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PART I •••
FATE IN THE CONVERGENCE


CHAPTER 1 •••
MALTA, SUMMER OF 1942
In the summer of 1942, scores of thousands of men, women, and children were starving and living in caves and tunnels on Malta, a block of limestone the size of Cape Cod rising out of the Mediterranean like a little white pebble kicked by the toe of the boot of Italy.
The island had been under siege for two years. Malta was the most heavily bombed place on Earth, with more bombs falling in April and May than during the entire summer and fall of the Battle of Britain. German and Italian planes flew from airfields on Sicily, just sixty miles north of Malta. If Italy was the boot kicking Malta, Sicily hung over the island like the massive other shoe, ready to drop.
“Malta is not only as bright a gem as shines in the King’s Crown, but its effective action against the enemy communications with Libya and Egypt is essential to the whole strategic position in the Middle East,” Prime Minister Winston Churchill told the House of Commons. It was an understatement for him. Sometimes stubborn but never alone on the issue, Churchill believed that Malta must survive for the war to be won. He might have echoed Admiral Lord Horatio Nelson, who wrote, “Malta, my dear sir, is in my thoughts sleeping and waking,” to the Russian prime minister in 1799.
“It was evident that Malta, laying as it does in the very center of the Mediterranean, and flanking the Italian lifeline between Italy and North Africa, was not only of the greatest importance, but was, in fact, the vital key point which must be held at all costs,” said Governor-General William Dobbie. “Its loss would obviously open the door to disasters of the first magnitude, the outcome of which was not good to contemplate.”
“I cannot believe that Malta was more desirable a prize [for the Axis] than Moscow, but there was really no comparison,” said Air Marshal Hugh Lloyd, the Royal Air Force commander on Malta in 1942. “Malta stood athwart the path to Cairo and our oil in Iraq, and had to be eliminated first of all.”
It was all about oil, again. Churchill called Malta the “windlass of the tourniquet” on the supply lines of General Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps, and Rommel was after the Mideast oil, which fueled the British war effort. Axis convoys from Italy to North Africa kept Rommel in supplies, but submarines and bombers from Malta destroyed much of that shipping; bombers also made runs over North Africa, striking truck convoys. If Malta were to fall, and the Luftwaffe and Italian Navy were to move in where the Royal Air Force and Royal Navy were desperately hanging on, Churchill believed it would be impossible for the British Army to keep Rommel from marching across North Africa and taking Egypt. After that, the Mideast oil fields would be lost. Syria, Turkey, Iraq, and Persia (Iran) would be Hitler’s.
This was Hitler’s “Great Plan,” in which his army would conquer Russia, come down through the Caucasus, and meet the Afrika Korps to complete a Nazi wall encircling Europe, looping clockwise from Scandinavia to Spain, confining and enslaving Europe.
“With Malta in our hands, the British would have had little chance of exercising any further control over convoy traffic in the Central Mediterranean,” said Rommel, who pushed Hitler for an invasion of the island, to get it out of his way.
“Malta was really the linchpin of the campaign in the Mediterranean,” said Admiral Andrew Cunningham, Commander in Chief of the British naval forces in the Mediterranean and Britain’s greatest admiral since Nelson. “The island served as the principal operational base for the surface ships, submarines and aircraft working against the Axis supply line to North Africa. The Navy had always regarded the island as the keystone of victory in the Mediterranean, and considered it should be held at all costs.”
Cunningham’s German counterpart, Admiral Eberhard Weichold, wrote in a report to Hitler, “It cannot be emphasized sufficiently often, that a Malta capable of fighting is essential to the possibility of effective action against the African supply route for the Panzer army, and, moreover, a cornerstone in the whole defense of Egypt and the English position in the Mediterranean and the Middle East. I see only one possibility, and that is through a strategical offensive: The British Air Force in the Central Mediterranean, that is Malta, must be obliterated.”
“There was no lasting solution for the enemy short of the conquest of Malta,” said Churchill.
 
The stomachs of the Maltese might have been empty, but their hearts were pure and their faith indomitable, and they didn’t die easily. They had been digging into the limestone and living in caves forever, and their tolerance was nearly as strong as their belief in the power of the Virgin Mary. There are limestone temples on Malta five thousand years old, the most ancient man-made structures in Europe, older than the Egyptian Pyramids. They were built like bomb shelters ahead of their time, with altars believed to be for worship.
Seventy-eight churches, thirteen hospitals, and twenty-one schools had been bombed in the two years since the beginning of the siege. Luftwaffe and Regia Aeronautica bombers had made thousands of runs over Malta, destroying an uncountable number of other buildings and killing more than five hundred people in April alone. The magnificent Opera House in Valletta had been reduced to rubble, and it remains a monument in ruin to this day. A 500-pound bomb fell through the Mosta Dome in the ancient walled city of Mdina, skidded across the floor of the church as three hundred people were praying, and came to a stop without exploding. It was clearly a miracle, they all said.
The bombers turned the towns to mountains of limestone rubble, and then turned the big blocks of rubble into smaller blocks: rubble to rubble, dust to dust. Sometimes a house that had been bombed to rubble became a family’s new home, its limestone blocks rearranged into a limestone cave. Or sometimes a family moved out of a perfectly good home and into the security of a cave, which they often dug themselves. Some of the caves were no more than big dents in a cliff, which the Maltese called “caterpillar caves.” They also called them “ready-made graves.”
The soft limestone hardened when exposed to the salt air. Irish coal miners were brought in to help dig the caves, because they had the skills, and because the Maltese men worked all day in the dockyards or manned the antiaircraft guns around the harbor and at the edges of the island. The possibilities for tunnels were endless. Passageways led to one- and two-room homes and communal areas. People in the cities around the harbor lived their hungry lives underground, sharing all the sights, sounds, and smells, all the fighting and loving and living and dying and sometimes birthing, and always the praying, with the Virgin Mary hovering in every cave.
Sand flies flew out of the cracks in the limestone, carrying their fever. Cockroaches, bedbugs, and lice ruled. The “Malta Dog,” a virulent form of dysentery, barked in the corners. The hunger never went away.
Lacking a river, forests, and rich soil, Malta could provide little of its own food and none of its fuel, so its survival depended upon cargo ships. Supplies coming from Gibraltar, 999 miles to the west, and Alexandria, 866 miles east, had been cut off by Axis air forces and navies. Some foodstuffs trickled in over the “Magic Carpet,” a slim trail of fast minesweepers and minelaying submarines from Alexandria, but not nearly enough to sustain the island’s 270,000 people.
The Maltese lived mostly on rationed bread, olive oil, and tomato paste, drank homemade wine they called “screech,” and smoked bamboo for want of tobacco. The macaroni factory operated only when there was flour. Citrus, fig, date, and almond trees grew wild on the island, but they were perpetually picked clean. Adult males received a weekly ration of six ounces of rice, six ounces of preserved meat, six ounces of preserved fish, and five ounces of cheese. Women and children received less. Victory kitchens served one thin meal a day, maybe a skinny sausage and some peas; the goats had all been eaten, and the spring potato crop had failed. Chickens, eggs, milk, and fruit were sold on the black market, but the price was beyond reach to all but a few. Beasts of burden killed by bombs were bled and butchered if it could be done before they began to rot.
By the summer of 1942, any freighter sent to Malta was virtually on a suicide run. The sea was prowled by vicious “wolfpacks” of Axis submarines. The sky was blotched by aircraft from Sicily, Sardinia, and Libya, the Italian colony stretching much of the length of the North African coast. Fast and deadly torpedo boats, which the Italians called E-boats, owned the night.
The 10th Submarine Flotilla on Malta had done its best to protect the cargo ships coming in, but a handful of subs running on empty wasn’t enough for the job. The flotilla’s home was on the fifty-acre Manoel Island in Marsamxett Harbor, where its personnel hunkered down against the bombing in the sheltered limestone buildings of a former lazzaretto, which had quarantined victims of the plague in the sixteenth century, and more recently been a leper hospital. But the Luftwaffe blitz in April had chased the “Fighting Tenth” to Alexandria, with its five remaining subs. There wasn’t enough diesel fuel left on Malta for them, anyhow.
That left the defense of the island up to the Royal Malta Artillery and the struggling Royal Air Force, which flew from three primitive bases on the island. But diesel fuel was needed by the generators making electricity for the RMA antiaircraft batteries, which were connected by wires strung across the island and could be controlled by one man in a bunker, like a wizard showering the sky with shrapnel and big bangs. Generators also powered the searchlights and radar stations that spotted enemy aircraft.
Meanwhile, the RAF bombers and fighters were running on fumes. The RAF was so low on aviation fuel that planes were towed by a tractor to the runway, to save the pints used by taxiing. When the last tractor was blown up by bombs, the ground crews began pushing the planes.
In addition to the diesel needed by the submarine fleet, fuel oil was needed by the Royal Navy warships, minesweepers, and tugboats, a few of which were based on Malta, with others coming and going. The movement of the fleet into the central Mediterranean from Gibraltar or Alexandria required the refueling in Malta of destroyers and sometimes a battleship. But by the summer of 1942, the fuel was no longer there for them.
Kerosene was also needed on the island, for heat, light, and cooking. It was rationed and sold from carts guarded by policemen, to prevent black market sales.
The diesel, fuel oil, and kerosene were often blended, leaving little distinction. The submarines, warships, freighters, and antiaircraft guns used any and all of it for fuel. Malta’s survival was down to one thing: a tanker carrying oil must get in.
It had been nine months since a convoy with freighters had made it to Valletta, Malta’s harbor city. Eight solo cargo ships had trickled through in that time, but that scarcely postponed the reckoning. Malta’s days were numbered, literally; a secret countdown was on, to September 7. Governor Dobbie had recently taken an inventory of the food and fuel, and had informed Prime Minister Churchill that if a convoy didn’t get through by then, Malta would be forced to capitulate to the Axis.

CHAPTER 2 •••
FRED AND MINDA
Frederick August Larsen, Jr., was born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1915, to a Norwegian father and Irish mother. His spine began turning to steel when he was three years and nine months old, when in one deadly week in December 1918, his father, mother, a sister, and Irish grandmother died at home, victims of the great influenza pandemic that made orphans out of 21,000 children in New York alone. A month later his Irish grandfather, who carved model ships out of wood for a living, also died from the flu.
Children were rarely struck by this flu, but they were severely affected by what they saw; and in his parents’ small house, young Freddie couldn’t be sheltered from pain.
The symptoms of the virus were unimaginable. Delirium was common and pain was intense. Blood ran from eye sockets, eardrums burst, and ribs cracked during violent coughing fits. Air bubbles in lung tissue popped with a sound like Rice Krispies. By the time victims died, they often wanted to.
When the boy looked out the window to escape the suffering in the rooms behind him, he saw horse-drawn wagons with black-clad drivers clopping down empty streets, calling for families in shuttered houses to bring out their dead, to be buried in mass graves dug by steam shovels.
For about a year after his parents, sister, and grandmother died, Freddie lived with his Norwegian grandmother in Brooklyn, along with his sister, Christina, fourteen years of age, and brother, Clarence, only two. Money from the sale of his family’s furniture was used to buy him a steamship ticket to Norway, where he was raised by an uncle and aunt. They lived in a little white house clustered with others like it, exposed to the icy wind on the rocky seaside cliffs of remote Sandessjoen, on the western coast.
His uncle John Tonnessen was a big man with a big heart. As one of Norway’s chief customs inspectors, he knew almost every ship’s master in the Norwegian fleet. His work sometimes took him to sea, and he took Fred along whenever he could. He and the boy became inseparable. But Tonnessen’s big heart failed him when Fred was fourteen. Two dads down, in ten years.
At seventeen, Fred left home for a life of his own at sea. He signed on as a deck boy on the MV Attila, a Norwegian tanker sailing for California and China. Six years later he came back to Norway, to attend the Mates and Masters Maritime College in Farsund, on the southern tip of Norway. By now he was a handsome, strapping young man, five feet eleven and 180 pounds, with clear blue eyes and sandy hair, with curls that appeared to be piled on top of his head because he cut the sides so short. He could flash a smile that looked almost feminine, but he didn’t give it up easily. He also had a don’t-mess-with-me glare that made men around him think he could break them like sticks, if he needed to.
He met the love of his life during his first semester at the Mates and Masters College, in 1937. He was looking out to sea when Cupid smacked him between the eyes with a snowball lobbed by a beautiful girl, which is how Minda Heskestad got his attention. She was twenty-one, the ninth of ten children born on a farm over a period of twenty-eight years, and until the day Fred died, he called her “my Norwegian princess.”
He married Minda, graduated, and went back to sea, all in the busy spring and summer of 1939. As they kissed good-bye on the dock in Farsund, Minda was already pregnant. He boarded a steamship bound for Germany, where he traveled across the country by train, getting a scary look at life under Nazi control, and then caught a freighter from Amsterdam to New York.
He had left Minda in Norway only because they agreed it was best for her to have the baby in Farsund, with family and friends around her. They hadn’t been thinking of war, which broke out in September when Germany invaded Poland. And they had never imagined that Norway would be occupied by Nazis.
“The only thing Fred wanted to do was go to sea,” said Minda. “He had to earn some money. He thought he could send for me to come to the U.S. as soon as our child was born.”
Germany invaded Norway by sea on April 9, 1940. That was their first wedding anniversary, and streets full of Nazis weren’t much of a gift for Minda. Larsen was quartermaster on the City of Norfolk, a 1918 freighter converted to carry passengers, steaming between New York and Liverpool. He immediately petitioned the ship’s owners, United States Lines, to carry his wife and baby son back from Liverpool, if he could get them there. There was family in New York waiting for them, including his sister and brother, whom he had scarcely seen in the years since influenza had ripped them apart.
Larsen applied to the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service for immigration visas for Minda and Jan. He received a letter granting Minda’s visa, but it was stamped “Approval was not given your son, Jan F.”
Jan was caught in a Catch-22. The letter stated, “Through your birth in the United States, your child Jan Frederick is apparently a citizen of this country, and, if so, he is entitled to an American passport. Therefore, you should forward to him documentary evidence of birth here, which he may present to the nearest American consul abroad.”
That wasn’t so easy, with Larsen at sea so much and the German Gestapo controlling the mail to and from Norway. It took months, and each day that his family was in the hands of the Germans, Larsen grew less patient.
As quartermaster on the City of Norfolk, his duties at sea included shifts at the helm as the ship crossed the North Atlantic. When he wasn’t on watch, there was too much time to think about Minda and Jan, and their safety. He came up with a plan.
He thought he could take a fishing boat from Liverpool and motor north through the Irish Sea, then around Scotland and the Orkney Islands to the Scandinavian-speaking Shetland Islands, about two hundred miles off the western coast of Norway, where the North Sea meets the Norwegian Sea. He remembered those rough waters; his uncle John Tonnessen had taken him to Zetland when he was a boy. And he knew the rocky coves around Farsund. He believed he could anchor there under cover of darkness, slip into Farsund in a dinghy, steal away his wife and child, and race back to Zetland in the fishing boat.
He applied for a furlough from U.S. Lines and stayed in Liverpool to plan the escape. But everyone he spoke to told him the scheme was insane; between the vicious sea and the German planes and boats, the chances of survival were nought, they said. He couldn’t do it alone, so he reluctantly steamed back to the United States on the next ship, and returned to the bureaucratic paper trail.
He began writing letters to Washington and traveling there on the train from New York whenever he could, knocking on doors at the Department of State, aggressively using diplomatic channels, trying to get his family out of Norway. He spent much of his small salary on cables, phone calls, and travel expenses. By the time he finally got the passport for Jan, Minda’s immigration visa had expired. He couldn’t reach them by mail and had no idea what was happening to them under the Nazi boot in Farsund. He was left with little but his fears.
When an opportunity arose to work for the Grace Line, whose fleet of modern freighters in New York City made it the best steamship company in the country, he quit the City of Norfolk. Larsen had been driven by the desire to command his own ship ever since his first day at sea as a seventeen-year-old, and Grace Line was the place where he could achieve that dream. Hard work and intelligence were rewarded at Grace Line.
Larsen held an officer’s license with the Norwegian Merchant Navy, but that didn’t carry weight in the U.S. Merchant Marine; he still needed to take the exam to get a U.S. license. With eight years of experience at sea—from the engine room of the Attila to the helm of the City of Norfolk—and two recent years of mariners’ college in Norway, he didn’t need to go to school to prepare for the difficult three-day test, but he enrolled in a private crash course in Connecticut anyhow, because he was always hungry to learn. Grace Line was pleased when he passed the exam easily and it was able to make him an officer.
In early 1941, Larsen sailed as cargo mate on the freighter SS Nightingale, which was chartered by Grace Line. It was a busy job with heavy responsibility, including some functions of the chief mate, supervising the loading and off-loading of cargo. The Nightingale sailed to Valparaíso, Chile, stopping at every little port on the way back to load strategic metals from South American mines, coffee from Colombian plantations, and fruit, which was good moneymaking cargo, carried home in the Nightingale’s refrigerated holds in the ’tween decks.
After three months on that run, he got sweet duty as junior third mate on a spring cruise to the Caribbean with the SS Santa Rosa, a 225-passenger ocean liner advertised as being “sexier than Rita Hayworth.” He served two more months as junior third mate on the SS Siletz, another chartered cargo ship sailing out of New York.
He was making nearly $100 per week, and saving it all because he had no living expenses; and unlike other sailors, he didn’t go out to bars when his ship was in port. He knew he would need cash to get Minda and Jan to the United States, although he still didn’t know how he could. He wasn’t counting on the State Department.
In Norway, German officers had taken over the Heskestad farmhouse, located six miles from Farsund. Minda’s aged father and mother were moved into an upstairs bedroom, while Nazis ate the harvest from Heskestad farm. Minda and Jan, who was about eighteen months old at this time, lived in a small apartment in town.
Their bedroom window was against the sidewalk, which was traveled by goose-stepping soldiers whose barracks were just down the street in a school building. The daytime marching was intimidating, but the nights were downright scary, as the soldiers often staggered home loud and drunk. Minda said it was like having Nazis in her bedroom. She held her son, stroked his cornsilk curls, and told him his father would protect him.
She supported herself by cutting hair in the front room of their apartment. “One time a Nazi officer came right in and took off his cap and his gun belt, and told me to give him a haircut,” she said. “I got so angry. I said, ‘I don’t do men’s hair.’ He insisted, but I refused, and I held the door open for him. He took his cap and his gun and left.”
The other girls there were terrified, but Minda was too firm to be afraid. She was more worried that the Nazis would find the radio her brother kept in the barn, where he listened to the BBC. The penalty for having a radio was death.
Fred wrote dozens of letters to Minda during this time, but she received few of them. The mail to Norway was opened by the Gestapo and read by “little quislings,” said Minda. She clung to her favorite funny memory of their courtship, the time Fred had ridden his bicycle a hundred miles from his aunt’s house along the coast to visit Minda in Farsund one weekend, sleeping overnight in the woods. When he got there, she was out on a ship with her sister until Monday, so he had turned around and ridden back.
But she did get one package from her husband. “There were some clothes for Jan and a pink satin robe for me,” she said. “It was beautiful, and I treasured it for a long, long, long time. It was quilted, and it fit me perfectly. Oh, I was happy. I thought I was a queen.”
Larsen had heard that the Norwegian Resistance was recruiting, and he wanted to join. Other Norwegian mariners had told him about the Lingekompani, a group of commandos led by Kaptein Martin Linge, called “ice cold” and “heroic” by his men. Since his scheme to take a fishing boat from Liverpool to the western coast of Norway wasn’t possible, he now wanted to go to Farsund on a commando mission, and rescue Jan and Minda by sneaking them through the forest across the border to Sweden. The Siletz sailed to England, where it was easy for any Norwegian mariner to find the Resistance; but when he volunteered, the Resistance wouldn’t take him because he wasn’t a native Norwegian. The betrayal by Vidkun Quisling, the Norwegian politician who had sold out his country to the Nazis, burned in the hearts of Norwegians and kept their suspicion high.
In May 1941, Larsen was assigned to the ship that would take him to war: the shiny new SS Santa Elisa. She was launched that month from the shipyards in Kearny, New Jersey, and in July joined other Grace Line ships running military stores to South America, with ports of call in Panama, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, and Argentina. Mostly, she brought back copper and other metals from Chile and coffee from Colombia.
In September he joined the U.S. Naval Reserve and was commissioned an ensign; it was a requirement by Grace Line that all its officers belong to the USNR, although it didn’t change their status in the merchant marine.
He also finally succeeded in getting the travel documents for Minda and Jan. For $525, he bought them tickets on a Pan American Clipper, scheduled to fly from Lisbon to New York on Minda’s twenty-fifth birthday. But getting from Farsund to Lisbon with a toddler—Jan was nearly three years old now—was the hard part. There were half a dozen legs in which anything could go wrong, with trains and ferries to Berlin, a flight from Berlin to Madrid, and another train to Lisbon. The Gestapo stood at every corner and doorway along the way. And even if Minda and Jan made it to Lisbon, the flight over the ocean in a monstrous “flying boat” was a scary step for a farm girl who had never been away from home and family.
“My friends talked me out of it,” she said. “It was tempting, but I didn’t want to take a chance like that.”
Three months later, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, bringing the United States into the war. Larsen heard the news over the radio on the bridge of the Santa Elisa, anchored in the harbor of Valparaíso. After that, his attempts to get his family out of Norway grew in desperation. But the replies from the government weren’t very promising.
Department of State
Washington
My dear Mr. Larsen:
The Department of Justice has referred to this Department your letter of January 5, 1942 regarding the visa case of your wife, Minda Heskestad Larsen, and your son, Jan Frederick Larsen, who are residing at Farsund, Norway.
Because of the withdrawal of the Department’s representatives from enemy-controlled territory, there is no action which can be taken at this time with a review to providing Mrs. Larsen with an appropriate visa for admission into the United States or passport facilities for your son, who, it is understood, is an American citizen.
While the possibility of American citizens proceeding from enemy-controlled territory is being investigated, no assurance can be given that it will be found possible to arrange for American citizens to come to the United States from Norway. You will be properly informed should the Department be able to make such arrangements.

CHAPTER 3 •••
FIRE DOWN BELOW
At twenty-eight, Lieutenant Reinhard Hardegen, a German U-boat captain, was a loose cannon. He carried unchecked ambition and relentless intensity along with his war wounds—a short leg and bleeding stomach—from the aviation crash that had ended his previous career as a naval pilot. He had concealed the injuries in order to qualify for command of U-123, and then began an impatient rampage of sinkings with the neutral Portuguese freighter Ganda. The 4,300-ton ship didn’t go down after two torpedo hits, so Hardegen surfaced U-123 and sank her with its four-inch gun. When the attack became an international incident, Admiral Karl Dönitz, commander of Germany’s U-boat fleet, claimed it was a British sub that had sunk Ganda.
Dönitz chose U-123 to be among the first five U-boats with orders to attack the eastern seaboard of the United States. He had begun planning the attack four days after Pearl Harbor, on instructions from Hitler to destroy merchant ships from New York to Cape Hatteras. Five 1,050-ton Type 9B U-boats, with a range of 12,000 nautical miles cruising at 10 knots on the surface, left their pens at the port of Lorient in France on separate dates around Christmas 1941. Dönitz called the operation “Drumbeat,” for the effect he expected it to have.
The Submarine Tracking Room at the Operational Intelligence Centre of the British Admiralty in London, Royal Navy headquarters, had located the U-boats crossing the surface of the ocean, and their positions were passed on to the U.S. Navy and charted on the wall in the headquarters of the Eastern Sea Frontier in New York City. But a vicious winter hurricane hit the Atlantic with winds of 100 mph, tossing the subs like surfboards off the lips of big waves, and enabling them to lose the Americans tracking them.
The Eastern Sea Frontier, commanded by Admiral Adolphus “Dolly” Andrews, didn’t have much of a fleet: Coast Guard cutters with wooden hulls, turn-of-the-century gunboats, and converted yachts with a machine gun and maybe a few depth charges on deck. The boats were often broken down in port. The day before the first U-boat left France, Admiral Andrews complained in a memo to Admiral Ernest King, commander in chief of the U.S. Navy: “It is submitted that should enemy submarines operate off this coast, this command has no forces available to take adequate action against them, either offensive or defensive.”
Early on the morning of January 12, 1942, off the coast of Nova Scotia, U-123 sank the 9,100-ton British freighter Cyclops. Ninety-eight men died, almost all of them freezing in lifeboats. Operation Drumbeat was supposed to be a sneak attack off New York, coordinated with the other U-boats, and by attacking the Cyclops, Hardegen had disobeyed Dönitz’s orders and blew the element of surprise; not that it mattered, because the Eastern Sea Frontier was so unprepared.
The New York Times ran a two-paragraph story, picked up from a boast by Radio Berlin, but the story didn’t attract much attention. The U.S. Navy issued a lying press release claiming to have “liquidated” U-boats off the coast, adding that national security prevented the disclosure of more information. “This is a phase of the game of war secrecy into which every American should enter enthusiastically,” said the navy’s statement, printed by the Times. The release added that the media and civilians could make the same “great, patriotic contribution” by not mentioning what they might see with their own eyes.
The next day, U-123 traveled south from Nova Scotia, steaming at 18 knots in broad daylight. It submerged a couple of times when aircraft flew over, but the ESF’s Fleet Air Arm was no more of a threat to U-boats than its bathtub navy. U-123 had traveled more than 3,300 nautical miles from France, only 55 of them submerged, without being challenged. The big U-boat passed south of Nantucket late in the afternoon, and that night was beckoned down the coast by Montauk Point Lighthouse.
Kapitan Hardegen was excited by the glow from the lights on shore, exposing his targets. “Don’t they know there’s a war on?” he asked his chief mate. The U.S. Navy had suggested cities and towns along the coast to black themselves out, but merchants declined because business would suffer.
After midnight, Hardegen spotted the Norness, a 9,600-ton Norwegian tanker, and split her apart with three torpedoes. He continued to New York and submerged at sunrise in the harbor. U-123 spent the day on the bottom, ninety feet down in the mud.
The New York Times was still on the street with a headline now shouting TANKER TORPEDOED 60 MILES OFF LONG ISLAND when Hardegen surfaced after dark, awed by the dome of white light rising almost religiously into the black sky above Manhattan. He knew the moment was profound. “We were the first to be here, and for the first time in this war a German soldier looked out upon the coast of the U.S.A.,” he said.
Later that night, during an icy nor’easter, he torpedoed the 6,800-ton British tanker Coimbra, whose 80,000 barrels of oil exploded in a giant fireball, killing thirty-six. Witnesses saw flames from the beach at Southampton. Admiral Andrews told the press that the navy knew nothing about it, which was almost the truth. His feeble fleet was grasping at the wisps and ghosts of ocean spray in its lame attempt to find U-123.
 
Fred Larsen’s Irish grandfather, the woodcarver Christopher Melia, and William Russell Grace, who founded Grace Line after emigrating from Ireland, were about the same age and had the same eye for beauty. Had they lived long enough to see the Santa Elisa, Melia might have carved her, and Grace would have been proud of her.
A flurry of shipbuilding was triggered by the Merchant Marine Act of 1936, passed in order to increase the size of the U.S. merchant fleet. As President Franklin D. Roosevelt prepared for the growing possibility of war, the pace increased. The Santa Elisa was one of 173 freighters built between 1940 and 1945 to Maritime Commission designs for the class called C2. She was 459 feet from bow to stern, 63 feet at beam, and 40 feet between main deck and keel bottom, with a loaded draft of 26 feet and freeboard of 14. Her five holds gave her a gross weight of 8,380 tons, with the ability to stow 8,620 tons of cargo.
Because she was specially built for Grace Line, she had some custom touches shared by only her sister ship, the Santa Rita. Her bridge was enclosed, keeping the helmsman out of the weather and providing protection against shrapnel from bombs. Powered by a double reduction General Electric turbine making 6,000 horsepower and driving a single screw, she could run all day and night at 17 knots.
Larsen was junior third officer on the Santa Elisa, in charge of the lifeboats and lifesaving equipment, but the chief officer also assigned him to supervise the fire equipment. He did much more than the manual described for a third mate, simply because he could. At twenty-seven, he had done it all. He’d been a teenage prodigy in the engine room of his first ship, the Attila, working with diesel, steam, and hydraulic systems. He could navigate and operate radios. He’d been a quartermaster, purser, bosun, and cargo mate; he was certified in firefighting and lifeboats, and liked guns. He’d even been a stevedore on the San Pedro wharf in California. He could speak English, Norwegian, Danish, Swedish, and Spanish, and was beginning to study German, although he despised it.
He acted with a natural sense of authority based on experience, and carried himself with conspicuous self-discipline. When he stepped into territory that was not a third mate’s, other officers could usually see that his involvement was driven by efficiency, not ego, but his rigidity could be difficult. “He was a square-head all the way,” said Peter Forcanser, the junior engineer who maintained the deck machinery. “A real sonofabitch. He was only the third mate, but he acted like he owned the ship.”
After the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Santa Elisa had returned to Brooklyn, where she was armed by the War Shipping Administration, primarily with two .30-caliber Browning machine guns on the afterdeck. Armor plating thirty-six inches high was added to the bridge, on each wing just outside the wheelhouse door. A steel visor projecting downward at 45 degrees was welded to the top of the wheelhouse, and a crow’s nest with a telephone to the bridge was built between the two fifty-foot-tall king posts at the forward end of the number one hatch. Steel gun tubs were welded to the bow and four corners of the bridge, intended for 20-millimeter Oerlikon rapid-fire cannons, but the tubs were empty, because the guns weren’t available so early in the war.
 
On the afternoon of Saturday, January 17, 1942, Kapitan Hardegen and his U-boat were lurking off the New Jersey coast as the Santa Elisa steamed south from Gravesend Bay in Brooklyn after loading ammunition for her machine guns. She was headed for Cristobal, at the mouth of the Panama Canal, where an attack by the enemy was feared, and then to Arica, Antofagasta, Valparaíso, and San Antonio, Chile. There were 552 cases of safety matches in wooden crates stowed on the starboard side of the upper ’tween deck level of her number one hold, the most forward of five. In the lower ’tween deck of that same hold there were 1,900 drums of highly explosive carbide crystals. Such drums had been used during the Spanish Civil War like rolling depth charges; republican forces sent them barreling down steep hillsides onto rebel encampments.
Word of the U-boat sinkings had moved over the merchant fleet’s radios. Small craft hugged the coast, but the freighters still ran offshore. At about 7:15 that evening, the Santa Elisa was steaming at 16 knots in choppy seas and big swells, running without lights, approximately ten miles off Atlantic City. The chief mate, Tommy Thomson, was decoding a message with the master in his cabin next to the bridge as Kapitan Hardegen peered into the periscope of U-123, searching the icy blackness and hoping to light it up with flames.
“I heard a loud crash and the vessel listed to starboard,” reported Thomson. “I immediately ran out of the captain’s room by way of the after door, and up the fore and aft alleyway into the wheelhouse, followed by the captain. I ran to the telegraph in the wheelhouse and put the engine full astern.
“Just as I put the engine telegraph full astern, there was a heavy explosion forward, followed by flame. Then almost immediately followed by a second explosion and more flame. About this time the master arrived on the bridge and remarked that it was a torpedo.”
“There was a rocketing explosion on the Santa Elisa that blew half-ton hatch covers twenty feet into the air,” reported The Grace Log, a Grace Line magazine. “The rush of all hands to meet the emergency was immediate. Along tilted passageways, ladders now inclined at an illogical angle, as the crew fought its way to the outer decks. A gutting fire tore through her forward cargo holds. Her steel hull was ragged and rent, and searing flames threatened to buckle her bulkheads.”
As the Santa Elisa listed to starboard, Thomson saw green and red lights drifting eerily past the port bridge wing. He saw the lights again, about four hundred yards away, as Larsen followed the captain’s orders and lowered a lifeboat to stand by what appeared to be another ship. It was the last time anyone saw the lights.
An old banana boat, the 3,400-ton freighter SS San Jose—a pioneer “reefer,” with refrigerated holds—had been chugging north from Guatemala in the same waters. The New York Times reported that the San Jose had rammed the Santa Elisa and then sunk. The Grace Log said that the Santa Elisa had rammed the San Jose “with such fury as to send her abruptly to the bottom.”
Kapitan Hardegen claimed that U-123 had torpedoed and sunk a ship that could only have been either the San Jose or Santa Elisa. All thirty-nine crewmen of the San Jose made it to lifeboats and were rescued by ships in the area that had received an SOS sent by Thomson on the Santa Elisa.
There were many dark mysteries during the war. Unexplained explosions in the dead of night—a mine, a torpedo, a collision—were all the same to the men. Sometimes they never knew. Sometimes a torpedo aimed for one ship hit another. And through a periscope at night, one freighter can look like any other.
Whatever hit the Santa Elisa blew a twenty-foot hole in her hull at the waterline, and set off the 1,900 drums of carbide.
Hardegen said he had fired at a heavily loaded freighter with a stern torpedo from six hundred meters. “After 57 seconds there is a mighty detonation and a huge, pitch-black explosion column,” he wrote in his diary and shooting report. “The hit was under the bridge. With its high speed, the steamer ran itself under water. When the smoke lifted, only the mast tops were still visible and shortly afterwards they disappeared, too.”
As U-123 raced from the scene of its shot, the Santa Elisa began listing to port and her mast tops dropped behind the large swells as black smoke belched from the fire. Water rushed into the forward hold, and the ship’s bow dipped so steeply that her rudder rose out of the water. Flames spouted thirty feet out of the holes made by the blown-off hatch covers, painting vertical orange stripes over the black horizon. The fire’s glow could be seen from the Atlantic City boardwalk as the ship burned.
When lives were at stake, Fred Larsen was the first to arrive and the last to leave. He and his friend Thomson led the firefight in hold number one.
“I gave orders for all hands to come forward and fight the fire,” said Thomson. “I shouted up to the captain and suggested that he back the ship up into the wind to keep the fire and smoke forward of No. 1 hatch so we could get at the flame with the hose. Hoses were being brought into position from the amidship superstructure and the after deck. In all, 8 streams of water were playing on the fire within ten minutes. The deck on the starboard side was red hot to a distance of approximately 7 to 8 feet aft of No. 1 after hatch. The port side was also hot, but it was not red hot.”
Thomson and Larsen each donned an OBA—oxygen breathing apparatus—which consisted of a rubber mask and an oxygen tank strapped to the wearer’s back, and they scrambled toward the hold, the rubber soles of their shoes melting on the burning paint as they struggled with the bucking brass nozzles of 2½-inch hoses. A hatch in the mast house led down to the hold, but they couldn’t get near it. “Throughout this time, there were several small explosions in the hatch,” said Thomson.
The fire burned through the cold black night until 5:40 A.M., with the SS Wellhart and SS Charles O’Connor arriving and training more hoses on the Santa Elisa’s foredeck. Twice the captain went full ahead on the engines in order to flood the hold with seawater. At daybreak the foredeck was awash, and 37 of the ship’s crew of 54 men were placed on the Wellhart and Charles O’Connor by U.S. Coast Guard boats. Just before noon on Sunday, the tugboats Relief, Resolute, and Wabla began towing the Santa Elisa back to Bay Ridge Flats in Brooklyn, where she was run aground on the sandy bottom, to be unloaded and towed off later. She would smolder for three more days.
Kapitan Hardegen headed south to Hatteras, again steaming in daylight, within sight of the shore. He broke silence to send a gloating message to Dönitz when he passed the naval base at Norfolk. That night he sank three more ships, killing forty-four of forty-seven on the City of Atlanta, and shot up a fourth. On the way back to France he got two more ships in the Atlantic, for a total of nine. Hitler draped the Iron Cross around Hardegen’s neck.
As the attacks against merchant ships along the coast continued, the U.S. Navy got away with hiding them. Merchant mariners were ordered not to talk about it. Keeping a journal aboard ship was a violation of the Trading with the Enemy Act, punishable by ten years in prison.
When President Roosevelt finally installed the convoy system with destroyer escorts in the summer of 1942, the U-boats were forced to find victims elsewhere. But 609 ships had been sunk in the Eastern, Gulf, and Caribbean Sea Frontiers, and thousands of merchant mariners had lost their lives. Eleven U-boats were sunk.
The Santa Elisa was repaired at the Brooklyn Navy Yard that spring. Her Grace Line colors, black hull and green funnel with a white band, were covered by a drab coat of “gull gray” warpaint. Four new Oerlikon cannons, effective against dive-bombers and fast torpedo boats, were installed on the corners of the bridge in the empty gun tubs. A three-inch antiaircraft gun was mounted in the tub on the bow, and a four-inch low-angle gun was bolted to the afterdeck. The four-inch had been used against tanks in World War I, and could blow a very big hole in a thin-skinned U-boat.
Fred Larsen was promoted to senior third officer. With his previous experience as a cargo officer, he was asked by chief mate Thomson to help supervise the loading of cargo for the Santa Elisa’s next voyage. On May 5, at the Brooklyn Army Depot, stevedores began loading her holds with ammunition and war stores, including bombs, mines, and about 5,000 drums of kerosene and diesel fuel, in hold number one. Tanks and heavy trucks were shackled to her foredecks. Fourteen new U.S. Navy Armed Guard joined the ship’s crew, and forty soldiers—searchlight specialists, headed for duty in Britain, Egypt, and Malta—came aboard as passengers. It took one week to load all the equipment, fuel, and ammo.
On May 12, 1942, Larsen cast off the lines that held the stern of his ship to the pier. The Santa Elisa was going to war.

CHAPTER 4 •••
TO BELFAST AND OSLO
Although the Department of State had told Fred Larsen that “there is no action that can be taken at this time” regarding his visa application for Minda, he had refused to accept it. Maybe the government couldn’t take action, but he could.
He learned that the International Red Cross in Switzerland was arranging exchanges between American noncombatants and German prisoners, with details being handled by the American Red Cross. With the help of his sister, Christina, who lived in Brooklyn, he wrote a letter to the Red Cross explaining the situation, and received a reply with forms that he completed. The Red Cross continued the process, and on May 15 the State Department sent a promising letter, which Christina received as the Santa Elisa was steaming across the Atlantic.
With reference to the inquiry in your letter of March 24, 1942, as to the possibility of your wife and son coming to the United States, I take pleasure in informing you that the S.S. Drottningholm is expected to sail shortly from Goteberg, Sweden for New York in connection with the exchange of official and non-official persons between the United States and the Axis Powers. It is understood that the German authorities may permit Americans to return from Norway and Denmark on the S.S. Drottningholm and that those desiring to proceed from these countries to Goteberg to embark may accordingly be granted exit permits.
On the Santa Elisa’s first night at sea after leaving New York, Captain Vladimir Cernesco came down with a case of the shingles. Given the cargo of ammunition and fuel, the fire in January, and the U-boats known to be lying in wait in the North Atlantic, his shingles might have been triggered by nerves. The Santa Elisa had to make an unscheduled stop in Boston, where he was hospitalized and declared unfit for further duty.
The Santa Elisa’s chief mate, Tommy Thomson, had been an officer with Grace Line since his graduation from the Maritime Academy of New York State University ten years earlier. He held his master’s license, although because there weren’t many Grace Line ships, promotions to master had been scarce. But now his time had come.
“It was all a fluke,” said Thomson. “This is an ocean-going war, and the bosses needed a man who’d seen a ship’s bridge. There I was. No one could figure out where to dig up another captain.”
Thomson’s overnight promotion made him the youngest master in the U.S. Merchant Marine, at thirty-three. He was tall and soft spoken, with platinum hair and sharp blue eyes. He had proved his bravery, having fought the fire in hold number one alongside the third mate, Larsen. His full name was Theodore Roosevelt Thomson, but the link to TR had little to do with political values. When Roosevelt was New York City police commissioner, he had granted a request by Thomson’s father, a Brooklyn cop, to be placed on the bicycle squad.
Thomson and Larsen had now worked together for nearly a year. They liked, respected, and trusted each other. They each had young sons, although Larsen had never seen his, and they shared Danish blood. Thomson knew he could count on Larsen, and relied on his experience and skills. When a new chief mate came aboard in Boston, bringing unknown chemistry and introducing an awkward element to the chain of command, little changed between them. But Thomson told Larsen that he would now need him more than ever.
The ship’s departure from Boston was delayed until 5 P.M. by the sighting of a possible U-boat outside the harbor. So as soon as it got out to sea, the crew tested the guns. “Tried several times to fire 20mm Oerlikons guns but jammed each time,” reported the U.S. Navy ensign whose fourteen-man crew had been assigned to man the guns. Ensign Gerhart Suppiger, Jr., was fresh out of one of the Navy’s hastily established armed guard schools, which hadn’t included training in the Oerlikons. His shock at the imperfection of war was just beginning.
“He was a hell of a nice boy,” said Peter Forcanser, the junior engineer. “But that’s what he was, a boy. He should have taken his mama with him. I knew more about the guns than he did.”
The Santa Elisa steamed thirty-six hours to Nova Scotia and anchored at dawn in Halifax Harbor, where there were about thirty ships waiting for convoys. An Oerlikon expert with a DEMS—Defensively Equipped Merchant Ship—rating came aboard and said it was no wonder the guns hadn’t fired; “They gave you the wrong grease for the shells in Brooklyn,” he told Suppiger. He gave the gun crew some cans of the correct grease, along with six smoke floats, to be used if the ship were torpedoed and sunk. “Make that ‘when’ the ship is sunk,” the DEMS rating said with a smirk.
They swung at anchor in Halifax Harbor for six uneventful days. The only place to go at night was the Green Lantern bar, where a couple of the guys met two local girls, who got them drunk and took them home and grilled them. How many ships were in the convoy? Where was it headed? What was its speed? The boys ran back to the ship, believing they were lucky to have survived such a close call with German spies.
Twenty-six freighters escorted by two Canadian corvettes and two destroyers left Halifax on a foggy Sunday morning, with church bells ringing them good-bye from shore.
The convoy system was new, and few of the masters had any experience at running so close together, let alone zigzagging to make their ships harder for U-boats to hit with torpedoes. It was especially difficult for the speedy Santa Elisa, because the convoy moved at the pace of its slowest ship, in this case 9 knots. “You don’t know how jumpy it makes you to have a fast ship throttled down by a lot of tubs,” said Thomson.
It took the convoy thirteen days to cross the Atlantic, creeping through extended fog, which made navigation difficult but was a blessing because it hid the ships from U-boats. Larsen worked in the wheelhouse a lot, navigating and taking readings with his sextant when he could see the sun or stars. He had bought the sextant secondhand in San Pedro, and it was his most treasured possession, after a pewter-framed photo of Minda and Jan. On the clear days, lookouts often spotted what they believed were torpedo tracks, although to a scared seaman, every bubble on the water looked like the trail of a torpedo zooming past. Wind over the swells made “white horses,” which dashed past the lookouts and blurred any periscope feathers. One night they got a radio message that a ship had been torpedoed about twenty miles from their course.
There was a small poker game in the wardroom each night, and sometimes the officers tapped the keg of Jamaican rum that the purser had bought in Halifax and stowed in the head (toilet) in Thomson’s cabin. The new chief mate was a hard-drinking Swede, and the mix with the rest of the crew, most of whom had been together since the ship’s launch, was already growing edgy. Larsen, especially, had to take a deep breath. He couldn’t forget that the Swedes had allowed the Germans to sneak across the border into Norway during that invasion; and he didn’t approve of heavy drinking. He avoided the wardroom at night, retreating abovedecks to the wheelhouse, where he worked on his nighttime navigation and took extra watches at the helm on the bridge, steering in the dark.
 
In the lingering Irish twilight of June 5, 1942, Fred Larsen let go the anchor of the Santa Elisa in Belfast Lough. At almost the same moment, Minda’s train from Kristiansand screeched to a stop at the station in Oslo, Norway. Belfast and Oslo, seven hundred miles apart, were as close as they’d been to each other in three years.
When Larsen had left Brooklyn twenty-five days earlier, he had known that the Santa Elisa was headed to war, but not where. Minda’s journey had begun that morning at her home in Farsund. She hoped that it would end in her husband’s strong arms in America. She was traveling on faith, with a vague itinerary that made no promises. She only knew that when she and her child got off the train in Oslo, the Gestapo would be there to watch them.
She had received a telegram from an Oslo attorney that morning that said, “Have just received instruction that you and your son have received traveling permission to America.” She would have to leave that day, and, for all she knew, it would be for forever. She didn’t know if the lawyer, who had been retained by the Red Cross, was even real.
Again, her friends and family all wanted her to stay; in Farsund they could look after her. Her sister Alice begged her not to go; it was a trick by the Gestapo, she said, and the train from Kristiansand would take them straight to Grini, the concentration camp that the Germans had established near Oslo. “But what would the Germans want with a three-year-old?” Minda asked, with reasonable naiveté.
The previous September, when she had feared to take the flight to New York on the Pan Am Clipper, Norway had been an occupied country, but life had still been livable. Since then, the United States had entered the war. Now her son, an American citizen, was the enemy of the Nazis. The first whispers and rumors about the Grini concentration camp had grown into horrible stories. She had second thoughts about what the Germans might want with a three-year-old.
So she quickly packed one suitcase with clothes and one with food, as the cable instructed. Her pink quilted satin robe, which Fred had sent her, filled half the suitcase for clothes. Her girlfriend’s father fired up his old London cab, which had been converted to burn wood for fuel, and off they went to Kristiansand. She was racing to catch a train to the unknown, on the belief that it had been sent by her husband to get her.
The Oslo station was full of German soldiers. Plainclothes Gestapo agents watched the passengers get off the train and asked for identification and travel papers from those whose looks seemed suspicious to them. She clutched Jan in her arms as she disembarked, and to her great relief she wasn’t challenged. Another passenger carried their suitcases off the train, and for a few fearful minutes she stood by the tracks, alone with her child and all their worldly possessions, worrying that the Gestapo would notice them and question her. “They were all over the place, but you didn’t really know who they were,” she said.
Then the mysterious lawyer appeared. His name was Mr. Nansen, and he told Minda that she and Jan would be traveling to America, with other Norwegians. But first they had to pass through Nazi Germany.

CHAPTER 5 •••
LONNIE DALES
The Santa Elisa docked at the Belfast pier, off-loaded the tanks, trucks, and military equipment, and began waiting for orders. Fred Larsen and the rest of the crew could only guess where they would be sent next. Maybe back to New York if they were lucky, or Australia or Africa, but a convoy to Murmansk or Malta was more likely. The thought of a run to Murmansk was especially worrisome, because if the ship were torpedoed and sunk in the Barents Sea at the edge of the Arctic Ocean, it meant certain death in the frigid water. Malta sounded better, because you could survive a sinking in the Mediterranean Sea, with its calm water and balmy air; but the possibility of being attacked in the Med was greater, because the fighting around Malta was intense. Like so much of war, it was hell if you did, hell if you didn’t.
With so many soldiers and sailors passing through Belfast, news from the corners of the war moved like stray cats along the cobblestone streets, sometimes with the same stealth. Rumors and secrets were whispered in the bars and hangouts, which were haunted by operators and spies. Merchant mariners were plied for information, because they passed through so many ports around the world.
It had been one year since Larsen had tried to join the Norwegian Resistance but been rejected because he wasn’t a native of Norway. The commando leader, the heroic and cold-as-ice Kaptein Martin Linge, had been killed in a raid in December, and the Resistance needed fresh blood. There was a new commando unit being formed called “Inter-Allies,” with men from the occupied countries of France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Poland, Yugoslavia, and Norway. Larsen’s American citizenship was no longer a barrier. The Resistance found him in Belfast, and this time it tried to recruit him.
But the only way he could now join the Resistance would be to jump ship, and that was out of the question. He was now an officer, and had signed ship’s articles, a binding contract between the crew and the captain. He was committed to the Santa Elisa and his shipmates. His friend Tommy Thomson needed him.
However, there was another possibility. Larsen’s allegedly insane previous plan, to take a fishing boat from the Shetland Islands onto the shore of Norway and pick up his family in the night, was now an actual operation. It was called the “Shetland Bus” and was led by a Norwegian Navy captain named Leif Larsen, who had trained with the commando Linge and the Lingekompani. Fred heard about the Shetland Bus in Belfast and was excited by the idea, but faced two problems: he had only a few days in Belfast, and in that brief time it would be impossible to organize passage for Minda and Jan on the Shetland Bus; and if anyone was going to rescue Minda and Jan in a fishing boat by sea, it would have to be Fred.
But anyhow, Larsen didn’t know that his efforts to gain their release through the Red Cross had succeeded. He wasn’t aware that Minda and Jan were already on their way to America.
There was a lot to do in Belfast. Larsen also wanted to find his Irish roots. His Irish grandfather, the woodcarver Christopher Melia, had been born about 250 miles south of Belfast along the Irish Sea, where he had married Fred’s grandmother, Maria Mooney. Larsen wanted to know more about his grandparents. But it would have taken at least two days to travel that far, and the crew was required to return to the Santa Elisa each night, so he had to let it go, knowing only what little he had been told about his Irish background.
Captain Thomson was informed that the British Merchant Navy was making its Anti-Aircraft Gunnery Course available to any interested seamen. He went straight to Larsen, knowing that his third mate would welcome the opportunity to learn more about the Santa Elisa’s weaponry—and that there was no one better to know the ship’s guns. Larsen chose five men and signed up for the course, which qualified them for the firing and maintenance of the Oerlikons.
The first man he chose was his protégé, an all-American boy named Francis Alonzo Dales. Larsen and Dales had met just two weeks before the Santa Elisa left New York. Dales was a cadet-midshipman, fresh out of the new U.S. Merchant Marine Cadet Corps, and he strode up the gangway of the Santa Elisa with his seabag over his left shoulder, so he could salute smartly with his right hand. He was sent straight off to report to Larsen, because he was a deck cadet.
“Lonnie” Dales was a handsome boy, almost pretty, with wavy hair, full lips that curved into a smile beyond his years, and a cleft chin that made the girls say he looked like Cary Grant. He had weighed ten and a half pounds at birth and the baby fat had turned into a fine physique, but he still had the baby face, except for penetrating eyes. He looked as if he were studying the future and thinking about what he should do about it.
Lonnie and his older brother, Bert, had been raised by their mother in Augusta, Georgia. It wasn’t easy being a single mom with two boys in the rural South during the Depression, not that it ever is, especially when you’re deaf. Evelyn had lost her hearing before Lonnie was born, and she slept with her hand on his chest so she could feel when he cried.
She was twenty-one and a schoolteacher when she had her June wedding. According to the announcement in the Augusta Herald, Evelyn Denning Dales was “a very charming and most attractive woman, with a dainty winsomeness that is most typically Southern. That she will win the hearts of all who meet her is a foregone conclusion.”
Her husband, Bertram Dales, didn’t win so many hearts, but the paper found nice things to say about him. “Mr. Dales is the older son of Mrs. Florence Burdell Dales and is a splendid young man in every way. The marriage is the culmination of a romance that has been going on for several years and which reaches its happy climax now that the groom has attained his majority and his fortune.”
Straight from the wedding they set out to spend part of that fortune, which came from Irish linen in Belfast. They caught a train from Augusta to Atlanta to Boston, where they boarded the magnificent new Royal Majesty’s Steamship Aquatania, the only four-funnel ocean liner in the world, and steamed to Belfast. But World War I broke out while they were there. They explored Ireland a bit, and hurried home.
When Lonnie was young, his father fled home, into the swamps of Florida to build roads and bridges, never to return and never to explain, at least not to Lonnie. Evelyn and the boys traveled to see him just once. What remains of their visit is a photo of them all looking uncomfortable—a smirk clenching the stub of a cigar is almost all that Bertram Dales left of himself. He spent the rest of his life there, dying of a heart attack just after the war, alone on a sidewalk in Dade City.
He sent a couple of postcards
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