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		About the Author





JAMES EDMOND MACDONNELL was born in 1917 in Mackay, Queensland and became one of Australia’s most prolific writers. As a boy, he became determined to go to sea and read every seafaring book he could find. He served in the Royal Australian Navy for fourteen years, joining at age 17, advancing through all lower deck ranks and reaching the rank of commissioned gunnery officer. He began writing books while still in active service.

Macdonnell’s naval stories feature several recurring characters—Captain “Dutchy” Holland, D.S.O., Captain Peter Bentley, V.C., Captain Bruce Sainsbury, V.C., Jim Brady, and Lieutenant-Commander Robert Randall.

“Mr. Macdonnell displays a gift for vivid narrative that might have made him an outstanding war correspondent if he had not happened to be a sea officer.”

(TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT)
















AUTHOR’S NOTE

H.M.A. destroyer Voyager (Mark 1) was lost through enemy attention while stranded on a reef off Timor. Though some of the incidents of that unfortunate occurrence have been drawn upon in this book, my characters must not be confused with the ship’s company of that vessel. This has to be recorded because it is suspected that more than one naval officer believes himself to be the model for Peter Bentley. And though one cannot imagine any self-respecting captain mistaking himself for Dutchy Holland, one never knows.

I would also like it to be known that the plan for this book was worked out some months before the second Voyager was lost. A strict publisher’s schedule, not any wish for reflected publicity, compelled its completion.

J.E. Macdonnell

1964






CHAPTER ONE

“MY GOD,” SHOUTED the first-lieutenant, “he’s into her!”

The real significance of this vehement statement from the bridge of the flotilla leader lay not in its implication of disaster, but in the use of the masculine gender. The first-lieutenant had in mind not the ship, but the man commanding her.

This, if understandable from the point of view of reputation, was hardly fair in fact. Certainly Lieutenant-commander John Benedict Holland, D.S.O. and Bar, took risks frequently, and was known for this, but now his ship was at fault.

More correctly, the Dornier was to blame. Comprising five modern Fleet destroyers and Holland’s aged Pelican, the flotilla was steaming for Alexandria, a hundred miles west of that dubious haven, and for close on an hour had been subjected to a determined and vicious attack by a covey of Stukas.

A convoy would have suffered severely from that devoted attention, but destroyers are more nimble than merchantmen, and apart from a fire aft on Lieutenant-commander Curtis’ ship, now happily under control, the flotilla had come out of its ordeal unscathed. Two Stukas had dived into the sea.

The flotilla was in the process of reforming in line astern from the leader—the manoeuvre had, in fact, been almost completed—when from out of the cloud bank astern the Dornier had appeared.

The bigger aircraft had no right to be there—enough is enough, thought the sweating gunners—and old Pelican had no right to be still on the flank, out of position. But a cripple cannot jump about with the alacrity of a bunch of young athletes. The Dornier’s pilot, on the other hand, was concerned solely with his own luck, and this golden opportunity to exercise it. Certainly he would not have delivered a low-level bombing attack on six well-found destroyers, but where there were six, now (due to Pelican’s twenty-five-year-old engines) there was one.

The Dornier dived steeply, flattened out at a thousand feet, and came in on a dead run for the old ship’s stern.

The attack was swift and the flotilla was helpless to assist. With Pelican on the port quarter, the Dornier astern of her, friendly shells would like as not have found the ship before the aircraft. And there was so little time.

Even Pelican’s guns managed only one salvo before the bombs dropped. She was in an unfortunate position. The stick of bombs was angling straight for her, and if she swung to port or starb’d she ran the risk of opening out her full length to their entry. There was only one desperate course of action left to her.

From his bridge Captain Ramage, the flotilla leader, saw the palpable indications of Dutchy Holland’s appreciation of his danger. He saw the ship’s bow-wave lower suddenly, and then the white boiling under her counter as Pelican’s engines thrashed full power astern.

Fascinated by the imminent danger, affected by another feeling as well as he watched the desperate attempt, Ramage saw the bombs streak past Pelican’s superstructure and land.

The water ahead of her bow rose up in a discoloured wall. Thank God, he thought, and in the next second understood that prayers, not thankfulness, were in order.

The last bomb of that stick, evilly aimed, exploded level with the old ship’s stern. The water lifted high in a tall and symmetrical column, but Ramage’s attention was for the stern, which also had lifted—far enough for him to see the starb’d screw thrashing wildly before the stern dropped back and an abrupt wave forced out from the side.

With all its bombs away the Dornier flew on to the northward after the Stukas. Ramage was not interested. His attention was for Pelican, and he expected to see her wallowing there down heavily by the stern. Instead, he saw the white foam of her wake forcing aft from it, and the bow-waves begin to rise again. Incredibly, she was moving ahead.

“Come down to twelve knots,” Ramage ordered.

He wanted his cripple back safely under the flotilla’s guns; remembering that valiant thrashing astern, the single swift decision which had saved her, Ramage was prepared to risk a U-boat’s torpedoes to get her there.

Pelican needed the help of reduced speed. It had been a close and vicious punch against her vitals, and Mr Baxter, the Engineer Officer, had to nurse her carefully back up to a respectable speed. But he was used to doing that, and by the time Pelican was ready to swing to take her station in the rear of the line she was up to twenty knots.

The flotilla was steaming near enough to due east, the five ships laid out in a tight, straight line back from the leader. Pelican was coming in at an angle on the port quarter, heading for Curtis’ ship Curlew. When she was in position she would swing hard to port and slide in astern of Curlew, the friction of the turn slowing her down to the flotilla’s speed.

It was a simple manoeuvre—simple for a destroyer captain, that is—and Holland had performed it hundreds of times. Ramage was not in the least worried, nor was his first-lieutenant, a young man who held the greatest respect for the seamanship of Dutchy Holland. Like his captain, the First-lieutenant was simply thankful that their cripple was still with them. He always thought of her as that, regardless of the respect and affection he held for both ship and captain. You couldn’t blame him—his ship was two, against Pelican’s twenty-five years.

Just the same, unworried as he was by that simple manoeuvre, the first-lieutenant kept his eyes on the approaching ship. That was part of his job. Only when the flotilla line was complete could he wholly relax. That desirable state should be attained in a few minutes.

But, with thin-skinned destroyers, a lot can happen in a few minutes.

It happened aboard Pelican with startling suddenness. Gauging his distance with the casual efficiency born of very long experience, Dutchy had ordered:

“Port thirty.”

Shaken, even through his considerable experience, by the narrowness of their escape, Pelican’s first-lieutenant heard the order with relief, not at its correctness, but because in a minute or two they would be in line, with thirty large-calibre guns added to their own four. Even so, relief notwithstanding, he noted the amount of wheel ordered, and the distance they were from Curlew. He did this automatically, for he was the deputy, the second-dickey, and it was not only possible, but highly probable in that unfriendly area, that he could be called upon to handle the ship. Albert Matheson, answering to Bertie, never missed a chance of comparing his private manoeuvring orders with the master’s. This time, as he usually did, he conferred—privately—on Dutchy Holland the compliment of his agreement with the captain’s amount of wheel and the time he had ordered it.

Dutifully Pelican started to swing.

The voice from the voice-pipe was urgent, alarmed. This was most unusual, for that voice-pipe ran down to the wheelhouse, and the coxswain was on the wheel, and the coxswain was not given to alarming statements. He was, in fact, a phlegmatic individual. But not now.

“Bridge!” he shouted up the pipe, “she’s not answering the wheel properly!”

Dutchy knew his coxswain. Instantly, without conscious thought, he knew that the steering was faulty, even though the bow had started to swing, even though he had been given no precise details of what was wrong. He trusted his coxswain absolutely. Instead of wasting time asking for details, Dutchy accepted the horrifying information and stared at Curlew.

She was at twelve knots, Pelican at twenty. But there was no friction of several hundred feet of steel sliding sideways through the water to reduce the approaching ship’s speed. She was headed, at only the slightest angle, straight for Curlew’s guts. And she was close.

It was then that the first-lieutenant, watching from the leader’s bridge, offered his alarmed statement to the effect that Dutchy Holland, not so much his ship, was into Curtis’ destroyer.

Automatically identifying the man, not the ship, might be construed as a compliment. However that may be, the first-lieutenant was doubly at fault.

First, you could not think of Dutchy Holland and his Pelican separately; they were birds of a feather, comparatively alike in age, identical in toughness and touchy pride, and in the fact that they were both passed over—a naval colloquialism which means that there is little hope of promotion. The man fitted the ship precisely. More accurately, the first-lieutenant might have shouted, “They are into her!”

Second, pronouns regardless, he was at fault in the precision of his statement—though he could hardly be blamed for that, for both ships were very close indeed, and undoubtedly they were on a collision course. The first-lieutenant’s fault lay in the fact that he was judging another man’s ability and swiftness of decision and action by his own in similar circumstances. Dutchy Holland was a little more experienced than the first-lieutenant of the flotilla leader. Considering the ship he commanded, this was the only reason he was still alive.

In a swift and embracing stare, Dutchy summed up the situation. He saw that Curlew, correctly, was swinging to port, so that she would be struck at an angle instead of head-on, thus softening the blow, and so that her vital screws and rudder would be swinging away from Pelican’s weighty threat.

In a brittle voice, Dutchy gave his own orders. Half a dozen words.

“Half-ahead starb’d, full-astern port!”

Mr Baxter, Commissioned Engineer, also was experienced. It might be safe to say that he was three times as experienced as another engineer of comparable age and service. For where an engineer in, say, the flotilla-leader could expect with a happy degree of certitude to have four hours, or four days, pass without call on his attentions, Mr Baxter on an average was called to the engine-room three times in any four-hour watch. She was a worn old ship.

But Baxter knew her, and he loved her. He knew, too, that an order like that at a time like that meant trouble, just as he knew that only her engines could pull her out of it. To that port propeller Baxter gave all the power she had.

This was considerable, as long as it lasted. Due to Baxter’s devotion, it lasted long enough. The whine of the turbines rose to a thin, high scream and the port screw lashed powerfully at the water. Spinning astern, inward-turning now, it dragged Pelican’s bow away from Curlew at the same time as it clawed her speed down. The starb’d screw helped in the turning of the bow.

Both ships met.

But Pelican was not into her—she was against her. There came the harsh exclamation of steel on steel, but the bark was worse than the bite. And when Dutchy stopped his starb’d screw, and put that full-astern also, Pelican drew back from her unrequited kiss and left her sister ship with little more blemish than a few bent guardrail stanchions and the paint scraped from her belly.

“Sorry,” called Dutchy to the choleric face visible above Curlew’s bridge windbreak, “we’ll do better next time.”

“Called” is a euphemism. Trained to clarity in ocean gales, in a ship which lacked the broadcasting systems of younger ones, Dutchy’s voice rang out across the gap with the piercing resonance of a bugle. There was, foreseeably, no reply. Curtis was an admirer of neither the ship nor the man, and relations between them were not improved by this recent and closer acquaintance. The first-lieutenant in the leader was not quite so speechless.

“My God,” he repeated, “the old coot’s pulled it off!”

Once more he was at fault. Dutchy was not old chronologically, but only in terms of his rank, being probably the oldest lieutenant-commander in command in the Navy. But Captain Ramage, though he heard that inexcusable reference to a commanding officer, ignored it—until later. At the moment he was concerned with something more vital.

“Make to Pelican,” he ordered. “ ‘What damage to your steering?’ ”

An acute observer might have construed that signal into a profound, if covert, compliment. The first-lieutenant was trained to be acute, and he interpreted Ramage’s signal, this time without fault. Plain as your nose, Ramage had intimated that nothing short of faulty machinery could have placed Dutchy Holland in such a colliding position.

By the time the signal was received and read to him, Dutchy had reversed his backward direction and was heading up to take station. This was more or less simply done, for he could steer with his screws as long as the flotilla’s course remained steady. Yet there was a cynical grin twisting the leathery contours of his face, for he could vividly imagine Curtis’ feelings, trailed as he was by a ship without normal steering.

Already, without orders, the coxswain had relayed news of the disability to the engine room, and Baxter was heading for the tiller flat, the compartment right aft which held the steering engine. Dutchy conferred with the coxswain, told his yeoman to tell the leader he was checking the damage, and then waited for Baxter’s report. This came quickly.

The ship had been under attack, at high speeds, for more than an hour. All that time Baxter had been closed up in the engine room. Now he came from the steering engine, a piece of machinery necessarily greasy. Matheson told himself it was stupid to feel surprised, but that could not stop him from looking with wonder at Mr Baxter’s appearance. As usual, the engineer was immaculate, as smart and spotless in his white overalls as any man on the bridge. There was some alien matter on his hands, but Baxter was scrubbing at that with a clean wad of cotton waste. Grinning to himself, Matheson felt that the engineer would visit the bathroom before he returned below again to his oily domain.

But Dutchy was not concerned with the familiar phenomenon of his engineer’s immaculateness.

“Well?” he demanded.

“Bad,” Baxter answered with matching brevity.

“I can steer?”

“Sure—with the engines.”

“Bloody lovely!”

From this succinct exchange it might have been inferred that there existed a mutuality of respect and an easiness of communion between captain and engineer. This was so. Dutchy knew what a taut hand he had in his engineer, and Baxter knew that he knew.

“All right,” Dutchy said, “let’s have the good news. Captain (D) is waiting.”

“The steering engine,” Baxter told him conversationally, in the unastonished tone of a man used to making reports like this, has been jolted off its mountings. The union between the steadying pintle …”

Baxter went on with his technical information but Dutchy was hardly listening. He had heard all he wanted to know, and he was watching very carefully the relative positions of his bow and Curlew’s stern. Complete now—or as complete as ever it would be with Pelican in company—the flotilla was steaming on course for base at reduced speed.

“I can’t steer at all?” he interrupted Baxter.

“Like I said, with the …”

“I know what you said. Can you do a jury job on it?”

“A thing like that? Not bloody likely! She’s a dockyard job.”

Dutchy had feared that. He looked round at the sea, and up at the sky, and he was thinking there were still two hours to dark. Even darkness offered no surety against prowling E-boats, or submarines for that matter. The mind behind a periscopic eye would see its target was a destroyer, and would very quickly, and with satisfaction, leap to the conclusion that a destroyer at slow speed in those waters was hurt in some way. A torpedo was an ideal method of enlarging the hurt.

But Dutchy allowed no sign of these unpleasant considerations to show on his face. His bridge team was provenly tough, yet they were men, and there was no point in subjecting them to more worry than was necessary. With his face composed, he turned to the signal yeoman.

“Make to the leader: ‘Steering engine forced off mountings. Am steering with main engines. Can make ten knots.’ ”

The yeoman repeated the words and got busy with his lamp. There was a good deal left unsaid by the signal—considerations such as the weather, the strain to which the old engines had been subjected during that desperate pull astern, and the slowing down of the flotilla in an area where it was not wise to slow down—but Dutchy knew Ramage would have all those in mind, so that he was worried, but not surprised, when Ramage signalled back that the flotilla would press on at twenty-five knots, and Pelican was to do the same at the best available speed, and that Curlew would remain company with her as protective escort.

Even his worry could not subdue Dutchy’s feelings at that last information, and he allowed his grin free rein.

“Now,” he said to Matheson, not bothering to lower his voice, “won’t he love that! We punch him in the guts and he has to coddle us all the way home.”

Matheson had never shipped with Curtis. He did not know him well, but he knew that Curlew’s captain hated everything about Dutchy—the brashness, the lack of grace, the piratical contempt for conformity, but most of all the success in action of Dutchy and his aged craft. Curtis rated one gong to Dutchy’s two. And so Matheson’s feeling for him was one of ready and hearty dislike.

But even with Dutchy, even in the face of such intimacy of expression, it was better to be careful.

“Yes, sir,” Matheson replied safely, yet allowed himself an agreeing smile.

Dutchy made no comment on his answer. He knew Matheson’s feelings, the reason for them, and he could read his young deputy as easily as he could read weather signs. Also, reprobate as he was, he respected the younger man’s discretion.

“Fall out action stations,” he ordered. “Send the hands to supper half an hour early. Organise extra lookouts for tonight. Until we get in, I want leading-seamen on the wheel.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” responded Matheson, and went about it.

Dutchy walked to the forrard edge of the bridge and pulled out a pipe as strongly weathered as his own basaltic face. While he stuffed the bowl full, he looked about him, taking in the altered situation.

The flotilla was working up speed. He could not see the bow-waves, but the piling white at the stern of the rearmost ship told its plain story. In an hour the four ships would be hull-down to the east, and shortly after that they would have vanished. A wireless signal would bring Ramage back at the rush—he knew that—but unfortunately it would take him two hours at the minimum, and it takes less than that for E-boats to deliver an attack or a submarine to discharge a torpedo.

Dutchy lit his pipe and blew out those nasty thoughts on a voluminous cloud of grey. His eyes took in Curlew, and his mouth stretched in a hard grin round the pipe stem as he noted how far Curtis was keeping clear of his barely manageable consort. Not a man for unnecessary risks, young Curtis, Dutchy thought. He thought of making a signal to him, but there was really nothing to say, and after all Curtis had got the dirty end of the stick. It never occurred to Dutchy—and this was a measure of the man—that his end was quite considerably dirtier.

The sun slipped down the sky behind them and rested for a moment its glowing edge on the sharp line of sea and sky, then disappeared. From the east, dimness filtered towards them, drawing a darkling veil over the sea, blurring the outlines of the forrard gun mounting and bow, and making the guardrail stanchions ghostly in their converging march towards the bullring. Ten minutes later, with the ship closed up at night-action, darkness had fallen wide and obscuring all about them.

The ship moved on at ten knots through the welcome dark, and her men, strung to a wire-taut sensitivity, were glad of the smallness of her bow-waves. A submarine would need to be very close to sight them; E-boats, the main reason for their fear, could be contacted further afield by radar in that calm sea. They comforted themselves by that thought, and forebore to exercise their minds with the further consideration that all the contacting in the world could not avert what would happen once they themselves were contacted. If he tries hard enough, and if he is used to it, a man can block off his mind from unpleasant considerations.

With nothing on radar or in visual sight, they fell out from action stations and went below. Supper had already been disposed of. Extra lookouts were posted and they were ready to fight. They had no speed, but the four twin four-inch guns were in excellent working order—two forrard, two aft—and there was the multi-barrelled pom-pom abaft the funnel, very handy for an E-boat that got in too close.

These men of Pelican’s were tough, weathered physically by long exposure and spartan living, and hardened mentally by harsh experience. Yet still they were men, and no man can really outlaw his natural instincts. At this speed, crippled in this dangerous night, their whereabouts known to the enemy, they felt afraid. They felt fear as naturally as they could feel pain, or cold, pleasure or sorrow. The vital difference between them and a body of inexperienced men was that, through the habit of self-preservation and plain guts, they were able to subdue their fear, prevent it from influencing their actions. The loading-number near the ship’s side, writing to his wife, could still ram shells into his gun as fast as it could fire them; the pom-pom trainer, ironing a collar for the anticipated run ashore in Alexandria, would still hold his webbed sight steady on the target
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