other with sand. Their clothes (a pair of blue jean shorts and a torn overall between them) they treated similarly. The whole business was not very successful, but it at least scraped some of the stuff off. They proceeded naked, carrying their rags, and gingerly picked their way around the shallow water along the beach where the trees made it impossible to go by land.

As they went, they examined odds and ends—empty pemmican tins and bits of wood and cases. Fifty yards offshore a clinker-built ship’s lifeboat bumped restlessly on the reef. “She looks to have a bad hole in her,” John remarked.

Not far from here they struck inland and became conscious again of their tender feet, which had been soaked in the sea since the previous midnight. They broke through the trees which bordered the beach, and were confronted with a narrow plain some two hundred yards wide. This was covered with a broad-leafed sword-grass. Young banana palms sprouted here and there. The coming heat of the day glared already on the matt surface of the grass. Rising beyond this flat was a steep hill. Away to the left John saw the two trees he had used for his bearings. On the ridge of the hill was a cultivation of maize, some paw-paw and pumpkin. On the plain itself, showing dry and parched, was the sloping nepa-thatch of two or three small huts pressed in on all sides by the prolific grass.

Here was water. Here was habitation. This meant putting on their wet, oily clothes again.

“Got to be decent, I suppose,” Ben said.

“Oh, indubitably,” John acquiesced with mock dignity. They went forward along the narrow path of grass which was trodden down like a mattress beneath their feet, and it led them to the first house. The path became smooth, brown earth and quite hard. Beyond was another hut over the top of a patch of yams whose leaves seemed so neat and formal. In this hut pumpkins lay in a yellow and green heap with some native sails and a few tools. There was nobody there. They passed on to the next hut.

They went with natural caution. They did not know what the temper of the people here would be. And they were tired of animosity.

When they arrived at the hut they found some black men mooching around. Some were lying down on the ground or on bamboo slats; a couple were just wandering without much purpose. Then they were suddenly recognized for more oil-stained survivors. It was difficult to identify one another.

“There’s water in the well over there; it’s pretty good.”

“Seen anyone here who owns these huts? The people who live here?”

“Don’t know. When we landed and came here, old boy gave us a cup o’ tea each and shoved off. Don’t know where he’s gone. Seems to have cleared out.”

The day remained still, with rising heat, and the leaves seemed to ring with the hot glare. There was little to do except to wait and see how many of the others turned up.

For four days since they had arrived in Java they had been kept at it. Air-raids, surface actions (by day and night), sinkings by submarines and, finally, sunk themselves at midnight by four torpedoes after an hour’s fierce action. They had all spent upwards of eight hours in the water, the first part of which was made more uncomfortable for them by falling projectiles and exploding torpedoes. They had had no sleep for the past two nights. The last meal had been supper on the previous night. They were bemused. They were so weary. The only thing was sleep. The heat was taking their remaining strength. So they slept—five or six of them there, Micawber-like, waiting for something more to turn up.

Thus passed the forenoon for some on March 1st, 1942.
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Six men were drifting together on or around the same raft. A wounded man lay uncomplaining. They were to the northward of Toppers Island, a small beehive lump of stone supporting a few trees and two Javanese light-keepers. The south-bound current of Sunda Strait split here and swept past, set over toward Sangieng Island, and went on past Krakatau and Java Head to the Indian Ocean.

At varying distances from this group others were bobbing about. The cruiser’s people had been broadly scattered by dawn. Some distance from the raft men sighted a lifeboat drifting empty. Three of them left to swim for her. Eventually they reached her and found her half-full of water. She was a cumbersome steel lifeboat. They laboured heavily with her without much success. By this time the raft had come to within a few hundred yards of the boat and another man came over. Between them they then managed to get the rest of their people off the raft and into the boat. Most of them were practically naked and black with the oil-fuel which lay thick on the water in the current. The wounded man was suffering from shrapnel wounds in the arms, thighs and testicles. He did not complain. Indeed, he apologized.

By this time the sun was fairly well up and hot. The calm sea made a reflecting mirror for the heat, and was ruffled, dark-blue only along the line of the current. They were being swept past Sangieng Island. The boat was bailed and they began picking up others.

All forenoon it went on. Struggling with heavy oil-soaked oars which slipped around in their hands, and caused blisters—mental and physical. The boat was heavy and slow, high-sided, stiff; and it lay on the men’s hands like a thing dead.

The survivors were so thick with oil that it was impossible to handle them. Greasy hands slid from other greasy hands and arms, and the man they were trying to recover slopped back into the sea with a breathless curse. They could only get men out of the water by passing a bight of rope under their armpits and heaving them over the gunwales, where they slid into the bottom of the boat in a sloppy heap like gaffed marlin. In agitated moments they cursed the boat. Dragging oil-covered, exhausted men over her black gunwales was back-breaking. At last there were about thirty men in the boat.

Three, four and five miles down the Strait were other heads, some just visible on the smooth surface. A Japanese destroyer moved among the nearer ones. The current had kept them in the centre of the Strait, sweeping them inwards towards the great Krakatau. It looked as if they would be swept on to that pitiless stretch of open water: the Indian Ocean.

Those in the lifeboat managed to get a sail on her and pull up against the current, trying to make Sangieng. There was no wind and the sail only annoyed the rowers. Frayed nerves and brittle tempers began to show: there was bickering born of discomfort, suffering and fatigue, accentuated by the knowledge of their poor progress. It was only bullying and driving on the part of some of the older men that kept them going. But they had to keep going or get swept out to open ocean. It took them hours to make good the two miles back to the northwards. With some difficulty they found a break in the rock-bound shore and landed on a beach not fifty feet wide at the end of a rockless channel as short and as square as a graving dock. They landed amid the guttering and gloating of sea along the rocksides—it was miraculous that they had got safely over the last fifty yards.

With the boat pulled up high and dry, the men tumbled ashore and lay down, dead-beat. It was about three o’clock in the afternoon.
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It was about this time that John awoke. He had dozed restlessly, with conflicting thoughts of past and future. Thoughts of his wife and two children. When they heard the news of the loss of the ship they would not know whether he was alive or dead. Thinking of the shock to them filled him with a haunting hopelessness—helplessness. He could do nothing about it. He must try to thrust it from him. He did not yet know about the boat.

Taking a blunt, long-bladed knife which he found in the hut, he made his way back to the beach. Insects rose and hovered over the curved and arching sword-grass which seemed to hiss and ring with the heat as he passed it. The sun beat down on his back like a fire. He came out on the beach to a small cleared patch where grass had recently grown over the charcoal remnants of a burnt bamboo hut at the foot of a straight-trunked canary tree. A few bamboo frames still stood. John wondered if this were the work of previous survivors or the natives. Two or three stakes stood out in the pale sandy-green of the little cove: perhaps they were used to guide native craft.

[image: image]

Survivors, 1942

He pushed on to the water’s edge and went to the left. The worm-eaten, slimy logs which rolled and bumped beneath overhanging trees told of the grim inevitable victory of the sea. Under its surface all its little citizens seemed to gloat, cuddled safe. He did not like wading in bare feet. The sharp coral and sticks were a menace—they could be so poisonous. He came to where they had seen the old boat’s cover that morning and set about getting himself a wardrobe. Protection from the sun was necessary and from the chill of nights. So he cut a square big enough to wrap around him with an overlap of about eight inches. It reached from his neck to just above his knees. In the appropriate places he coaxed (for the knife was blunt and would only cut by beating it against the canvas on a bit of coral) two slits in it. Thrusting his arms through them, he had a rudimentary coat. He then proceeded to introduce two “buttons” in the front. From the cover he cut a couple of short lengths of codline lacing. To the ends of these he spliced two pieces of coral about the size of his little finger, as toggles.

As he did it he wondered how old the “toggle” was, for though he had seen it pretty widely used at sea, he felt that it was one of the really primitive ideas still surviving in its original form. The earliest of mariners had used it, before their euphroes and dead-eyes, which were now gone, but the toggle still endured, perhaps because of its very simplicity. Maybe it had first appeared in kampongs of people who had never seen the sea. Perhaps hunters of the aurochs and the sabre-toothed tiger had known it. His mind was not on the present but the vibrant past. He spliced two eyes on the other side of the coat and put it on, fastened the two white toggles and let the square neck fall in a broad lapel.

Now! The next step—what did he need? A covering for nights. He cut himself a square of canvas. He did not want to go too heavily on the cover—some instinct of conservation held him back. So the result was that the piece he cut himself was just too small for an effective blanket, which he often rued in the dark, still hours when an annoying chill played about his back and mosquitoes attacked his ankles and feet. Sitting in the dappled shadows on the loose coral of the narrow beach, he was naked with his new clothes beside him. The boat’s cover conformed to the plan of the boat and around the edge at intervals were deep triangular flaps, fitted with lanyards of inch stuff. He sawed one of the lanyards through to make a belt for the coat. Several flaps had been cut off by him in trimming his coat and blanket. Now he sat with one on his knees reflecting what he could do with them.

As he looked out from under the dark, low-hanging foliage he saw a panorama of sea and mountains. To him, then, it was only of mild interest. In another world out there was activity. A destroyer moved endlessly up and down, north and south, vigilant and aggressive, on patrol. A landing on Merak was being covered by naval forces, and the occasional boom of gunfire reached him across the water. Merchant ships, carrying troops, with only superstructure, masts and funnels visible above the intervening sea-horizon, made a long, slow, quaint procession. There were almost forty of them. A float-plane reconnaissance or two droned back and forth overhead, seen occasionally through the leaves above, or beneath them out to eastward over the Java coast. That morning, as Ben and he had stood watching, bombing aircraft had come over and fighters had roared about. But it was vague. Some bombs were dropped over the Japanese troopers; hull down it was hard to tell. A single ship a little to the southward, abreast Anjer light, was near-missed with a stick of bombs. John had seen that—the great explosion of enfoamed seawater shooting skywards, almost obscuring the ship. Good to be on the outside looking on, he thought. And the ships moved steadily up and down close to Java with a slow deliberation that spelled success. So, in that other world, an invasion went on with all the completeness of modern invention, while the naked man turned to his piece of canvas and was more concerned with making a hat out of it.
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The dying boat

He pondered on that thought a little and looked intently at the dark, blue line of the lively, chopping sea tearing down just outside the brown reef. It seemed as if, when he had swum through that current, he had indeed swum to a different world. His forehead wrinkled. “Like the bloody Styx,” he thought. He was in a place unaffected by the world of yesterday. He made the hat by fashioning it into a cone and fastening the edges with a knotted rope yarn. It made him think of the first time he had been treated to “turkey lolly” and the swarthy vendor had so cunningly twisted the bag out of a square of paper; and how the taste of that pink and white stuff was really the taste of the clever bag made so neatly, and of the exotic colours.

He looked out at the grey lifeboat on the reef. As it bumped, the loose tanks within gave a mournful echo. A jagged tooth of coral held her and she half floated on it. He felt drawn to her—but the thought of having to tread over that live coral shelf! Taking the bits of canvas ready cut, he fitted them with rope yarn laces. Cutting coconut leaves and folding them to fit beneath his soles, he wrapped a piece of canvas about each foot.

It was slow and difficult progress: the coral collapsed as he brought his weight down; the water pressure swilling inside soon exposed his soles and marooned him in the middle. It was half-expected, but it disgusted him. He would wait another day and seek a brighter idea in footwear before going out to the boat. He was garbed in the newly fashioned coat and the tall Crusoe-like headpiece which made him look as if wildness were his normal state.

He came back to the shore on all fours, feeling for footholds that were not so sharp or not so weak that they would break and jamb his foot. As he reached the sandy bottom closer in, he straightened up.

Fifty yards up the beach he saw a skiff, painted grey, clinker-built, and with her mast stepped. The stem was ashore and a bowline ran across the coral strip to a tree. The lowered sail was draped on the yard, and a bight or so of the sheets stuck out over the stern. The boat rocked gently, the water slapping with a quiet flatness under the counter. In the sea, a few feet out from the transom, stood a man, half naked, with trousers rolled above his knees.

“How y’ goin’, mate?” he called in an everyday voice.

John was curious, but not surprised. Not any more. He made his way along to the man. This was where he had come ashore that morning. His eyes took it in as he approached. The boat had the look of having been brought there deliberately as part of a voyage. Her gear wore a weathered look so that, among the apparent disorder, there was the pattern of things falling naturally into place. About six feet above the water’s edge a man squatted over a smoother piece of coral, intent upon sharpening his knife—a naval clasp-knife. He did not look up until John was stepping from the water in front of him. His face was serious and quiet; but with dark, imperious eyes which gave a relentless firmness to his mouth.

“How’r’ yuh?” he said simply, feeling the edge of the blade. John said, “Not bad.” The man went on sharpening.

Just by him, a little in front, sat a Malay woman in the conventional tight breast-compressing bodice and a black skirt of some light stuff. She was young and had a good face and a warm brown skin. Smooth, black hair was drawn to a bun at the back of her head. Before she looked up at the newcomer she had been watching two very lovely children in front of her. The youngest, a boy of five with white hair, was playing with the intriguing shapes of the coral fragments between his legs. The elder, a girl of eight, nearly as fair, was his sister, and she plaited strips of coconut leaf. Both of the children looked up at John, and the look went right through him in a thrill of pain. He had a boy and girl, both fair, of three and six. The children remained quite silent.

Lying askew to the water’s edge, and almost in it now the tide was making, was an oil-covered form, face down. The oil was on him like half-dried treacle and there was no difference between the appearance of his skin and the overall suit he wore. The woman looked at him compassionately and up at John with deep, sincere eyes, “He’s been like that all day. We gave him water when we came. He is sleeping. It is his eyes. They hurt and he rubs them He can’t see.” Just then the man groaned, shifted restlessly and was still again.

The man sharpening the knife looked up. “Missus can’t do nothin’ for it.” He shook his head. “Got nothing.”

The other man had followed John in from the stern of the boat and stood dripping and shiny-black from the knees down. More oil-fuel was coming in with the tide. He was whiter and more slender than the man with the knife. Younger too. Over the gunwale of the skiff, near the bow, hung a very soiled, once-white drill naval singlet with the characteristic square blue-jean neck band.

John did not attempt to explain the group. He simply accepted it. His mind was tired and his sensitivities dulled. But he looked at the singlet and the younger man. “Navy?” he asked.

“I am,” the youngster replied, and appeared more ready to talk than the other. “Tug’s not. Nor the other one.”

“Other one?”

“Yes, gone foraging,” said Tug, “to see what he can get.”

“How many of you?”

“Six. Other one and us.”

“What ship?” This was addressed to the younger man.

“Vendetta.”

“Vendetta? But she didn’t . . .”

“No, she got away all right. I was in hospital—Singapore. Got a job driving wounded down from Johore Baru. Got away in the skiff. Made our way down the coast. Tug was in Singapore. They were bombed out of their ship—an old Chinese coaster. This is his fifth shipwreck this war.”

John looked toward Tug, who stopped sharpening a moment and glanced up to nod. “We’d only a grenade-thrower and a Lewis. They were high levellers,” he added significantly. His knife was still not sharp enough.

“I think I saw you out in the tide this morning.”
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Bombed-out!

“Yes, destroyer came over and we had to lower our sail.”

“Where’d you come from?”

“Sumatra. Left last night.”

“Then you’d be crossing about the time we were there?”

“Yes, we saw you.”

“Pretty hot for you, eh?” And John looked from the man with the knife to the woman and the children playing silently with coral and grass, and back to the slender young speaker who only said, “Yes, we saw you.”

He thought of it later. What the young man had seen was some twenty destroyers and a few cruisers protecting a total of about fifty ships from two cruisers. After a fierce fight in the close waters of the Strait lasting just over an hour, the two cruisers had run out of ammunition and been torpedoed. All that was left of them was a few survivors. Between eight and fifteen enemy, including warships, had gone with them. It was a bad night to have spent in the Strait in a sixteen-foot skiff.

John looked at the children and spoke to them. “What are your names?” he smiled.

“Mary,” said the girl. “And Robin’s my brother.” And both of them fixed him with frank, wide eyes which had a sort of dumb appeal in them.

“Mummy and we left Daddy in Singapore and came away in a boat.” Robin was quite silent. “Mummy said we were to wait. . . . I don’t know where my Mummy is.” Her voice went faster, and choked toward the end. Her lips quivered and her eyes filled quickly. She sobbed. Robin simply looked at her as if he were half-puzzled but quite sympathetic, and then he went on playing with his pebbles.

“Stow it! Stow it, Mary,” growled Tug, still sharpening.

“Don’t, Mary,” the Malay woman said, “Mummy is all right.”

“Where—how did you pick them up?”

“Bombed out in Banka Strait. We picked up Missus and them coming through.” This was Tug speaking.

“They told us to go to the saloon because there was an air-raid on. The aeroplanes came over and there were some big explosions, and the ship started to sink. They told us to go to the boats; but I could not find any and I jumped into the water. I found something—a thing—”

“A raft,” supplied the Vendetta rating.

“—and dragged myself on to it. And when I looked up the ship was coming down on top of me. It was falling over. I prayed and it missed me.”

“And the children?”

“I found them in the water near me and pulled them on with me.”

“That’s how we found them. We were in by the shore when this happened.”

“Did you get any others?”

“We had thirteen in the boat, but it was too many. We left some to take a chance in Sumatra. We’ve been fourteen days from Singapore. Pulling most of the way. No wind. Some days we pulled for thirteen hours. Got stuck on the mud near Banka for a whole tide.” He paused and then continued, “We had a vote and made Tug skipper, and we do whatever he says.”

This made John look again at Tug. Tough, weather-bitten, taciturn, a man about thirty looking stern enough to be cruel. But he was not. It was a deep sense of unswerving responsibility. And he spoke: “We’re trying to make Timor, or mebbe Australia. Travel by night mostly and stick to the coast. Put in and rest up and fossick. Mebbe two months.”

“Got a chart?”

“No, an atlas. Got it handy, Missus?”

She got the book. John sat down carefully, conscious that beneath his coat were no pants.

“Page ten and eleven.”

“Yes, I’ve got it.”

And John, for the first time, had an idea just where he was. Tug leaned forward and traced his proposed course roughly with his forefinger.

“That’s ocean coast to the south.”

“I know,” Tug replied.

“Well, I hope you have luck.”

“We’ll do it all right.”

The water lapping at the feet of the sleeping man transferred their attention to him. He was waking now and rolling over to sit up.

“How you doing now?” John asked.

“Ah, that’s better after that sleep. But my bloody eyes—”

“Don’t touch ’em,” warned John, “blink ’em hard. But don’t touch ’em. You’ll only get more in.”

“Got any water anywhere?”

“Yes, here’s some water,” said the young chap, whose name was Bill Jenkins. And he gave him a mug with water.

The man drinking, a short young man of twenty-two or so, paused and looked up at John with his near-blind eyes. “How many of our mob here?”

“About eight or ten so far. Maybe some more further up the beach. There looked to be a crowd ahead of me who would make it there! Seen anyone else?” he asked of the others.

“Nobody ’cept you.”

John was looking at Robin and suddenly noticed a great round sore on his knee. Mary had brushed the flies away and told him not to let them get on it.

“What happened to his leg?”

“It was sun-burn and we burnt it with lysol—and he don’t keep it covered from the sun.”

“Lysol neat?”

“M-m-”

“Whew!”

Mary said, “He won’t keep the flies away from it, and now he can’t put his leg properly straight.” John thought it was pleasant to hear her high, well-articulated speech. But Robin only looked at her with a faint grin on his face as if his sister’s concern were amusing. He still remained silent.

“Tropics are crook for a sore like that.”

“Robin never complains. Do you Robin?” Missus put in. Robin simply shook his head, but did not raise it. He looked slightly embarrassed.

John gazed out at the destroyer now steaming slowly to the south. After a short silence he said, “When are you shoving off from here?”

Tug answered, “Might spend a couple of days here. Depends what we find. Want water and some food.”

“There’s plenty of water here.”

“Yes. We’ll cross to the mainland by night.”

“Do they take any notice of you?” He nodded toward the destroyer.

“Only told us to lower our sail this morning. But you c’n never tell.”

John shook his head.

“Listen, Frank,” he said to his oily shipmate, “when you feel ready to move you can find us easy enough. Follow the beach around there. To the right. There’s a bit of a sandy cove and it’s clearer. You’ll see an old bamboo shed—just a couple of bits standing. Rest’s burnt. And a big tree. Turn in and right behind the burnt shed there’s a path through the grass. Keep bearing left till you see some huts. We’re there. I’ll go back now to see what’s doing. Most of ’em should have had a sleep by now—and it’s getting a bit cooler.”

Then he turned to the others and said, “Well, so long! I’ll see you some more before you sail. Good-bye, Missus,” he smiled an oil-caked smile for her. “Good-bye, Mary! Good-bye, Robin! So long!”

And he waded back along the shore, treading tenderly. On the way near the huts he ate a few tomatoes the size of marbles. When some of them saw him in his new suit, they hailed, “Hi Robinson Crusoe!”
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A fire had been kept going since the natives had vanished. It was a poor sort of a blackfellow’s fire, but when they wanted it they coaxed life back into the miserable grey ashes between the fire stones. A couple of kerosene tins were filled from the shallow well cut down in the coral deposit. With hot water and odd bits of rag and the coral sand used as an abrasive, several of the men stood dirty and naked in the meagre shade of a paw-paw and rubbed each other raw. It was painful work, but the oil-fuel was hateful enough to warrant it.

One of the crowd was standing lanky and nude alongside a cold fire, and another was rubbing the white ash on him. Then they changed about. Each, with his eyes tightly closed, was doing his own head. They rubbed ash into their hair, to absorb some of the oil. Their skins burned fiercely in the sun.

The kampong was a poor one. John looked around and took it in. There were three huts set at fifty-yard intervals along its length. There were two small wells between the three huts: the water in them was sweet enough, though hard. They appeared to be tidal, so the water must be seawater filtered through the lime of the coral strata. This intrigued John and, as he gazed, squatting on the edge, he saw a great, gleaming, brown toad sitting jewelled with armchair comfort on a cool, sandy ledge over the shallow, clear pool at the bottom.

The cultivation was of cassava over the whole area close to the huts, thrusting its hand-like leaves, on long thin stems, under the eaves where there were no walls. At the north end grew a few tomato bushes with a lot of the small, marble-like sweet fruit on them. A patch on the hill, for a couple of hundred feet up, had been tilled, and there grew some maize (now lipe) and green paw-paw. Above that grew the wild Java Bush.

The kampong, off the hard beaten path, was dusty and full of coral fragments. Some scrawny chickens with long legs and hard thighs scratched and pecked about. A roué rooster pecked and prowled, and caused a squawking scatter now and again among the hens.

The afternoon wore on. Men looked about for themselves, attended to themselves, and thought to themselves. There was no leader, and there was no party—only a number of men whom chance had assembled under one thatched roof, after they had come in from the beach to find water.

Two of the huts were only sloping roofs with two or two-and-a-half walls. The low side was the open side. In the first one, at the northern end, was a small fireplace and a beaten earth floor and a bamboo bench which occupied the full length of the high side. On it were rags which might have been bedclothes; beneath it were a few pumpkins, a native sail, a mast and a rudder. There were also some rusty old tools. A few yards from the entrance there was a well. Here were six very sure, very self-contained young fellows who would far rather continue their adventures alone, without outside opinion or advice. They were energetic and already they had ideas about leaving this boatless island. Undaunted, but in some respects unthinking, they formed a tight little group of healthy men who hated a burden. Geographically, too, they were a little separated from the rest. The path curved between their hut and the next, and the tall yam-tops cut them off. They lived a separate civic life, attending subsequent meetings of the community only with a sort of tolerance of a scheme-of-things into which they refused to be dragged.

The second and centre hut was the poorest of the lot. So far about eight men had come down there. It, too, was a simple sloping-roofed affair, whose low side was only five feet high. The raised platform for sleeping was two feet high, and a bare six feet wide. The whole hut was fifteen by ten feet. The bare earthen floor held a couple of rude fireplaces. Three or four pumpkins lay under the communal bunk, and cluttered at one end of the hut were maize on the cob in the husk, a tin of claggy, sour rice and some dirty little mugs. There was only a back wall of plaited bamboo and two half-end walls. Here the yam leaves intruded.

The third and main hut was palatial compared with the others. At one end was a cooking-room running from front to back. In it were cooking-utensils, the shallow iron pan bowls for frying, etc., and tin cups, plates, a spoon or two and a knife. This smoke-blackened room had a separate door to the outside. The rest of the house was made up of two bedrooms, each with its own door which opened on to a common verandah, and elevated on floors a foot or so above ground. In the bedroom were some mattresses, bedclothes and other odds and ends later discovered. Men lay on the verandah now, not thinking what to do.

Men were still personal, within themselves: still getting themselves straight, which is the responsibility of any man so that his personal affairs do not become a community problem. This life was not yet twelve hours old. It took some thinking over.

John joined the bathers.
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Another swimmer swept to the south past Sangieng and looked at the island intently. “It’s this or nothing,” he thought. A freak of the current set him around the southeastern promontory of the land upon which he looked so wishfully. He began to swim with very definite purpose, and the faint, undulating swell from the Indian Ocean helped to bear him northwards to safety. Eventually he landed through the surf, which rolled him over on the rocks until he crawled ashore. In the sun, on the edge of the wild grasses, he lay resting. The severe rocky hills looked down timelessly and unmoved. Insect life continued around him with all the self-absorption of childhood. When some energy returned to him, he wandered about the rock-bound shore to the eastward. There he found the boatload of sleeping and exhausted men sprawled near their beached boat.

He sat down with them.
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Ben wandered around the island, exploring with irrepressible hope. He had cut across to the beach from the camp and then picked his way along the loose, steep and narrow coral beach there. He went southward. Back towards the centre of the island, above a short plain, were steep hills. Rising steeply on his left from the plain, and then dropping quite abruptly into the sea, was a promontory a hundred feet high and nearly half a mile long—for all the world like a young Gibraltar extending diagonally.

Ben decided to cut behind this hazard. After breaking his way through some wooded tangle he was among grass growing in low clumps. It rustled in the occasional puffs of wind which came like a hot breath across the sand and shell-strewn plain. Over the pale, hazy-green of the plain he saw the south coast of the island rise in sheer rock-cliffs, the feet of which were strewn with islets looking like bits of the island torn out by a giant hand and flung in anger from the summit. Some of them still carried the shaggy polls of topsoil; vegetation and trees with grotesque, searching, vine-like trunks writhed down over the rocky crags. Distance blued the deep shadows; here and there a patch of brilliant emerald glowed. Ben viewed the extent of the island thus for the first time. “She’s bigger than I thought,” he reflected.

His gaze had been captured by these more salient features of the landscape, but as he swept it to the left, he saw something which affected him more than scenery. It was the mast of a boat. He pushed forward eagerly and there found the sprawled figures of many of his shipmates. “Ho there! Wakey! Wakey!” he called. They looked up, and questions flew. Ben told them of the others.

Almost all went back with Ben to the kampong. More of what had happened last night was pieced together. The newcomers drank avidly at the wells. Indecision and tiredness still left them without a plan for the future. None could tell if any attempt would be made to rescue them. The situation in Java was unknown.

The fact of having survived last night, and now being able to sleep without drowning, was sufficient. The heat of the afternoon overtook them again.

There was some talk of going back for the remaining wounded man. One had already made his way around with the others, having only a couple of shrapnel wounds which, though painful, did not prevent him from walking.
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Five men were left in the little cove with four-foot walls of jagged volcanic rock. One was wounded; his companions had rigged the mainsail on a couple of oars to shelter him. Only one of them was over thirty years of age. The youngest were the swimmer and another able seaman and a short, dark-headed stoker who, like the rest, was a black treacly mess, but whose eyes were giving him much more trouble, for his eyelids were glued together. Only occasionally did he glimpse the glare of the sun. Dick, the injured man, was young also. Looking out from where they sat, they could see Krakatau thrusting its cone up, jagged and blue.

Some hours passed. The wounded man was given some water from the lifeboat’s barricoes. At last the older man stood up and turned to look across the shimmering grasses towards the low belt of tangled trees and bush into which the others had vanished.

“Look here,” he said in a voice which held something of exasperation and disgust. “It doesn’t look as if the others are coming back. I think we’ll see if we can get Dick back ourselves.”

The others made gestures of assent and shifted uneasily with a sort of hopeless lassitude. Their wills were as tired as their bodies. The blind stoker was too miserable.

The man who made the decision was of middle height and thick-set. They called him Fatty. He reached into the boat and pulled out the triangular staysail. “Look,” he said. “What if we carry him in this in a sitting position? One of us can take the head and the others can take the clew and the tack. The one with the head will have to hold it up.” He was not counting the stoker in, for he did not appear to be capable of helping. “What do you think, Dick?”

“All right with me,” Dick said quietly.

“We’ll give it a try,” said the swimmer, whose name was Jim. “Come on, George, my old tarpot!” he added to the other able seaman and gave him a shove with his foot.

They gathered up the wounded man and sat him in the foresail. The blood drained from his face and a spasm of pain crossed it. He was naked and they thought it was better to leave him so. There was nothing to cover him with that was not oil-soaked. Everything shone black with it, including the patient. His wounds were open and undressed—filled with the oil-fuel and oozing the blackest of red when he was moved. They found him abnormally heavy to carry although he was only a slight man. They had not staggered clear of the beach when he fainted. They could not work a co-ordination between the three of them, and he was twisted first this way and then that. They had to give it up out of sympathy for the man, who said, between fainting spells, “I don’t think it’s very good.”

They put him down and got two oars and the mainsail with which they improvised a stretcher. They were forced to get the stoker to take one corner: he stumbled along with them like a blind man with a lead dog. They had to rest every fifty yards; then it was hard work to get the blind man to his feet again. With painful short marches, they literally drove themselves on. When they started to break their way through the bush to pick a path, they did not fully realize what it meant. Without boots, feet were cut by thorns and broken branches. They had to take detours, often without making a foot of progress. They rested the man in the stretcher while they tore at the jungle with their hands to make an opening. The stoker at each stop would sink down and fall asleep. When they were ready to go on, he had to be shaken roughly and kicked to his feet. With one hand on the shoulder of one of the bearers, he stumbled behind. Each man had his own troubles and discomforts. Each man seemed to develop a hard shell of self inside of which his misery seethed. It was the wounded man’s never complaining which kept things under control.

They became bushed. A sense of futility settled on them and they were deciding to bed down there and then, come what may: snakes, ants, mosquitoes or any thing else. Then they heard a distant “Coo-ee”: a call which Australia has sent around the world. They answered, realizing that it was the other party. It was an hour before dark, and it took the newcomers about half an hour to find them by constant coo-eeing and reply. The new party were all footsore. With their help, the wounded man was taken back to the boat, where, it was decided, Fatty, Jim, George and the wounded man, Dick, should spend the night and be collected in the morning.

The others returned to the kampong.

The wounded man was made as comfortable as possible with the sails. The stoker had gone back with the others. The remaining three slept on the beach. The night became cold and they shivered. About one o’clock a storm broke with a deluge of rain. Mosquitoes whined viciously; so they buried themselves in the sand for refuge and slept. It was not until the next morning they discovered Dick’s wounds being tormented by streams of ants. But he had not complained.
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In the kampong men had collected in groups in the huts. They talked in a scrappy sort of way. There was a little food which they shared, but it was hardly worth while. A tin of pemmican was put into a kerosene tin with water so that when it boiled there was only a suspicion of taste in it. It was hot and the men told each other it was all right—and tried to believe it themselves. They were too disinclined to disbelieve it, for they did not want to accentuate their state of need and ill-luck by complaints. It was typical of the conversation too. They dwelt upon their good fortunes. And in the grimmest of things they discussed there was kept alive that spark of humour imperative to a sense of balance. Such as a short laugh over a man who had cried, help, he could not swim; yet who beat the good swimmers to floating wreckage. Or the grimmer one of a man who called desperately to God to save him—the first time in years he had used the name without blasphemy. The general feeling was one of sufficient-unto-the-day-is-the-evil-thereof. They needed rest. That shaped the picture as the light of day was overlaid with the swift downfall of dark. The fires glowed and smoked beneath the thatch; men coughed and hoped the fires would keep the mosquitoes away.

They slept in close, uncomfortable rows on the raised bamboo slats. They stank with oil: a smell they endured but hated. Odd rags covered them. If the rags were on top, they did not keep out the cold or mosquitoes from below. If they were placed under them, they were no protection on top. Restless, cold, stiff and mosquito-bitten, but they slept. It rained and became colder. They grunted and squirmed uncomfortably, vowing to do something about it next day. It would be good to feel the warmth of the sun again. Forgotten was the sun that had scorched and sapped them yesterday. Only the warm enlivening beams of a morning sun and long cool shadows were remembered. They slept on fitfully.

The black velvet foliage of night paled to green and became real. Gone were the immovable impressions, grotesque and towering, born of the baffling vagueness of the heavy, clouded night. The men saw trees now, leaves, other men, and the posts which supported the roof beneath which they had slept.

The ragged fringe of leafy thatch, dead and dark, straggled and touched the fresh, stiff, green hands of the yam trees stretched on thin, smooth arms multitudinously from the man-high single stalk of their being. They were pale, clean hands, washed in the night by rain, and now held forth as if for inspection. Throughout the whole plantation the yam trees stood up straight and held their hands out—all clean and they knew it; so they stood still, with the self-assurance of regulars on parade. A trifle bored. Here and there in the ranks an early morning rumour of that inveterate gossip, the wind, caused a stir. But they became still again and stood as before. And thus they stood while the colours of day were hoisted over the tree-tops: red and the paling colours of light. Around them, the rabble of the undisciplined grasses. Only the yams stood erect and disciplined, and on them shone glistening buttons that were drops of rain, shot through with light—each one a microcosm of crystal. On the hillside stood the maize: ripe in tattered clothes, pitifully attempting to imitate the soldierly yam. Among them towered a few paw-paws—straight and neat with a broad topee of leaves on top. These stood like exasperated old colonels despairing over volunteers.

Amid this soldiery of nature the men in the huts were like horses in a stable. They attended no parades. Their world was another one. They did not see the soldiers, the volunteers and the exasperated colonels. They saw only the shape of things that appeared in their minds.

In the rising sun they saw dark blood and thick oil-fuel and the flash of explosion. The clouds were tipped with flashes and soaked in oil-fuel and blood. Within John was born a silent, sullen animosity against the sunrise.

It was the depression of men awakening; of men who had slept chilled and uncomfortably through the night, waiting for morning. Now it had come, they had to break the shackles of lethargy. It was as if they were unwilling to stretch out their legs and surrender that little patch of warmth they had cuddled to their bellies with inthrust hands and up-drawn knees.

One by one they stirred and moved about. They spoke sentences to each other, but these were outside each man, like his arms and his legs. Each was still a locked vault filled with private thoughts; with ideas he would not let out. Which somehow he could not let out. Each was thus excommunicate from the other. They spoke outside themselves, yet with habitual feeling.

“What a bonza night,” one said, like a prayer of thanks-giving for perils safely past.

“It was a bastard,” came a doleful chant like an orthodox response.

“O-o-o-h, A-h-h-h,” yawned a man on the bamboo slats. “Ten million mosquitoes, and five thousand bamboo trees, and every one of ’em left a mark. Good-morning!” and, after stretching on his neck and heels, he flopped on to his back. “Feathers ’a’ got bones in ’em,” he murmured less audibly.

A brightly-jewelled, green snake slithered down the thatch and landed with a light soft plop at the bare feet of a man looking without emotion over the yam tops. He killed it with a piece of firewood before it could slide away. Some others came over to look at it curiously. “Tree snake,” one opined. “Drop outa the trees on to you.” The man who had killed it, still with the piece of wood in his hand, stood unmoving. He eyed the snake with all the distaste of men since Adam for the traditional, sinister reptile.

“Kick it out of the way, there.” And it was kicked into the bare, tilled earth of the yam patch for the ants to clean out.

“Is the fire still going?”

“Dunno. I got up a coupla times last night and put some wood on, but chucked it in eventually.”

“Ken and I sat over it talking till pretty late. We put a big bit on before we turned in.”

“Better blow the ashes up. Might be a spark.”

A man with a bit of mouldy canvas about his middle got down on all fours and raked among the ashes. Another one got the dried husks of maize and shredded them fine. Then a few sticks and twigs.

“Still warm,” mused the man, searching; and he blew fine, white clouds of ash in little cumulus eddies, looking for a spark.

“Here’s a go,” he said hopefully, when he saw a wink as faint as the first star at twilight. He reached for the dry tinder and gently piled it on; nurtured it stick by stick, sliver by sliver. Watching them blacken as if ink was soaking in. Breathing on the whitening edge which melted like ice-cream until it glowed. Smoke began to rise, white-blue, and fill the low-roofed structure and filter vapourlike from the top. Inside, it swirled slowly round. Soon the firemaker had the building to himself.

“Let him have it, he’s happy.”

“Hah!” The flames started to flicker, and then of course the others came back and all wanted to put wood on it.

“I’ll look after this,” the producer said quite emphatically.

“Better get something to eat, I suppose,” suggested Ken. “What’ve we got?”

“Sweet Fanny Adams,” said a tall, dirty man with blond hair concealed by black oil and the fire ash he had rubbed in it. He was an officer. It was Lieutenant Cross.

“Cook up some paw-paw and pumpkin. Chuck in a couple of tomatoes.”

“Worse than the chief cook’s idea of soup.”

“What happened to old Bob?”

“Don’t think he got out. She stopped a couple there near the galley. Nobody saw him in the water. Sammy Burton was in the water, though. He’s near Bob in action. He died in the water—back shot away.”

“M-m-m, I never struck anyone who’d seen him either.”

“Well, what about this? We cook it?”

“Might as well. Keep us going till we get organized.”

“Get organized! That’s what we kept saying since the day we commissioned in Pompey in ’39. ‘When we get settled down!’ Old Flip started it. And we were still saying it a week ago!”

“But we were,” insisted John. “She was as good a fighting ship as any. She took all that shellfire and four torpodoes and she never caught fire. And she did not stop firing until she had no ammunition left. It’s a pity she’s gone.” He shook his head. “It’s more than just the loss of a cruiser or a crew. It’s her experience; and she was one of those good gunnery ships.”

“You’ve got to hand it to the Engineer Commander. He had the Fire Parties and Damage Control like no other ship. Yes, sir!”

“She was a great little ship. See her when she went?” Just after the fourth fish hit her. Down she went by the bow, lifted her screws clear—and they were still turning. Strike me! There was no stopping her!”

A couple of men came along from the larger hut. Everyone was glad of the morning sunshine. The well was visited and they drank deeply. Nobody seemed fussy about food at the moment. The whole prospect of the future came up. Was it to be marooning with the meagre fare of a nomad? Would it be rescue? Or would it be escape?

The meal was a couple of mouthfuls of half-cooked paw-paw or pumpkin. They told themselves it would keep them going. Yet after a most arduous four or five days, a sinking, a night in the water and a foodless day and an uncomfortable night, they were not so fussy about food this morning. They were living upon suspense. “Wonder what’ll happen? What’ll they do about us?”

“Might send a Catalina up to search. Ought to make a ground sign.”

“Yeh, so the Nips can see it. Look, they got a recco up already! Fat chance!”

The group looked up and, droning high across the Strait and rising up above the trees from the east, appeared a float plane. As it passed over the island they drew discreetly into cover.

“Still, they must know we went. We were making enemy reports, weren’t we, Ken?”

Ken was a Sparker. He nodded.

“Well they won’t leave us here surely.”

“Hard to say. Depends how things are going in Java. Might be a chance if we kept air supremacy for awhile.”

“They kept us here fighting anyway. Why do that?”

“Perhaps they’re going to make a stand.”

“Oh, I think so, surely!”

“Well, they’re banging away in the hills over there.”

“What about the boat?”

“She’s all right.”

“Got a sail?”

“Yes, water barricoes and some biscuits and milk.”

“Sounds all right. She’s a chance, anyway.”

“There’s about fifty of us.”

“Yes, I know. Board of Trade allocate her for forty. And you know what they are. More on the outside, hanging on, than inside.”

“Ah well, we’ll all have to see about that later.”

“Yes, there’s a lot of things to be considered. Better all get ourselves in as best shape as we can first.”

The conversation shuttle-cocked thus from one to another, skimming the surface. They were not aware of the situation in Java. There was much they did not know which has since become history.

“What about the wounded chap and those other jokers with him?” Ben broke in.

“Yes, they’ll have to be brought around today sometime. But they’ve got milk, biscuits and water. More than we’ve got here.”

“Have to fetch ’em at low tide to get him round the beach.”

“It’ll be hot then.”

“Have to do it, that’s all.”

“Well, about eleven o’clock, fellers, we’ll go around.” Two waterproof watches had survived, so they still were the slaves of marked hours.

“O.K., O.K.,” came a few cries of assent trailing off.
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Oil-fuel was still a problem. It never ceased to be.

“How are your eyes, Neil?”

“Pretty sore. Can’t see much.”

“Bathed ’em?”

“Yes. Yes, can’t get rid of it, though. Stuff sticks in my eyelashes and eyebrows.”

“Let’s try some fire ash. See if that will do any good.” The pair walked over to an old fire where there was some fine white ash. Neil was told to lean forward while the other lightly scooped the finest of the ash off the tip. “Close your eyes tightly.” And he flung it up in little jerks into the eyes of the other. “Now dust it in with your fingers and see if it absorbs any of the stuff. Maybe it’ll wash out later.”

Jacky, Neil’s cobber, came over. “What’s this—ash? What d’y’ do? Rub it in? Think I’ll try some. What’s it like, Neil?”

“Don’t know yet. But the idea sounds all right.”

“I’ll try it.” And he proceeded to rub the ash over his face and in his hair. “My eyes are not as bad as Neil’s, but I got the bloody stuff thick all over me. Makes you stink and feel terrible. Clogs up your skin and you can’t sweat.”

“Yes. Likely to be poisonous, too, on sores.”

“Don’t talk about sores; wait till that coral gets to work!” This was Ben. “That’s something the crowd in the boat dodged. Not many of us with sores so far.”

“Have to watch it getting around the beach in the shallow water. Stone fish too. Get one of those and you’re a goner.”

“Nice places these tropical islands. Romantic.”

“Well, I’d rather have a bar of soap than a hula girl any day.”

“Romance! Look at us!”

Oil! Oil! The rotten, treacle-black, sticky, stinking muck, which had spread over the water in the night in a heavy, slimy foam, polluting everything. Drowning men had coughed and choked and sputtered in it, their eyes had filled with it. Men had died under a black, shapeless, gleaming headstone which deserted them and clung to the living like a persistent indefatigable enemy.

Here were so many men made alike by the black skin of oil encasing them. Many had found themselves naked in the water not knowing how they got there—victims of some explosion which had denuded them; and fighting their way clear to the water, they had no memory of it. Others more fully clad had cast off boots and shirts or trousers in the water. A few had swum in shorts or overalls. But all of this clothing was soaked just as fully as if it had been put in a bucket of fuel-oil and held submerged.
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In the sun their black was changed to a sepia brown. Those whose eyes were bad could not bear to open them to the light—the light of morning growing stronger and hotter. They sat rather helplessly with their eyes closed. They hoped the flowing tears, which would run dry sometimes, might heal the burning. It seemed that nothing else would.

Ben was stalking the rooster with a stone in his hand. “Ho, you can count your days, my boy. You’ll be in the pot soon.” He let drive with the stone and there was a thump on the boney little carcass which made a noise like a drum. There was a spurt of dust under the spurs of the bird’s long legs and a squawk as it dashed off. The hens scattered and the cock pulled up somewhere in the maize patch beyond them: from thence it crowed defiantly, to regain ascendency over his personal domain.

“All right,” said Ben. “You can cackle. It might be your last. That was only practice.”

Shortly after there was a commotion among the hens.

“He’s taken you serious,” Ken laughed.

“Watch where those hens go—there’ll be eggs. Gawd, they’re skinny, though. Only like an egg with legs themselves.”

“There’s not much to eat on this island. I mean there’s enough now. But not once we started on it, it wouldn’t last more’n a week.”

“I reckon it’d be a good idea if we got all the provisions under one roof and organized a central galley with an equal ration each.”

“That’d be a fairer way, all right, and we’d know where we stood.”

“Have we got anyone can cook?”

A black, unrecognizable face said it could if some one would give it a hand.

“I’ll give you a hand, Stokes,” volunteered one. “What about them up in the far hut? Ginger and Co.?”

“They’ll have to go with the mob, that’s all. Majority rules!”

“How many of us here?”

“Wait a minute. One—two—seven’n five—twelve—four at the well—sixteen—”

“Some more inside, Ben!”

“Oh yes. How many?”

“Eight.”

“Well, they know what they can do. They can’t run the island.”

“They reckon they will find their own way to the mainland. They say there’s a canoe big enough for them they’ve discovered in a river along the beach. But the river has no outlet. They’d have to carry it.”

“We could soon give ’em a hand with it.”

“Well then, it’s settled about the cooks and the meals?”

“Yes.”

“What about meals. Two a day? After all, more people suffer from over-eating than over-drinking.”

“We can try it, anyway.”

“All right: morning and night—we’ve had the morning one.”

“Have we?” asked an innocent.

“You have,” said someone with finality. “Fill up on water at the well.”

“I wish I’d eaten that last supper the night we left Batavia. Zepps in the clouds! Boy, oh boy! Snags and mash!”

“They were tinned sausages, and I thought I didn’t like them.”

“Getting near time to go for the wounded bloke, fellers. Who’s going?”

“Look, it’s no good us all going down to get Dick. Who’s got the best footwear?”

“I’ll go.” And one after another a number of them volunteered to make the trip.

“O.K. boys! What about moving off! Got to catch the tide!” And off they moved through the bush track which led to the beach. Ben led this party because he had made the journey the day before. When they broke through the bush on to the beach they saw two figures to the south. They hailed them and got a wave in return.

The two men were walking painfully through the shallows. The water flashed as they pushed their legs forward or stumbled, and their hands smote the surface. Their knees bent and their haunches dropped. It all came from a warning spasm in their tender feet, which winced involuntary at almost any contact. Sharp broken branches, half buried, stabbed them and lumps of sharp coral seemed to lure their feet like magnets. Even the coarse sand was like a compact pressure of needle points which the implacable hand of the sea-bed pushed up. It magnified the feeling of personal misery, enlarging the World-within-a-man which makes for pain, so that the world outside is diminished and, because it appears not to suffer too, takes on the unreality of deadness.

The little party watching them approach could feel their every step.

“Crook feet! This bloody coral!”

“The dead stuff’s not so bad. It cuts yer, but it’s not poisonous.”

“That live stuff’s the daddy, though. It cuts you under the feet. It breaks and cuts your ankles as you crash. And that stinkin’ jelly-muck in it poisons you.” This was Ken. “Who are these blokes?”

“Come over from the boat p’raps.”

“Fancy trying to recognize anybody over twenty yards. All look like black fellas.”

“P’r’aps it’s just as well. Nips won’t pay us so much attention. Wonder if they’ll worry over us?”

“I thought they would have put a landing party ashore for us yesterday.”

“It looked like it when they came so close in. I was ready to make for the scrub.”

“Yes, that was when they told the skiff to lower her sail. I don’t suppose they’ll pick us up until the landing over there is finished.”

“They’re still moving transports over there. She’s a mansize landing. Seem to be steaming a bit further in. There’s the destroyer patrol. Up and down—never stops.”

“Hullo, look! ack-ack! See the bursts up over the leading ships! Destroyers or a cruiser sending it up. Can’t see any aircraft.”

“Here, Nobby,” Ken broke in, “you were in the water near me when that destroyer came and steamed amongst us. Did you hear that Jap yell out when one of our fellows asked for a line?”

“Eh? Oh yeh! That bloke that yelled out: ‘We good boys now, Aussie?’”

“Weren’t they clean, though. Every one in a white suit. They had their lights on.”

“Looked as if they had manned ship to cheer or something.”

“No, I think that was just their upper deck mob lining the guard-rails to have a screw. Did they pick any of our blokes up? Anyone notice?”

“Yes, one bloke. Don’t know who he was. They got him aboard and fixed his hands behind his back and marched him forrard.”

“Got him for information I suppose.”

“I suppose so.”

“They were careful enough getting under way, though.”

“Yes, he just kicked his screws ahead and drifted clear.”

“Bloody smart-looking ship, too.”

“Yes, by God. It made me feel all the dirtier in the water watching them inboard all dry and clean, with engines under them.”

“Look at ’em now out there. Steaming up and down. Got all the soap and food they need.”

“It’s Fatty and a stoker, I think,” someone said, as the two men drew near.

“Watcher there, Fatty, my boy! What sort of a night you have?”

“My feet,” said Fatty, with a comic face of pain which was no exaggeration, “are ready to chuck their hands in.”

“Yeah, we saw you coming up.”

“I met Stokes here wandering on a tour of exploration,” Fatty explained. “I got tired of waiting for you mob. We came right around the beach. Right around that whacking great headland. You come to fetch Dick, did you? I left George and Jim around there with him. If you make a stretcher of the sail and a couple of oars, it’ll be best, I think. Where’s this camp of yours?”

“In there by that tree. You’ll see the track. Can’t miss it,” Ken informed him. “S’long. See you later.”

With their improvised footwear they had to proceed carefully. The heavy, loose coral was steep, and to walk easily along the shore a man needed one leg shorter than the other. It was amazing how immense a man’s mind could become, and how little the world outside him: that tiny childish destroyer out there slipping diminutively along on the little bit of shining glass with the tiny hills behind, cut out of pale blue little bits of paper.

At last they reached the turn-off.

“That’s the way Fatty and Stokes came around. Must be a coupla mile that way.”

“Yes, that’s the patch o’ scrub we found them in last night.”

They had got to the stage where the effort was telling. But, each of them was deep within his own remote inner-world. The men, automaton-like, went on over the grass-tufted coral flat to where the boat lay high and dry and a few round-headed stones pressed dangerously under her bilges.

“Wonder if she’ll be too far gone by the time we get to her?” Ken said.

“Hope not,” said George. “Jim and me tried to get her off those bricks. She’s too heavy. Need more hands.”

“How’s Dick?”

“Pretty crook, I think,” confided Jim; “and the ants got at him last night. But he don’t complain.”

“Will we start back with him now? What do you say? Or do you want to rest?”

“No, we can make it. Sooner we can get Dick on a mattress, the better.”

They got together the sail on its yard and folded it as much as they could, for it was pretty rotten and weathered. With two oars they completed the job. Gently they put the patient on it. Not a murmur. Instead, a tired boyish smile with teeth strangely white against the oil-caked face and body. He was quite naked. Each of them saw the jagged holes in his thigh and groin, and the one in his wrist. They felt a moving admiration for him which was sentimental, with a film of vague hate smeared at the back.

One steadied his head while the others moved and lifted. It seemed almost as if he were being pressed down, he was so heavy. Being careful strained them. They grew tired and cut their feet, but they only rested Dick when it looked as if he were going to faint. Walking tortured them more now, but it hurt them less; for they no longer slipped away into the sea of self-feeling.

The sun was getting hotter. When they rested in the sun, they held up the foresail, which covered him, to shade him. As they reached the sea on the other side of the neck, they found the tide flooding.

“Won’t have to waste any time.”

“How you feeling, Dick? This’ll be the worst part!”

“I’m all right. Sorry to be such a nuisance.”

“Don’t be a—” He was called an unmentionable name, which carried an utter affection with it.

So they pushed on through the water with the wounded man shoulder high, each of them dreadfully afraid of falling, so that the muscles of their stomachs strained into hard stiffening lumps which they could feel like tight belts. Before, their feet had winced so quickly at a touch; now, they trod down firmly without drawing back, and it did not trouble them if they were cut or not. It was different now, somehow. A man did not feel that isolation in immensity. Things went on around him. A man trod on a stone and it hurt. But that wasn’t all. It was only a man treading on a stone.

“There’s the tree,” Ken said with a cheerfulness of relief.

“There she blows!”

“You beaut!”

“How y’ feeling, Dick?”

For a moment there was no reply.

“All right.”

But it had been an effort.

Presently someone said, showing how their thoughts were circling, “See the old Houston at the finish?”

“On fire fore and aft. No ammunition, but still firing with a bloomin’ pom-pom. You could see the tracer not going half the distance to the Jap cruiser belting her.”

“Gosh, she was a sight in the searchlights, with those eight-inch salvos all around her. The fall of shot stuck up like the war-memorial at Albury—just how you see it when you come through in the Sydney Express—floodlit.”

“If they all fight like she did, no matter. No ship could do more.”

They were now off the beach and striking in to the camp.
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When the party had gone for the wounded seaman, the rest had spread out, each about his own business. The couple at the well rubbed and scrubbed themselves sore until the rags they had were black and worn useless.

“Did you rub ash in first?”

“Around my face and neck and arms. Helps take the burn out, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, but you got to be careful of the bits of charcoal or coral from the fireplace. She drags a bit when you’re scrubbing off.”

“Well, anyway, we’re here. What about them poor cows carried past here? They’ve got my sympathy. She was hot out there yesterday and none of ’em could have any water. She’s hot again now.”

They were in strips of sun and shade beneath the banana palm’s broad, tattered leaves which arched overhead to the brink of the well. On the edge of the well was a small bucket with a long rope of coconut fibre attached, the other end of which had a short thick stick tied by its middle. The well was about two feet across and roughly circular. It looked cool, and the white bones of coral showed clean and washed against the dull yellow of the sand. At the bottom, over the sandy floor, the pool lay still and clear about eighteen inches deep. When a man leaned over to drop the bucket in, it mimicked him, turned him upside down, doubled the distance and, without a sound, set him looking at his black visage in the sky-blue background. On a small ledge, eighteen inches up, a large brown toad with gold flecked eyes looked inscrutably and unmoving at the wall opposite. He was there yesterday. He was there for ever.

“Think they’ll make the mainland? Any of ’em?”

“Hard to say. If they didn’t, a lot would give up and fall asleep. Then the sharks. Wouldn’t be too many left by today. Maybe some on rafts.”

“Don’t envy them. Look like going right out into the Indian. There were a lot yesterday towards the middle of the Strait. No water—gosh!”

Men kept on like this in their conversation. They wondered and speculated whenever they talked with each other. When they were silent, they were usually thinking of private things such as relations and people distant.

There in the sun by the large hut a few still talked and pottered about with footwear, a loin-cloth, or a hat. Some lay around in the shade of the building without the will or energy to move. “Cookie” was on the job, organizing his utensils and supplies. Some rice was found, but it would only be enough to last a day or so. However, Cookie’s job was to use whatever came to his hand for the moment.

The heat and the glare; and the effort of thought. They felt tired, more tired and without energy than ever before in their lives. They had been left nerveless by the uprooting of all that was usual in the past. War had been thrust upon them. But that was different. It had been put on them. Now they had had so much torn out of them: their memories had become unreal and mocking. This new life, these new things—they had not the will or energy to absorb now. They washed till they were sore, and they were still as filthy as ever. They slept or lay around until their bones ached, and still they were tired. They were hungry, but they did not want to eat. The thought of effort, of doing anything, crushed them; but they had to face it.
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“What d’y’ say we go along ’n’ see this canoe they spoke about, John?” This was Ben, sitting on the edge of the verandah.

“Where is it, do you know?”

“Oh, somewhere round the beach t’ the north. Isn’t that so, Suh?” Here he turned to an officer, a gunnery man in overalls without a belt. They were unbuttoned down the front and hung like a clown’s suit as he bent bewildered over the strange shoe he was making.

“What’s that, Ben? Oh, cripes! I dunno. Ginger said somewhere round the beach. In a river or creek or some dam’ place.”

“Well, we can go along that track we came in yesterday . . . You know where we came to the left—it looked as if it went a good way to the right too.”

“Well, who’s coming?” John called. “We’re going to look at this canoe or have a bit of an explore anyway. Might find some more blokes up that way.”

Two others, throwing off the oppression of inertia, said “all right,” and the four started out. They picked their way past the well to the first hut. As they passed the little grass shed Ben ducked his black freckled face under the eave and said:

“Going to do a bit of exploration. Anyone coming?”

There was no reply.

On they went snaking in a shallow “S” on the smooth, hard, brown path left, then right, which brought them by the remaining hut in which Ginger and his tight little group of adventurers sat.

“Good-day, boys!”

There was a civil reply. But Ben and John felt the stiffening of resistance. There was something different here from the attitude of the others. John looked harder at them. He had been a petty officer. Not that that mattered in these circumstances, but he had had to size up situations like this before. The thing had to be done without an open breach. But it had to be done just the same.

“The mob’s decided to eat all together, boys. They reckon this separate eating is too wasteful. Some will get fat while others go hungry. And we don’t know how long we’ll be here yet.”

John stood at the entrance just beyond the eave and the sun beat down on him. Just behind him on the path waited the others. The tight little group sat up in a row looking very well cared for. On the earthen floor in front of them Ginger was boiling up some tomatoes and pumpkin which gave off wisps of white vapour stirred out from the shallow iron pan by the cook’s trailing stick as he stood and listened. There they were: comfortable and unwanting, silently refusing to give it up. But John spoke as if he took for granted that their reason or a generous instinct would lead them to accept so simple and just a suggestion.

There was a grumble of “Why disturb us?” They could get along on their own without troubling anyone. They had plans all worked out. They were entitled to make a break for it if they could.

John conceded them all this. But he was nearly openly angry, for he usually saw red when people started talking about what they were “entitled” to.

Ben said, very directly, “What about the others? What about the wounded? Do you expect us to do all the dirty work?”

It was getting near an open breach. That would get them nowhere. “Well,” John said, “the majority want it. Mr Cross and Mr Stewart and the other two officers are for it. It’s the only sensible thing to do.”

“Yes, but what about us? Do you expect us to stay here forever if we reckon we’ve got a chance?”

“No, you don’t have to do that. If you want to go, you can always take your share of provisions with you.”

“As a matter of fact, if we can get any parties away,” said Ben, “we’ll only be too willing to give them a hand.”

This brought them round a bit. Let them think it over.

“Well, that’s the idea. There’ll be a general meal at the end hut about sunset. That’s the first meal all together. There’s a stoker P.O. cooking. It’s up to us all to help each other. Be seein’ yuh.”

And the four moved on.

“Y’ know, some blokes want everything,” reflected Ben.

“We’ll have to watch those guys.”

“Best thing’s to get them on their way.”

“Let’s hope this canoe will suit them. There’s six of them.”

“May take more. There’s others want to get away too, and take a chance on the mainland.”

“That might be our best chance, you know: to disperse and get through the country in small groups.”

“Tjilatjap’s a naval base. If you could get through to there before the Japs.”

“I wonder what the position on the island is? They seem to be still resisting over the way in Merak. There’s still gunfire in the hills.”

“Hard to tell. Well, we can get organized and see what we can do. Have to talk it over with the whole crowd of us together.”

The track was just wide enough for one man, so they walked in single file. It ran like a dark channel, and it was a little damp where the sun had not yet penetrated. The down-trodden blades were brown and made a thick mat. They were very glad of this. Their feet were tender. Trees began to grow nearer the path and at more frequent intervals, as if the hill were forcing them out. The whole gradually converged into a wall of growth through which the path still wound successfully.

“Seems to be a well-used path. Looks as if something’s been dragged along here lately. See that grass beside the track—it’s been pushed over.”

“Well, we’re going in the jungle country now, boys. Watch the mossies.”

They had a fair passage to the edge of what looked to be a dark lagoon. It was muddy with black, viscous mud which rose in little grey clouds, almost whitish, when it was disturbed. To get to the water one had to climb over the thin, twisted trunks of trees with fine, rough bark. The trees seemed to swoop towards the water. Their branches twined like arms with arthritic joints, some of them dipping their thin hands of leaves and twigs on to the slimy depths: dark green and black over the green-black water which reflected the trees above with a clear and silent perfection—but it was lies. That was not the water at all. The water was dark and thick with slimy mud at the bottom. The calm beauty, the smooth and enticing serenity of the pool curving away until it vanished, still unended, around the bend between the thick, green, round-topped walls of leafy trees whose skirts touched the water, was a mask. In the sun, the trees were a rich ochre-green, almost golden; in the shade, rich with the dark greens of a Constable. They rose as if it were not their skirts but their bosoms breasting the water whose surface shone pale and beautiful—not with a metallic shine, but the smooth shine, almost a bloom, of healthy skin—of a loved skin.

“By Gee,” said Ben, “she’s a beautiful spot all right. Looks cool, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, look at the mossies! Hind legs of ’em like Kanga-bloomin’-roos!”

“Big black ones. It’s not the bite that hurts, but the kick when they take off, I reckon.”

The mosquitoes swarmed in on them: black flecks raising itchy lumps.

“Wonder if they are malaria ones? Malaria ones don’t bite in the sun. There’s a bit filtering through. Let’s hope anyway.”

As soon as they had arrived, they had all seen what looked like a black log in the water. A line ran from it to the tree on which a couple of them now stood over the water.

“Capsized!”

“Give a haul on the painter there!”

Those on the tree hove it up together. The trunk swayed up and down with the tugging, and the quietness of the pool was broken. The maw of the pool broke forth from its beautiful mask and spewed swirling black saliva as the sucking teeth, which had held the hull of the capsized canoe, were drawn away. An eel swam out of it like a great worm from a gullet, and escaped. As the men let go their grasp, the craft sank back and slowly capsized again.

It was a heavy dug-out canoe with sockets and places for the outrigger carved out of the solid sides. There was a place for a plug which was missing. There was also a sternfast running across to the other side of the pool so that she would not come quite close enough to them for a man to embark. None of them felt inclined at that stage to wade into such sinister-looking waters.

They broke off a branch, and by balancing precariously over on the outboard end of a tree Ben succeeded in several times righting the canoe. Each time they watched her go back with the same slow roll, for all the world as if the bottom of the pool had sucked the life out of her. Well, they were too few to get her out of the water. It was no good putting in a plug and bailing her if she were going to capsize again. Leave her. Send a party round tomorrow or sometime.

“Let’s get out of these mosquitoes before they eat us alive!”

None of them was properly dressed for protection. Ben had on his greasy blue jean overalls which flopped around unbuttoned, without sleeves and rolled up to the knees. John wore his canvas coat which had no sleeves, and beneath he had contrived a pubic band made out of a worn bodice-cum-brassiere affair he found about the hut. It was a small thing indeed—Javanese women are doll-like. The other two merely had rags wrapped this way or that about their middles in a rough attempt at propriety. They were pleased to be back on the open grass track.

“They can get half a dozen in that, easy. She’s got plenty of freeboard. They could make the island in that and run down the coast if necessary. Inside the Strait, anyway.”

“Yes, they shouldn’t have any trouble in getting their outrigger shipped. They only need a bit of lashing.”

“They’ll be right.”

“Let’s hope so.”

They trudged on.

After a while they came to the place where the path branched. Just showing over a couple of low bushes to the left was a boat’s masthead.

“Hullo,” exclaimed John, “the skiff party are there! Come and have a word with them.”

“Those are the people you spoke with yesterday?”

“Yes, chap off the Vendetta’s with them.”

“Wonder do I know him?” said Ben.

“You may—he’s from Melbourne.”

And they broke through to find a party with a fire going at the base of a big tree. The skiff, with a bow-fast to a root and a stern anchor laid out, washed in the shallows of a low tide. Some clumps of slime-grown coral showed above the calm, hot surface of the cove. The sea was undulating imperceptibly so that dark shapes beneath just rippled the top of the water, and they looked like the backs of cruising sting-ray. It was more coral. The flat, almost regular beat of the sea on the oil-ringed tide mark of the shore betrayed its pulse.

Missus was there, and the two children. The Vendetta sailor was smashing up firewood. “Goo’day,” he greeted and they replied. Missus was combing her shiny black hair. She smiled up at them. The children looked up at the first sound. Mary’s eyes were large and sad, Robin’s were large and curious.

“Hullo, kiddies!” said Ben. “What’s your names?”

Mary said, “He’s Robin,” and Robin’s eyes drooped shyly and he grinned bashfully as little boys do. “And I’m Mary.”

“How do you do. I’m Ben,” he said solemnly. “What have you got there?”

“We’re plaiting these leaves together. We’re not very good, really.”

“Oh, but you are,” encouraged Ben. “They are all right. They’d make bosker mats for a teapot and things.” Mary was quite puzzled by the Australian “bosker” as Ben rendered it. But she liked this friendly man and she smiled a little shyly at the praise.

A hot, clear day with insects buzzing in the grass. The hills, close, warm and still: tenanted by sunny trees with deep shadows on their white, burly trunks. The lazy, drooping banana palms: lazy like an old mare at a manger. Children quietly playing beside a Malay woman combing her hair—she was quite handsome, and they were childishly beautiful. They sat beneath the green and dappled shadows of the tree. The sea with its quiet monotonous slap-splash and faint hiss afterwards. The cloudless sky and pale-blue, distant mountains of Java. The boat gently rocking. A man piling firewood, and a smoking fire curling upwards lazily. And Ben talking with the children.

But around the beach was a thick, black oil-ring; the water’s edge was mottled with its froth. The Malay woman had a soldier husband somewhere in Malaya, dead or alive. The children were without parents. They were playing with a man who was filthy with oil, and whose lips and eyes gleamed in his face like a nigger minstrel’s; whose fair hair was the colour of tarred hemp, whose clothes stank with oil, and whose three companions looked just like him. And up and down the Strait patrolled the destroyer, as if it were set on preventing these people getting back into the world. It seemed to say, “You’re dead, whatever you might think.”

Yet they were alive. Warm and sensually alive, feeling the warmth of the sun and standing amid beauty. True, the beauty mocked them; but they saw it and recognized it.

“Where’re the others?” John asked.

“Gone scrounging. We’re shoving off on the tide tonight. Going to fill up with a good feed before we sail.”

“There’s some chickens round the kampong.”

“Yes, Tug’s gone.”

“Tonight, eh! High water about six, or a bit later. The current will be making then. It’ll help you down.”

“Yes, we’ve got to dodge that destroyer.”

“Pretty dangerous at night,” Ben put in. “I mean if he sees a black shadow, he’s just as likely to open fire, thinking you’re a sub.”

“Well, we’ve just got to take that chance. I think we’ll slip well down below the patrol before we cross.”

“Yes, they only go about six or seven miles to the south.”

“What’s this sore on the young fellow’s knee?” Ben asked.

He was told.

“Haven’t you got anything to put on it?”

“No, we ran out of our stuff.”

“I think we’ve got something. Came up from the boat. Would it be all right if we took him back to the camp and stuck on a bit of a dressing?”

“How about it, Missus?”

“It would be very good,” she said.

“Will you come with us, Robin, to get your leg fixed up?” The boy nodded, but kept his head shyly down. Mary gave Ben a look of gratitude. She hated that sore on her brother’s knee. The flies would not let it be. Strange indeed must have been her thoughts as she watched her brother carried over the brink of the beach into the island she never really saw. How different it all was from her home—her father’s home. He was a judge in Singapore. Everybody there spoke precisely. It was clean, with people in white clothes. There were motor cars. Servants moving obsequiously. Cool drinks and plenty of food. There was a school and other children. Now, only she and Robin. No mummy or daddy. She wanted to find her mummy. Tears flooded her eyes; she held her head low.

“Don’t, Mary,” softly whispered Missus, and put an understanding hand on her shoulders. “Mummy’s all right. We’ll find her.” And she thought hopelessly of her own husband. She wanted him too. She had seen her world destroyed. Even as she came south it was still being destroyed. All these men blown up in their ships and trying to get back to their own world. Her world was behind, still in flames. Even about her. They had thought to find safety in Java. But destruction was travelling faster than they. Looking down with her hand on Mary’s shoulder, she was filled with compassion for the children. They, too, had seen all this. They had seen it in their own strange, half-seeing, childish way. She thought it unspeakably brutal that such things should happen to them. At the same time she felt her impotence—one woman whose husband they had taken. Women and children were unconsidered, if they got in the way. Yet they could not get out of the way.

“Have a good feed when Tug gets back, Missus?”

“Yes,” she said in a friendly tone; “won’t we, Mary?” Mary nodded and her tears were drying. She picked up her coconut leaves again
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Robin arrived in the kampong on Ben’s shoulders, and he saw more men. It must have given him some cause for childish wonder, if he had not had it all knocked out of him. It was hard to tell with the child, for he never laughed, nor did he sulk. Unconsciously he was stoical. The men liked him and were far more demonstrative than he. They talked to him far more than he cared to answer, so he resorted to gestures which were often no more than looks from his large grey eyes. Their enthusiasm bewildered him a bit, but he still liked them. They made things seem a bit more usual somehow. He caught at the childish impression that life was a bit of a game still. Men seemed a lot like others he had known. These men were very dirty, but that did not worry him because everybody was—it was like the game of the moment. He liked watching them. While he was getting his leg dressed he almost laughed at Ben making an elaborate pantomime of stalking the rooster, finishing up with a tremendous leap which was utterly futile.

John found that Robin had no hat, so he set about making him one which would be an exact replica of his own. “Tailor made,” he said as he fitted it on the boy’s fair head. The lad was shyly amused and proud, and had to be prompted to a “Thank you” by the other man from the skiff. Tug and he were there. They were ready to go back—a fowl had died and they had some other things also. Now they were going to wait for Robin and take him back. Dick lay on his mattress in the corner of the verandah and watched the child with great interest. As John looked at them both, he caught an impression of there being no difference in their ages—only in size.

Soon Robin was taken back to the beach: a couple of fellows went with Tug and his companion to help them.

“There’ll be some scran when you come back.”

“You beaut!”

It was Ben who had called out. He turned to the man who had become cook, “What have you got for us, Cookie?”

“It’s a sort of a stew. I don’t know how it will go. There’s a chicken in it.”

“A chook! Cookie, your blood’s worth bottling!”
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The stew contained rice, tomatoes, pumpkin, paw-paw, some yams and yam-leaves and the hen. It had caught on the bottom when cooking and there were little carbon flakes in it. But Cookie got only praise. They all insisted that it was good.

Gradually the crowd collected. Someone suggested: “What about having a meeting? Getting organized?”

“Yes, we ought to see how many’s here.”

“When?”

“Now. Got to do it sometime.”

“All right,” said Mr Cross, an ex-Merchant Service officer. “Let’s get a pencil and paper. Ken—will you write the names down?”

“Yes. I’ve already written down the people who used this hut last night.”

“Well, we’ll muster them and get the rest and see where we are.”

“Someone had better go along and get Ginger and his gang of braves.”

They began writing down the names. Presently a messenger who had been dispatched came back with two of the people generally spoken of now as “Ginger’s Mob”.

“Ginger and the others have gone exploring. They didn’t know this meeting would be on.”

“What do they reckon on finding?” asked Mr Cross.

“They say when they were coming in yesterday, they saw a two-masted schooner. They think she’s sheltering anchored at the other end of the island.”

“What do they think they can do with her if they get her?”

“They reckon they can take her—swim out.”

“They’ll find it pretty tough going round that end of the island.”

“Hope they do get her—solve the problem for all of us.”

“How long are they going to be away?”

“Said they might be gone a couple of days. They only took a bottle of water each. Said they could live on what they could get.”

“What’d they think this is—Robinson Crusoe’s Island or the Swiss Family Robinson or something?” Ben muttered in a tone of sceptical disgust.

“They got big ideas all right!” said another.

“Let’s hope they have some luck, lads, anyway,” said Mr Stewart pacifically.

“Well, let’s get their names anyway; then the first part of this business will be over.”

They were taken. All the names were called over and accounted for. “That gives us, let me see—” Ken was computing—“Forty-nine, all told.”

“Forty-nine.”

There was a short silence, like an involuntary service to the rest of the seven hundred ship’s company. The yam leaves shone rigid in the glare. The hillside looked dry. There was the scrape of a solitary spoon on a plate. An audible sipping of a man standing near-naked just beyond the shadow of the hut. His own shadow was etched black around his feet in the dust.

“Well, what are we going to do?”

“First, I think we have to decide: What’s the situation over there.”

“They are still having a go over the channel, so they haven’t got past there yet.”

“I think our best chance is to get ashore over there, split up into small parties and make a break, east.”

“There’s a railhead at Anjer. Might be a chance if we got to that.”

“Depends where the Japs are. How strong they are.”

“Well, we might beat them if we can get to Tjilatjap in time.”

“That means travel by road. Boat’s too slow.”

“Ship’s lifeboats are no good to sail. All right running with the wind. But you can’t point ’em. They make as much leeway as headway,” Mr Cross put in. “What’s this one?”

“She’s steel, about twenty-three feet and for forty persons.”

“She’d get us all over to the mainland, anyway.”

“That’s the best chance, I reckon. Small parties on foot. Natives will help. Pick up a car or a bike.”

“Tjilatjap’s between two hundred and fifty to three hundred miles.”

Others, who thought they should stick to the boat, began discussing what was the best course to take. Some were for going north and along the top of Java.

“Might pick up a better boat, or a ketch or something. Then we could make the whole voyage to Australia.”

“What about wind? This time of the year’s no good for wind. We are round the doldrums now. More chance with the open sea to the south.”

“That’s all ocean coast. There’s only two ports in six hundred miles of coast. Not a good place to beach a boat if you wanted to; it’s lousy with coral and you’d get a big surf all the time.”

“We might make Tjilatjap, and we might be in time.”

Ken, John, Fatty and a few others were saying nothing. To them two ideas were obvious. There were too many to make any sort of a trip by boat further than the mainland. Let those who wished go by land. If they split up, there would be a fairer chance of someone getting through; and one of the things sticking in these men’s minds now was the wish to establish communication with their old world and let people know they were alive. The other problems were secondary.

The more who travelled by land, the better for the boat. Everybody soon saw the issue.

Mr Cross put the proposition up. “Well, let’s get the parties sorted out. Ken will put a cross alongside all those who want to make a break by land. Right-o, fellas, we’ll get your names.”

When the count was finally made, there were some twenty-nine for the land party, and the remainder for the boat. Ben was one of the land party. He and four others were going together. They had talked it over before. The real problem was the transport to the mainland for them. So far the boat was the only means they had. The canoe was a probable one also. True, a rescue party might even now be sent for them. Yet, though they had no means of telling, they all assumed that nothing could stop Java from falling. The strange stillness, which had overawed Batavia on the night they left, had created an ominousness which they still felt and could not throw off. They decided that time was the important factor. Therefore it was important to get the boat ready for action.

“Too late to bring her around now. Never shift her till high water, and that’s not till just on dark.”

“We’ll send a party around in the morning. Has she been holed?”

“Not unless she’s done it since we left. There were a couple of rocks under her I didn’t like. We’d better get her as soon as possible, anyway.”

Ben was stalking a hen. He was bent like a slinking Indian, and the hen step by step was keeping the same distance in front.

“I’ll get you yet—or one of your cobbers.”

“Ben!” called Mr Cross.

“Sir!” said Ben, springing hatless to an exaggerated attention in the scorching sun and facing the officer who was in the shade with most of the others.

“What’re you blokes going to do—I mean about gear?”

“Something to carry water in and a bit o’ maize or something. That’s all we want. Should be plenty of food and water over there.”

“I was wondering about provisions from the boat.”

“Oh, cripes, no! Keep ’em! You’ll need ’em in the boat. We’ll be able to get along. Look at that dog! If we’re here long enough we’ll have you, my boy. Not much more meat on him than a big rat, tho’”

“Well, if you fellers are all fixed, it’s just a matter of getting the boat rigged and ready for sea. How long will that take?”

“Depends on the gear,” said John.

“It’s not too bad,” Fatty put in. “Mind you, it’s not A i at Lloyd’s or anything like that.”

“I’m wondering if it’s any good anyway—ship’s lifeboats won’t sail. We’d need a fair wind. Even from the sou’east it’s no good. It’d mean beating all the way.”

“Well, you won’t be wanting any of the land party, will you? We won’t be doing anything more this afternoon, eh? If you want a hand, let us know. I’m going to do a bit of exploring—never know what you might find.”

And the land party melted about the kampong, leaving the twenty boat party. The four officers had elected to stay with the boat. There was one young Engineer, a Sub-lieutenant, a Paymaster Lieutenant-Commander and a seagoing Reserve Lieutenant. The remainder of the party were mixed: sparkers, seamen, stokers and signalmen. They were chief petty officers, petty officers, leading rates and ratings.

The general idea was agreed upon—to sail for Tjilatjap, and perhaps Australia. Although the day was still hot, the men were gradually coming to life. Each according to his own imagination was stirred. Some had a blind hope that came of confidence in the older ones’ “knowing all about it”. Something to do at last! To hell with blasted inertia! They had been made generous and eager by this sudden spirit, which refreshed them like a thunder shower. Self had shrunk to its normal size, ready for action in the world without.



Part 2


SANGIENG—ACTIVITY

I

THUS activity was born.

Mr Stewart was spokesman, being the senior person present. But discussion was informal, for the officers had willingly given up the privileges of their rank, and they lost no respect thereby.

“Well,” said Mr Stewart, “what we’ve got to have is a skipper for the boat. I think you’ll all see that it is necessary.”

“What about you, sir?” Fatty suggested.

As a leader he was qualified; but he said, “It doesn’t have to be an officer.”

“I suggest John,” Ken said.

There was some more murmuring discussion. Mr Stewart asked for a show of hands. Then he said: “Petty Officer Dirk!”

“Sir!” answered John, embarrassed.

“Well, Dirk—You’re skipper!”

John was so surprised that he found it hard to speak. He felt an unreality about it. Why pick him? He wished he could feel that their faith were justified.

For the officers, Mr Stewart and Mr Cross, he had the deepest admiration. The way in which they had put the decision into the hands of the men had taken some courage, and perhaps some natural feeling of wounded pride. Yet they had resolutely done it.

John wondered if he had not merely presented a possibility for the men to express a freedom from normal discipline. The distinction between “Officer” and “Rating” is one which holds the rating a bit like a coiled spring in tension.
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It was decided to get the boat round to the other beach tomorrow and start to refit her. Half a dozen seamen would do for that. The rest would work on provisions. Mr Stewart would take charge of that party with Mr Robey and Mr Black.

“Mr Cross, Fatty, Ken, Jim, George, Darky! All right for the boat party—refitting?” John suggested.

“O.K.”

“She’s right.”

“Anybody feel like taking a walk along to the wrecked lifeboat and salvaging some of the gear tonight?” John asked.

Mr Stewart and Mr Cross said they would. On the way through the kampong they had to pass by the hut of the rugged individualists. They were all there except one. Mr Cross told them briefly what had been decided upon, pointing out with apparent innocence how it left them free to their own devices although, in certain respects, responsible to the whole party until the expedition was begun.

“How did you get on with your exploration, Ginger? See the schooner?”

“We got around so far and couldn’t get any further. It’s too wild. Impossible.” He was a bit embarrassed from chagrin, and it went against his grain to have to discuss a failure. He had set off with such outspoken confidence about swimming around headlands and the like. Nature had set a limit on Ginger, and he did not care for it. He was chastened. He felt that they, like Nature, were eager to bowl him out.

“What do you reckon on doing now?”

“Oh, we’ll take the canoe. We’ll get along all right.”

“We’re getting together all the gear we can that’s likely to be of use: tools and things. So if you’ve got any stuff, we’ll collect it tomorrow and take it down to the beach where we are going to refit the boat. Be the best place to get the canoe in shape too. We’re going to the beach to look over the lifeboat.”

As they arrived on the beach they came upon the skiff’s party eating a meal. The children each had a drumstick and were thoroughly preoccupied. Missus had a plate on her knees, and two of the men were standing up. They greeted one another casually, although Mr Stewart and Mr Cross had seen only Robin before.

“Going to have a look at the boat out on the reef there,” said John, being more familiar with them.

“Good stuff there,” said the Vendetta chap. “We got some.”

“When’re you shoving off?”

“On the tide, about dusk.”

“See you before you go. We’ll be back,” John called over his shoulder and moved on to catch up. “Good crowd, those,” he said as he overtook them. “Had a pretty tough spin. Thought they would make Batavia and be safe. Now they are still as far away from freedom as ever.”

“Are they going on with the kiddies?” asked Mr Cross.

“Think so. They are talking about holding the coast to Timor.”

“To the south?”

“That’s what they said.”

“Tck,” went Mr Cross’s sceptical tongue, “don’t think they’ll make it in that. It’s all ocean coast.” He shook his head. As a matter of fact, he had no confidence in the lifeboat’s ability either. Only the wildest luck, in his opinion, would make a passage possible. John and the rest had the greatest respect for his opinion, too. He was a merchant service officer and knew these boats for what they were. Also he had made an ocean trip in a yacht and knew that there were definite limits to what even a boat with good sailing qualities could do. His knowledge and opinion were respected, but for the time the men were playing with the idea of luck, of miracles. It kept the future brighter, and helped to combat morbid contemplation. Mr Cross had felt himself bound to say the things he honestly believed. But action, even though fruitless, in the end could never be a wholly barren thing.

Eventually they came opposite to where the boat bumped dolefully. They found the mast, a boom, the boat’s cover, and the three or four lifebelts hanging in the branches of the trees which overhung the water.

“It’s pretty sharp all the way out. Want something on our feet to get out there.”

They bound their feet with bits of canvas and, naked, made their way out to the boat. They had to cross the field of living coral, branching upwards in a spiky stubble. Here and there clumps were exposed, olive and brown with calm little pools between them.

The tide was flooding, but not yet too deep for them to reach the wreck.

The boat, bumping, made a hollow noise beneath the broad, sweeping sky now edged whitely with tails of celestial mares. Not all the space of the flowing sea—flowing swift and darkly blue against the island now—could set free this imprisoned sepulchral voice moaning shackled within the restless, wooden hull. The edge of the fast-flowing current slid past the boat.

John and Mr Cross climbed aboard. She was half full as the tide rose within her. John felt a deep, poignant emotion stir within him for this boat, so lonely—dying. And, even while she died, so many attendant mourners, the unknown living-dead of her past, were present. The man who had nailed the red and white diagonally-stripped bunting flag to the six-foot staff; the man who had planed its hexagonal surface; the man who had coiled the line so neatly on the canvas sea anchor and stopped it tight with rope yarns. The biscuit tank with its cover removed and contents gone—who had done that?

“Don’t see any marks on her. I wonder what ship?” Mr Cross said.

“Search me,” said John. “I wonder if she came from that bombed-out ship we saw derelict on Saturday morning? Just before we got to Batavia after the Java Sea action. She was burnt out and listed well to port. Remember? Her port lifeboats’ falls were overhauled right down to the water.”

“What’ll we take of this stuff?”

“Take all the movable stuff—never know what might come in handy. The tanks for a start. Don’t lose the butterfly nuts or the rubber washer for the door.”

So they got the gear out of her. The oars they passed over the side first, and the two in the water held them together. Then came the rudder, the flag on the staff, the sea anchor and the boat’s anchor. Together with the movable bottom boards and locker doors they were lashed to form a raft. Then they unbolted the biscuit locker from beneath one of the midship thwarts and passed it out also. The boat’s crutches were broken from their galvanized chain lanyards, and the ten put carefully in the tank. The last thing was the painter, which John unshackled after some difficulty with the salt-encrusted shackle pin. The bow ring where it was fixed was in an awkward position.

“A man’s gotta curse,” he explained from his constricted position, “or he’ll bust.” At last it was free. Mr Cross had already gone over the side, and others stood waiting, waist deep, in the water which was beginning to swirl threateningly. For a moment, as he stood on the thwarts facing aft, he looked across at the eternal destroyer and at the distant mountains of Java which had taken on a roseate glow from the low-hung sun at his back to the westward. It was peaceful. It was distant.

Then he cast his critical glance over the boat. “What about this canopy-frame? Probably just the thing to rig a bow-dodger in the other boat.”

“Better bring it,” Mr Cross said. “Don’t wan’t to walk over this bloody coral any more.”

The journey back to the shore was awkward. The raft had to be piloted. They got to the edge of the lapping water and hove all the salvaged gear well above the high-tide mark. Then they sat and rested. It surprised them how they had to rest after so short a labour. They had not been much more than half an hour out at the boat.

John could still hear her bumping and the imprisoned voice sounding plaintive, like an earth-bound spirit.
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“Shall we go back now?” suggested Mr Stewart. “Have a yarn with the skiff’s people and wish them good luck?”

So, they stepped into the warm sea and started to wade back along the beach. As they rounded the point they could see the skiff being loaded by three men. She was bows-in to the beach: before her short mast, things were being piled high so that at the stern, where the deadwood of her keel was cut away just below the lower pintle, there showed a little space.

“Arse-up like a swan,” Mr Cross said poetically.

“Gosh, they’re game,” Mr Stewart said admiringly.

They splashed their way out of the water, cursing the oil-fuel they could not dodge. The tide had brought in another instalment which ringed the beach with a black ribband six feet wide.

Mr Cross bade “good-evening” to Missus in a self-conscious sort of way, and then applied his conversation to the children. This was the first time he had seen them together or had opportunity for direct conversation with them. He asked their ages, and Mary answered him. He told them he had a boy and girl at home just like them, and they were waiting for him with their mummy. He had said this without thinking. Mary, who had been listening intently, started to talk at the mention of a “mummy”. It was a quick flood of talk, which got faster and faster, and less and less intelligible, until, with brimming eyes, she started to whimper. Robin looked up round-eyed and silent. Mr Cross glanced over at Missus with an awful look of self-condemnation, wishing he could have bitten his tongue out. And just when they had been getting so interested in his story.

“Can it, Mary!” growled Tug as he went past with a bundle on his shoulder. The child looked up and took a great sniff of a sob in an endeavour to obey.

Robin wore the tall, Robinson-Crusoe-like hat that John had made for him. Mary’s fair straight hair was bare. “Haven’t you got one, Mary?” John asked. She shook her head bashfully. “Oh, then we’ll soon fix that up!” They had brought some of the boat’s cover with them for sleeping that night. So, with a borrowed knife he soon had one of the flaps off. “Now,” he said laughing, “lean forward and we’ll fit you with the latest from Paris.” The two children in the same sort of hats, looked at each other and grinned.

The Vendetta sailor said, “What do you think of them? Your face and necks won’t get burnt now!”

Mary, with the instinct of her sex, said, “We’ll have to see that Robin keeps his on, shan’t we?” And Robin’s look was a mixed one of guilt and bravado. Little boys with fussy sisters should shock them from time to time, he thought. Missus smiled affectionately at these men who made such a fuss over children and laughed so much over little things like Robin’s look at his nagging sister.

Two of the men stood by the boat, their thighs rich black and gleaming brown as the undulating oily water rose and fell. The stern anchor had been laid in and the boat squared to the beach. Tug came up to those around the big canary tree and announced, “Well, we’re all ready to shove off. Ready, Missus?”

“Yes,” she said. “All ready!”

Nobody shook hands. In their atlas the skiff’s party were taking a list of the then known of Perth’s survivors. The Perth’s people also had their names. Missus walked down the beach with the hem of her skirt slightly lifted. When she reached the water’s edge, Tug lifted her in his wiry arms and swirled his way to the stern of the boat, while the other two picked up the children from the beach and placed them alongside her. As they were deposited, Tug saw that each was clutching a bundle of leaves.

“Put them out,” he ordered.

Robin said that he wanted them.

“Put them down!”—and he smacked the backs of their hands so that the leaves were scattered and spread flat, drifting on the calm evening sea. Both children wept loudly.

“Shut up, shut up!” he said harshly. But they howled on. The men got into the boat and ran out a pair of oars. She was deeply laden and preserved very little freeboard, so there was something duck-like about her. Slowly they pulled away in the mother-of-pearl atmosphere of the evening. The light seemed brighter on the hills beyond the Strait. Here they were in a gossamer of shade from the hills behind them. The children cried on the quiet evening air as the boat picked its way out of the little cove and vanished around the tree-fringed point.

They were gone.
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The party on the shore—about eight or nine—with a kind of unanimous and inaudible sigh, went away, leaving the beach deserted as the shadows deepened and the oil, like a black and slimy serpent, writhed long and sinuously around the narrow sand, black and gleaming through the night.

When they arrived back at the big hut they found Cookie with a plate of boiled rice. They had some salt with it and found it good.

There was a little more deliberation about getting a sleep that night. With the blunt long knives they found in the huts, they made a small party to slash some of the tufty grass for mattresses. They cut and reaped beneath a great guinea-gold moon in the stillness of the kampong.

[image: image]

The skiff departs

“She doesn’t look bad in the moonlight—the old kampong, does she?” Ken said to John.

“No, she’s all right,” he replied. “It’s the genus homo that’s gone wet. There’s nothing wrong with the world.”

“It makes you mad, doesn’t it? Look at us blokes here: our people don’t know where we are; a good ship gone to the bottom, a lot o’ blokes lost, and—and—well, what the hell!”

“It’s the hard way, always the hard way. That’s the only way people will wake up. You’ve got to hammer ’em silly to knock any sense into ’em. They never believe you when you tell them, and then they make a hell of a song when it happens. And who’s going to change it?”

“You tell me. But it’s tough though, when you know it’s bound to happen, and then you’ll be the first one for the chopper.”

“Just a nice good old-fashioned nightmare, only it’s dinkum.”

“Which reminds me,” Ken yawned, “I think I’ll trap some myself. Big day, probably, tomorrow.”

The golden moon climbed higher, changed her standard and turned to silver, pale and bright, while little cloud wisps drifted across her expressionless face, putting an evanescent frown on blankness. The trees were dark and still with a silver leaf here and there. The men slept, and the fires were dopey, blinking eyes of red.

5

The men began to stir with Nature and the dawn as the last planet hung like a solitary electric lamp in the east. A little longer while the blood began to flow and the energy of thought to kindle. A few strained “‘Mornin’s” or “’Day’s” as each stretched himself, arching on shoulders and heels in what looked like an attempt to tickle his navel on a piece of down-hanging attap from the roof. They swilled themselves at the well and shivered. They said, “I feel one hundred per cent now”; beat their chests with no great energy, then stumbled back to the hut, sat on the bed boards of bamboo, scratched their heads which rolled in uproarious yawns: then they relapsed into a still, unthinking contemplation of their dirty feet in the dust. They were awake.

Eventually they all forgathered down at the big hut. Cookie was hard at it making tea. Tea was all they could have for breakfast. About noon they hoped for something solid. Groups of them stood around and discussed what they and others had to do that day. Mr Stewart talked over with John his ideas for getting provisions together. John need not concern himself there.

Most of his thoughts, however, were with the boat. In the past he had never missed a chance to rig and sail a boat. A shipmate had once told him that his ribs overlapped—he was clinker built. And whether it was Java, Sydney Harbour or the West Indies, the job was essentially the same. He looked about for the others. They had a tide to catch. Eight of them went. The tide was just beginning to make, and they did not know how long they would have to wait for the boat to refloat.

“You won’t get her off till full water, I don’t reckon,” Fatty said.

“Anyway,” Mr Cross said, “it’s a spring tide—the moon is full. If that don’t float her off, nothing will.”

“You know, we’ve been lucky. I don’t know about you, but I didn’t give it a thought: the moon’s been waxing and must’ve been real full last night. If she’d been waning while we’ve been doing nothing this last couple of days—”

“We’d have had to wait a fortnight at least to get enough water again,” finished Mr Cross.

“We’ve been lucky all right!”

“Wonder if the tide’s at the same state on the south side of the island?”

“Probably, but you never can tell.”

Here they broke off from the beach and took the track which led them across the neck to where the boat lay. When they arrived, they sat down to take a rest and consider the next step.

There lay the boat on the smooth, moist sand, slewed on her side. She had a look of absolute immobility. They would have to get at her soon, but as yet the short skimming water from the surf was not reaching her. They looked at the beach apprehensively—had the tide already passed full water?

“You—” George began, searching for invective.

“Hold it,” Ken put in, “she’s still making.”

The gear inside was higgledy-piggledy as they had left her. Barricoes, oars, stretchers, mast, anchor and other odds and ends were strewn about above high water on a low bank.

“Marvellous how such a little gear can look so untidy,” Fatty said.

“Like a midshipman’s chest—everything on top and nothing handy,” George added. They got up and went over to the boat to make a survey of her. There was about a foot of water in her and, inert as she was, she looked more like a tank than a boat to them.
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