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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.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

To dam, right at the launching, a flood of criticism from those learned in naval lore, I must state that the final action described herein is in no way meant to represent a historical account of the Battle of Matapan. One of those can be found in VALIANT OCCASION.

There was only one Australian ship at Matapan, and she was not a cruiser, though Perth was in the detached force which helped to lead the Italian ships to destruction. Nor would that gunnery officer of famed legend on whom Flossie Jamieson is based, have tossed in the towel so easily and so soon. But there is discipline in story construction, too, and Flossie had to be the subject of this.

The real man is deep down in the Pacific now, but remembering the endless discussions we enjoyed on plot construction in those days when stories were being made, I don’t think my required slight on his competence would be resented. If a tidal wave arises inexplicably off Guadalcanal, we’ll know I’m wrong.

James Macdonnell.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE RAIN CAME.

Suddenly and hard and straight down, for on this warm Mediterranean morning there was no wind. The rain pelted on the six hundred feet of the cruiser’s deck, and the top of B-turret was no longer grim grey steel, but a pretty rectangle of flowering clover.

Inside the gunhouse the sound of the rain’s splashing contact was a soft wet hiss, not a drumming, for this roof was no galvanised iron ceiling but slabs of hardened armour plate two inches thick. The dozen or so men in here were unworried by the downpour—in fact, they welcomed it.

While it lasted they were fairly safe from Stuka attack, for not even those devils would plunge upon a ship which they could not clearly see until a hundred feet above it. Additionally, the rain would prevent work on the upper-deck; after their drill they would be sent below to the flats and messdecks, thus more than doubling the normal work force down there, and if this seasoned crew couldn’t loaf for the rest of the forenoon then there was something very odd in the state of Denmark.

Yet one man cursed the rain at the same time as, tactically, he blessed it.

His name was James Brady and he was captain of the right gun. Now. More normally, he was captain of the foretop, an area running from the foc’s’le right aft to the quarterdeck on the port side, and of this 200-odd feet of wooden deck Brady had recently supervised the washing and drying down. His pre-breakfast work of little more than an hour ago was totally wasted. Now the foretop would have to be squeegeed down again, and its big area of grey paintwork dried.

Brady didn’t really mind this, in itself—it was his daily responsibility, and when the rain ceased his scores of men would be fully occupied. What irked him was the waste of time. He was in the position of a housewife who had just scrubbed and dried her kitchen floor, and then had a bucket of water kicked all over it. And the four captains of tops—never mind more serious things like the state of boats’ falls and berthing wires and suchlike—were in effect housewives; or more accurately, housekeepers, with a plenitude of “maids”. Six hundred and eighty men in a ship six hundred feet long make a lot of mess, and in the Navy—at least in a heavy cruiser with a four-ringed captain in charge and a three-ringed commander as its second-in-command—mess is not allowed to be made. Brady and his three fellow Petty Officers were responsible for the big ship’s cleanliness.

Some maids ...

Strawberry Johnson over there on the left gun; not redheaded at all, but blonde, his fair-skinned arms tattooed blue. Joe Faraggio, the breech-worker of Brady’s gun; a name like that and as Australian as bully-beef, his hair parted old-fashionedly straight down the middle above a face burned near-black in seas much hotter than this one. Clanger MacGowan, back there in his private spot behind the huge rangefinder barrel; dark, Apache faced, always slouching, the despair of drill instructors, but with fists like mallets—in either a ring or a bar-room brawl, Clanger didn’t mind. Mickey English; smaller than most of them but a man you were wise not to take on, for Mickey could cut you to pieces in less time than it took your blackened eyes to close—not a brawler like Clanger, but a trained boxer.

Yet hardly one of the maids. Mickey English was captain of the turret, the lord of them all, and for a long time now he’d been walking decks instead of holystoning them on his hands and knees.

“Not bad,” Mickey said when the metallic clangour had ceased. “But we might be able to step up the loading rate.”

He had spoken conversationally, yet his words implied that they’d better step it up! Then his mouth opened wider, and from the face of this smallish man there leaped a gunnery-trained voice of paralysing power.

“Enemy in sight bearing Green three-oh! For exercise, with armour-piercing shell and full charge load, load, load!”

They jumped to it. Figuratively, that is. In that machinery-crammed gunhouse you didn’t jump anywhere without breaking your neck. Only their arms and shoulders moved. The cordite rammers went forward, shoving imaginary cordite into the main rammers. Brady moved his breech-mechanism lever backward in its gate and the huge breech-block twisted then greased open. Joe Faraggio bent and went through the motions of inserting a firing tube in the vent. By this time Brady was pulling his lever toward him, and over swung the main rammer until it was behind and in line with the breech.

Quickly, but not so fast that he would over-ride any safety interlocks, Brady slid his lever forward again and the power-rammer clanged into the toothed maw—taking with it, in actual action, an 8-inch shell and some 50 pounds of cordite in its easily-burning silk bag.

The lever movements were repeated, now in the opposite direction. The rammer withdrew, swung over in rear of the cordite cage clear of the gun’s recoil, and finally the breech-block shut and twisted back into place. Joe Faraggio slammed his interceptor lever shut and rapped:

“Right gun ready!”

Again and again and again they went through the drill loading cycle—even though yesterday afternoon it had not been drill against a squadron of briefly-daring Italian cruisers—until the turret captain in his voice of brass said:

“Check, check, check!”

The clamour stilled and he said:

“Mmmm. Not too bad. We might take on a Chinese scow. All right, turret crew fall-out. Stop the pump.”

There had been a deep whining sound, unnoticed by ears so long used to it. The sound cried down to nothing as the turret trainer in his own tiny compartment banged on the deck with a spanner, and the ordnance artificer stopped the hydraulic pump.

Brady eased his rump off the wooden bicycle seat, clipped a brass latch over the B.M. lever, and then lowered himself through the hatch on to B-deck.

As always, he was glad to get out of the great steel box. A destroyerman before he’d been drafted to cruiser Vixen, Brady was used to open gun-mountings, where he could see all about him. He looked round now, noting first that the rain had stopped, with the sky cleared to a hard thin blue. Next, the sea—but they had yet to come abreast of Sicily on the way to Malta, and no land was visible, nor anything else on all that tideless blue apart from the three cruisers of the British squadron.

Then a seaman said, “Petty Officer Brady?” and shortly Brady was to learn that not only his deck-drying work, but his more recent turret drill also had been wasted.

“Yes?”

“Chief gunner’s mate wants to see you, in the gunnery office.”

“Right.”

Brady wiped his boots on the coir mat provided and climbed down the ladder to the foc’s’le deck. He was not surprised at the summons. The C.G.M. did a deal of the ship’s regulating duties, and probably he was planning on some changes affecting the foretopmen. This happened all the time. A good thing, too, in Brady’s presently-unconcerned opinion—a destroyer changed her men round so that you learned to handle all sorts of guns, and while this big lummocky craft was ten times the size of a destroyer, she was still a ship, and guns were her life, but a gun wasn’t much chop if a shell wiped out the only men capable of handling it.

On the way aft Brady checked over his top. Already the brooms and squeegees were out, under the supervision of Leading-seaman Red Connors. This was Brady’s right-hand man—his actual deputy, acting-Petty Officer Doug Cousens, was down below in his domain of flats and messdecks.

Connors saw him coming from the foc’s’le and turned. Here the nickname was colourfully apt, for Red’s thatch was precisely that. Though not a tall man like Brady, he owned a chunky body and a fair skin against which the sun found easy entry. Red’s face was widely freckled, and he was never heard objecting to the wearing of a shirt, even in the fiercest sunlight. Where other men burned to an impervious hue, Red simply reddened. Incapacitation through deliberate sun-bathing was a punishable offence, and this fitted in nicely with Red’s dislike of going round looking like a boiled beetroot. Yet his face and neck were hardened enough, for he was five years older than Brady, and had been at sea since he was seventeen.

“All well?” Brady said.

It was more greeting than query, for obviously all was under control, with the men silent and working faster in the presence of the captain of the top.

But Red’s competence was of the stolid, unimaginative kind, and he answered formally.

“All well, Jim. I put two hands on drying out the pinnace and sent Carter up to help with the funnel-deck sweeper. Fair bit of water there.”

“Good,” Brady nodded. He would not have sent Carter away from a supervisory eye—on the funnel-deck there would be more talk about The Gut in Malta than water swabbed up—but he made no comment to Red. The leading hand had anticipated the need for an extra man up there, that was the main thing. Red couldn’t be expected to think farther than that—the main reason why he would never make Petty Officer. But once you told him to do something, the job was done quickly and with professional competence.

“Take the weight,” Brady said. “Chief gunner’s mate wants to see me.”

“Will do.” Then Red grinned. He had a tough face, but the grin changed it to pleasant amiability. “Maybe he’s taking you out of the turret, putting you up on the 4-inch gundeck with me and the rest of the men.”

“You fancy yourself,” Brady smiled back. “Those bloody pop-guns …”

“Sixteen rounds a minute! We use ’em more than those bloody great cannons of yours. Here, anyway.”

This was true—so far, at least. There’d been hardly a day when Vixen’s battery of eight anti-aircraft guns hadn’t been belting skyward at Stukas and Junker 88s. But Brady had mastered his big-gun drill by now, and toward the 33-ft. long barrels he felt a respectful loyalty. They could fire damn near sixteen miles, and the big projectiles hit hard.

“Sixteen a minute?” he jibed, walking aft toward the torpedo space. “I had a four-inch once got up to twenty-two.”

“Is that so?” Red looked impressed. He hesitated, then he said: “Say, I don’t suppose you’d ask the chief gunner’s mate to put you on the gundeck?”

“I’ll watch it,” Brady chuckled, then something in Red’s expression had him frowning. “What’s up, Red? Trouble?”

“Hell no,” Red denied, and Brady wondered if the disclaimer had come a bit too quickly. Then Red was saying: “Anything special on this arvo? I reckon it’s time we got those wash-deck lockers cleaned out,” and Brady forgot about the 4-inch gundeck.

“Good idea,” he agreed. “Matter of fact you could put a couple of hands on to it now. Sun’ll dry the decks in no time. Right, she’s all yours. If the officer of division comes up, tell him I won’t be long.”

“Will do.”

The iron ladder leading down from the torpedo space was wide enough to accommodate two men abreast, but it was quite steep. Brady ran down it as easily as he might run along the deck. Here in the regulating-office flat the corticene covering the deck was polished, and the bulkheads shone whitely. This was foretop territory, and though it was Doug Cousens’ domain Brady shot a glance at the two sweepers which had them closing their mouths and their hands rubbing faster.

Turning aft for the gunnery-office, a little smile lengthened the corners of his mouth and softened the disciplined planes of his face. One time, many years and several ships ago, he had been one of those sweepers, the junior one. Then the older man had scrubbed the corticene with a long-handled scrubber while Ordinary-seaman Brady had had to get down on his knees with the deck-cloth. He had no doubt at all that Able-seaman Blake, two badges up, still maintained the same routine with his Ordinary-seaman Lester.

Then Petty Officer Brady, now captain of the top in which in a similar cruiser he had been one of the lowliest members, was at the door of the gunnery office and saying, crisply:

“You wanted to see me, Chief?”

A man at the wooden bench inside glanced up. He was a broad man, with a heavily handsome face. His age was about thirty-five but his skin was without wrinkle and tanned to smooth dark honey. This was Chief Gunner’s Mate Mackenzie, and under the gunnery officer he was lord of Vixen’s gunners.

“Yes, Petty Officer Brady,” he answered. “Step in, please.”

Then he caught the eye of the gunnery office runner, jerked his head slightly, and at once the able-seaman took up his cap and departed.

Jim Brady had come up from ordinary-seaman second class to ordinary-seaman first class, to able-seaman and leading-seaman and Petty Officer; he had not forgotten, and would never forget even when he attained captain’s rank, that even the most innocent-seeming summons from higher authority might hold implications of disaster—some long-gone misdemeanour lately found out. So that at the dismissal of the junior-ranking runner, Brady felt an ominous premonition of something nasty to come. Why else would the C.G.M. wish to interview him alone? But then his turret drill was faultless—at least it was good enough for Mickey English, and in B-turret Mickey was the boy.

“Take the weight off, Jim,” invited Mackenzie.

Nor was Brady impressed to relief by that use of his name. He was one of the four senior Petty Officers in the ship, and alone like this even the C.G.M. was expected to be informal. Brady sat down and waited.

In the next second he was astonished.

“The four-inch gundeck,” Mackenzie said, almost idly. “How’d you like to take officer-of-quarters up there?”

The change in his action station was unexpected enough, but there was Red’s talk of the gundeck as well, so recently.

“The gundeck?” Brady echoed, a bit stupidly. “Why? Petty Officer Timson’s got that.”

“Not any longer.” Mackenzie’s manner was still friendly, but Brady knew that this transfer was a major change-about. Especially in this unhealthy area. “Gunnery officer’s orders,” Mackenzie explained.

“How come?”

Mackenzie looked at him, a shrewd darting glance, warning in it.

“Timson was a taut hand,” the C.G.M. said, “but lately he’s slacked off a bit. That’s not good enough, here.” Now Brady understood that warning glance. This was very much a private conversation—they were in a confessional. “The Old Man wants the gundeck tightened up. Fast.”

Brady wasn’t sure if the “Old Man” were the captain, or Mackenzie’s immediate lord, the gunnery jack. Not that it mattered. He felt complimented at the C.G.M’s choice, and at the same time, regret. He voiced it.

“But I’m used to the turret now, Chief. Come to like it, in fact.”

“That so? You come from the boats. Thought you liked four-inch and 4.7s.”

“Well, yes.” It would be one hell of a job, Brady was thinking. Being in the turret he’d had no idea of how the gundeck was shaping, but things there must be damn slack for Timson to be turfed out, and from so high up. Once discipline was eased away it would take a Simon Legree to stiffen it back up again. A real nasty bastard, hated by the four crews.

“But look at all the training that’ll be wasted,” Brady tried again. “Mickey English has been on my hammer for months, and now things are just about bearing an even strain. He won’t like this.”

“No,” smiled Mackenzie, “he doesn’t.”

“You’ve talked to him?”

“That’s right. Always get the top hamper cleared away first. Tug Wilson’s taking your gun.” Just the slightest degree, Mackenzie’s friendliness tightened. “Anyway, the Old Man wants the gundeck smartened up. You’re the boy.”

After a moment, Brady said:

“Who put me in for it?”

“I did,” Mackenzie answered him flatly, and there again was that warning flick of a glance. Don’t let me down, it said. It was meant to say nothing at all about I want you to take the job. The decision had been made; the new officer-of-quarters of the 4-inch gundeck was merely being told about it.

Suddenly, Brady grinned. “Looks like I’m due for some fresh air.”

Mackenzie became friendly again. “Nice place to be, up there, these warm nights. Anyhow, the job won’t do you any harm, not at all. You’re going for your commission, aren’t you?”

How many times had Brady heard that! He was to hear it many more times, mainly in the guise of, “That’s one of your topmen wearing his cap flat-aback, Petty-office Brady? I don’t expect that of a man going for his commission.”

Sometimes I wonder if it’s worth it, Brady was thinking. But this he kept to himself—the C.G.M. was a man of weighty influence when it came to red-ink recommends, and those sort of superior assessments you needed if ever that thin gold ring was to come up.

“It’s a bit tough on Timson,” Brady said, not really caring overmuch about that; if the gunnery jack had judged, and decided, then on-the-spot charge of the ship’s anti-aircraft defence was no responsibility for Timson. “Where’s he going?” he asked.

“Timson still knows his gun drill,” Mackenzie conceded. “He’ll be captain of P-1 mounting. You’ll have your eye on him and he’ll have just the mounting to worry about. Should work out okay.”

Brady wasn’t so sure about that. Unless Timson had got to the stage where he didn’t give a damn about his Petty Officer’s rate—which was inconceivable—then he would be feeling pretty sore about his replacement.

But the C.G.M. was looking at him, waiting, and Brady said:

“I suppose you’re right. When do I take over? After we get in?”

“Now,” said Mackenzie.

“Hell! We might get another raid today. There’ll certainly be more before we get in.” Brady shook his head. “I’d like to hang on the slack a bit, Chief, mosey round, you know?”

Apparently the Chief didn’t know. Above the smile his eyes were steady.

“You’re a quarters rating second-class. You’re a gun captain. You’ve been gun captain of four-inch before.”

“Okay. But that was one twin mounting,” Brady protested. “Up there I’ll have eight guns.”

“One gun, a hundred, what’s the difference? Drill’s the same. The high-angle directors will take care of the control side. All
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