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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)
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INTRODUCTION

THIS BOOK IS,
perhaps, a sort of serious Bilge-water. There is a certain
amount of the “I” in it, but then editors in those times liked “I
was there” stories. Of course I was not always there, nor was I a
war-correspondent, which I would dearly like to have been. Official
representation to a newspaper came after the war. I had backing
from two papers, one in Sydney and the other in Adelaide, but that
was definitely unofficial—captains of guns are supposed to despatch
shells, not words.

Most of these
despatches—forgive that favoured word; they were really special
articles written and submitted in the hope of publication—appeared
in the Bulletin (Sydney), World Digest (London), Adventure Magazine
(New York) and the Cape Times (Cape Town). The venue mainly
depended on the geographical position of the ship relative to the
outlets.

Some are
personal experiences, some were culled from captains’ reports and
battle summaries which the Admiralty made available, others stemmed
from barroom discussions with men who had been in the actions
described. Perhaps their main value rests in the fact that all of
them were written shortly after the actions happened, and this no
doubt accounts for a certain measure of enthusiasm, and even
jingoist patriotism, evident in their style. But I have decided
against altering that. We were all enthusiastic and patriotic then.
The style is part of the characters of the men who fought the
battles.

The stories
are, in a way, untrue; or not wholly true. They depict courage and
skill and determination. One side of the picture. It is in the
omission to present the other side that untruth lies. But
Censorship forced down its repressive and protective heel here. We
were none of us cowards, nor were we ever frightened—ye Gods!; our
captains or our admirals never made mistakes, nor did our
able-seamen gunners ever fire on a friendly ship or aircraft. We
were always straining to get to sea again, we never grinned for joy
when a defect in a refitted ship brought us back for a further week
in harbour. We were tigers. We never gave a traitorous thought to
staying with our wives and kids. We desired only to get back at the
enemy’s throat.

This sort of
Censorship was, of course, correct in principle. There were more
men who subdued their fear and their worry than gave in to it.
There were even some heroes amongst us. And the captains and the
admirals were mainly skilled and determined. Otherwise you and I
might now be employed by Adolf. So I shall not alter the
enthusiastic style, nor describe how my gun’s crew and I dived for
cover under the threat of a British battleship’s shells, nor the
extent of the craven fear which gripped us immobile while a
torpedo’s track moved under our bilges.

Yet Censorship
was guilty of some stupid restrictions. The enemy was supposed to
have no knowledge of even our most elementary equipment. One
instance will do.

I had
submitted for approval the manuscript of a book. One section
described how Seafires land on a carrier’s deck and are pulled up
in a few feet by arrester wires. The manuscript came back with the
whole of that section deleted. Japanese carriers, of course, did
not rate arrester wires. Their aircraft were halted by some very
clever bod who rushed out and caught them in his hand.

I was still
serving then, and I wrote back very circumspectly, pointing out
that the book was a documentary, and that the deleted section had
first appeared in a published article of mine, which had already
been approved for publication by the same Authority which now
canned it. While the publisher fretted, we waited. At last came the
reply. “In view of the fact that the war is nearing its end, the
section referred to may now be published.”

There is the
other side of the coin. Censorship can be most valuable. I had
written an article, and it had gone to the captain for his approval
before being submitted to the vagaries of wartime mail. Our
destroyer had been attacked by torpedo-bombers. Then, as now, one
had to be meticulous about technical detail. So I had described how
the bombers had come in only a few feet above the sea, and that we
had opened fire with the gun barrels almost horizontal—and that the
targets had been picked up on our radar. The captain was a
destroyerman. He was considerate enough to explain the reason for
his blue pencil-marks. At the time the Jap radar was comparatively
inefficient. It could not range effectively on targets below about
ten-degrees of elevation over the sea. But they did not know
that ours could.

It was
improbable, but not impossible, that my article could by devious
means have reached Tokio. If it had, then Japanese torpedo-bombers
would have altered their method or approach, and then they might
have been harder to shoot down.

The reasons
for putting between covers these wartime experiences? First, one
likes to eat. Second—judging by royalty statements—interest in
wartime experiences is still high and wide-spread. Perhaps for that
we have to thank the perennial stomach acidity of a man named
Khrushchev.

So here is
something of what I and some others knew of that war begun so long
ago, and still not ended.

 


J. E.
MACDONNELL.

Sydney,
1961.






 



EUROPEAN
THEATRE

Battle Fleet

THE BATTLE
FLEET is at sea. This is an event to be witnessed, not only for
what it does to the rate-of-knots of your bloodstream, but for its
rarity. These great ships are powerful, and precious. Their punch
is tremendous, and it must not be wasted. They have not been in
action in this war—what comparative force is there to engage them,
to merit their ponderous sailing?—and it is likely that they will
be in action no more than two or three times. They are looking for
it now.

Astern is a
not-to-be-mentioned port, and we sail on a censored sea. We sail;
the destroyer’s bow lifts on the curling shoulders of a wave, and
swoops down into the valley’d trough and soars again over the next
advancing hill. Sailors hang on to the nearest piece of steel,
leaning forward, their heels off the deck. They continue their
conversation while the forefoot lifts out clear of the water—they
are used to this elevator motion—and then their bodies gradually
come back upright as the bow drops down again.

We sail. The
battleships astern plough. The sea is being constantly cultivated.
Thirty five thousand-tons of steel and two hundred and fifty-yards
of length take some lifting. It is endless entertainment to watch
the sea try. The speed of the Fleet is twenty-knots. The wind is
right ahead, and the waves bear down at something less than that
speed. But the combination of propeller-speed and wind motion makes
a hefty impact.

The battleship
certainly lifts; a little. But she does not come through unscathed.
As with the plough, she is touched by the elements she carves. An
abrupt, exploding touch which rears a flood of brilliant white up
over her stem. The water bursts down her huge foc’s’le, swarming
about the cables and cable-holders, rushing and creaming aft until
it meets and is balked by the breakwater just in front of the
leading turret. This barrier is made of strong steel, and its
cunning design slopes it forward, so that only a spatter of spray
gets past it. The tonnage of water is momentarily held on the
foc’s’le. Then comes the pretty part.

The initial
burst up over the armoured stem is forceful, spectacular. The
escape is beautiful. Her deck is cambered, and the whiteness rushes
down towards the scuppers on either side. There is far too much for
the drains to handle. The great bow lifts a little, and then you
see that one-third of her grim grey length is softened; it trails
lovely white scarves, flowing in the wind. A brute, changed into a
lady. A “she.” Then only a wisp of white remains to soften the grey
and your eyes, bereft of the fascination of raiment, contract to
the masculinity of this erstwhile lady—the stretching barrels with
their grinning mouths, the armour-plated turrets into which they
are socketed, and the rearing cliff of steel behind them which is
the controlling bridge.

The bow moves
on, steady, driven. The wave runs down. Meets, explodes green into
white. You wait for the scarves.

It does not
occur to the men in the destroyers screening that metallic mass
that their own ships are putting on a pretty spectacle. Men aboard
the battleships, going with stability about their business, look
out over the smoking sea and watch, without holding on, the
corkscrew gyrations of their escorts. “Gimme the boats …” they
think, pityingly.

A pair of
cruisers flank the battleships. Their guns are eight-inches across
the inner diameter of the rifled barrels and they can send their
shells even further than the battleships, but they are not here
because of their armament. A total of thirty 14-inch guns is
capable of looking after its platforms. The cruisers are valuable
because of their high speed, long endurance and ability to maintain
fast speeds even in a sea like this. They are heavyweight scouts.
There is something to scout for out there.

But not yet.
The Fleet moves on, compact, controlled, bearing more than half a
division of men, and many more and much bigger, guns than the Army
unit. And capable of moving all this offensive power bodily at a
speed of more than thirty-miles per hour. Carrying all its
sustenance as it moves, food for men and engines and guns. But, as
the soldier would say, what a hell of a weight to carry all that
lot. No argument. In this British Fleet there are one hundred and
fifty thousand-tons of displacement.

The harbour is
well clear astern. A string of flags and pendants appears above the
flagship’s bridge The whipping sections of coloured bunting bow the
halliards out as the wind fingers them. Bright red and yellow and
blue and white against the grey hulls, the grey sea. Their unspoken
message read easily and attentively by a score of signalmen. The
admiral speaks, you listen.

He has decided
it is time to alter course. The Fleet has run on this present
course not to confuse the enemy—he knows what we are after—but to
clear the end of the minefield. The flag-hoist reaches the yardarm
and the halliards are pulled in tight. Every ship blossoms,
repeating the words and figures conveyed by the Flagship’s
bunting—“Alter course thirty-degrees to port.”

The flags
shiver there from their lofty perch, and then they jerk and come
tumbling down. A score of signalmen snap, “Executive, sir!” and
twenty heads bend to wheel-house voice-pipes. The Fleet comes round
like a platoon at drill, only its course changed. The formation
remains rigidly as before.

The day draws
on. Long ago you have grown tired of watching the exploding white,
and the run-off. There is work to do, even with the spray needling
over your own bridge. A civilian—well, perhaps, not a Hobart-race
yachtsman—would find it incredible that men could even move about
in their sky-reaching, trough-hunting home. But it is home, with
all the connotations of familiarity that implies. Men sway along
the passages like drunks, and out on the iron-deck they are careful
to have one hand sliding along something solid; but they move
about, and the scrubbing and polishing and cooking goes on.

So does the
day. The greyness draws in, a palpable blanket contracting
visibility to opacity. We know what is out there, further out, but
there could be something just as unpleasant just over the horizon.
The Fleet goes to precautionary night action-stations.

Everywhere,
some place on the nine seas, British warships are testing through.
Circuits and communications and guns were tested before we sailed,
and immediately the open sea was reached. Now they are to be tested
again. You never know. And at sea at war it is dangerous not to
know. The trainers move their wheels and the hydraulic pumps fling
the 4.7-inch mountings round fast enough to follow a fighter
crossing our bows. The battleships train their turrets—ponderously,
each gun weighing ninety seven-tons. On that turreted foc’s’le back
there one gunhouse holds four of those guns. The gunhouse itself,
of course, also trains; its normal steely construction overlaid
with an armoured carapace more than a foot thick. The finest,
hardest steel there is, that armour-plate. Some weight.

The guns shrug
back into the fore and aft position. Two turrets in each ship
remain closed-up, the rest of the men go below to supper. No one
thinks about it, but a score of captains are relieved that their
men are about to be fed. In this sort of close dark night an action
could last for many hours, and the need for vigilance and alertness
would be constant and demanding. Much easier on a full stomach.

But nothing
happens to disturb the even tenor of the Fleet’s course. Outside,
on the bridges, on the decks, it is dark and cold and wet. Inside
the messdecks it is warm, companionable. Men write, play cards,
mahjong, talk, mend uniforms, and the red lights which will
preserve their night vision should they be called in a hurry to the
outer darkness play on their faces weirdly. The messdeck is peopled
with gargoyles.

Watches
change, relieved men seek their hammocks. The red lights stay on,
the messdecks become quiet. Not silent. Never silent. Even a steel
ship creaks in a seaway, and the air constantly hisses through the
ventilating punkahs. There is a never-ending rubbing, a series of
minute sounds which combine to form a clearly audible swish.
Duffle-coats, oilskins, towels, stand out from the ship’s side as
she rolls, and then flow back again to touch and rub the cool steel
as she comes back. Endlessly. But no one hears this. If you were to
say, “What’s that swishing noise?” you would get only puzzled
looks. Unless they thought you were referring to the sea. But then
only a mental defective would question the noises of the sea, in a
ship at sea.

The noises of
the sea in a destroyer are peculiarly intimate. In a battleship or
carrier there are many places where the sea is kept from you. But
destroyers are mainly open right across their beam between decks.
It is a narrow beam, perhaps thirty five-feet at its widest, less
than that on the messdecks. The sea is very close to you on both
sides, and in any sort of lop it reaches right up over the
scuttles, or portholes. Its presence is indicated by a soft,
sliding sort of hiss, constant and soothing. But now and again that
hiss enlarges into a sudden, metallic punch as a wave comes in at
an angle and strikes. Then you glance at the scuttles to see they
are tightly clipped, and you understand the real force of that soft
liquid out there, kept out by a side a quarter of an inch thick.
But that side is made of high-tensile D-quality steel, with a
breaking stress of thirty seven-tons per square inch. It would be a
very violent sea indeed which could open up that rivetted side. A
two-pounder pom-pom shell on the other hand, fired at close range,
would not find entry over-difficult.

But now there
is only the sea out there. The action alarm does not whang into
your ears, only the shrill call of the bosun’s mate intimating that
we should rise for breakfast. Five-minutes later the coxswain
follows him. Not intimating, highly intimidatory. Hammocks empty,
are lashed up.

An art, the
lashing of a hammock. It is supposed to be able to keep a man
afloat for many hours. The first-lieutenant, not worries about
survival, dictates the practice of our art. In a hammock are a pair
of pyjamas, a pillow, a couple of wooden stretchers, perhaps three
blankets and a mattress; and when the regulation seven turns are on
the hammock becomes a smooth canvas cocoon, as neat and tight as a
banana. Called, by some younger men liked to be thought salty, a
banana bedstead. By old salts, called a hammock.

With their
stowage in the bins, the messdeck becomes magically cleared.
Breakfast is served, eaten, and the gubbins washed-up. Hands
fall-in for work. The day starts again. The Fleet, fed and
reconditioned, moves on.

All day it
steams, and through the next night. Nothing. The tension does not
relax, nor does the vigilance. It takes a long time to steam a long
way at sea. We are used to waiting. He has been lost, but he is
still out there.

Then, as we
fall-out from action-stations, the speakers clear their throats. We
recognise the voice. There is no need for an adjuration to silence.
The voice says:

“Do you hear
there. This is the captain. Contact has been regained with
Bismarck.”

 



Bismarck

THE WIND HAS
been logged at Force 8. That means wind-speed of thirty five and
forty-knots. Gale force. Visibility is not good. Rain squalls sail
on the wind, biting into faces already chafed, tired with waiting
and seeking. But not so tired as the faces aboard the German
monster.

Vian
and his destroyers have been snapping at her all night. He has put
four torpedoes into her—how, against those guns and this sea?—and
now she is wallowing, unable to steer, but still able to raise
10-knots. And her guns, the 15-inch cannon which have sunk
Hood and beaten Prince of Wales off her trail, are
still in normal working order.

Her screws
holding her head-on into the foaming crests, she waits. The British
battleships, who have steamed so long and so hard, come upon her
downwind. Between them they can raise two hundred and fifty
thousand-horsepower. But—as with another British admiral—this one
in the Flagship still takes advantage of the wind. Later he will
use a Nelsonian tactic, but now he brings his force down to meet
his enemy in conventional formation. The cruisers have been ordered
to one side, to clear the line of fire. This is work for big
stuff.

The time is
8.43 a.m., the target bearing south-east, the range a little over
twelve-miles. The British seamen have had their breakfast.

There is no
pity in their hearts. Quiet exultation, fear perhaps, for
Bismarck is not yet finished, but no pity. They are mainly
young—you have to be, to endure this madness. Later, they may feel
some reluctant admiration for their enemy—he has made his gamble,
he almost succeeded in breaking through Denmark Strait unseen.
Sighted, he fought a battleship and a battle cruiser, sank one and
wounded the other, brilliantly. Now he is trapped, immobilised by
an old biplane from a carrier and a few destroyers. Trapped, but
not finished. His black-crossed ensign still whips in the wind, his
terrible guns point at the grey hulls ploughing down to close the
range.

The admiral
has signalled his intentions. The signal is neither long nor
complicated. The range is to be closed, regardless of punishment
received, and then the battleships are to go into rapid
broadsides.

There is no
need for the British heavies to test their equipment. That has been
done at dawn action-stations.

Three-minutes
after the first sighting Rodney opens fire. Her foc’s’le is
enormous, almost half of her seven hundred and ten-feet. It has to
be; it carries the whole of her main armament, nine 16-inch guns in
three triple turrets. All those guns are bearing on
Bismarck. King George V mounts one quadruple turret
on her quarterdeck, which cannot bear. That leaves her with six
14-inch guns bearing. A total armament of fifteen monster barrels,
firing a shell every minute. Those shells are as high as a man.
Rodney’s are slightly heavier, but the average weight of
each projectile is one-ton. Fifteen-tons discharged every minute,
carried in armour-capped bodies at a muzzle velocity of eighteen
hundred-miles per hour.

To protect her
forty five thousand-tons from that smashing entry, Bismarck
is overlaid with armour in places eighteen-inches thick. She will
need it.

King George
V is only a few seconds behind her consort. Some Navies fire
their big guns as soon as they are ready, one after the other like
a gigantic machine-gun. The Royal Navy has always pinned its faith
on full, controlled broadsides, the director-layer waiting until
all his gun-ready lamps are burning. The whole weight of the punch
is thus concentrated. The British ships are firing that way
now.

The seas ahead
of the Flagship’s bows are tumbling, foam-crested. The
director-layer high above the bridge squeezes his electric trigger.
More than a ton of cordite gets the message. The six guns are aimed
almost directly over the bows. The tops of the waves are flattened
by the tremendous blast. The bassoon voice of the guns is taken
away by the gale, but from the point of its silence a harsh tearing
sound is born and rushes across the sea. That sound, too, dies.
Then, soundless under the whip of the gale, brief sparkles of light
burst along the superstructure of the target. Again, and again, and
again.

Though
closing, the range is still eight-miles. Bismarck's
challenge is barely heard; she is firing straight into the wind’s
mouth. But the long tongues of flame, and the jets of brown cordite
smoke, are vividly plain against the grey background. There are no
answering sparkles from her messengers. Nothing but tall and abrupt
spouts of white water, beautifully symmetrical, and harmless. The
distance of these is observed, and then ignored. The enemy’s return
fire is ineffective.

No wonder. Her
guns and equipment are as fine as anything afloat. Her rangefinders
are stereoscopic, better than the British. But no Navy has ever
equalled the efficiency of that incredibly accurate mechanical
brain, the British fire-control table.

Yet it is not
guns or equipment which fail the German. Battles are fought by men.
Bismarck's gunners are on the verge of exhaustion. For
four-days and nights they have been hounded. Only twice since the
British cruisers sighted them in Denmark Strait have they managed
to throw off their pursuers’ contacts. The respite was brief.
First, cruisers—then carrier aircraft, shore-based Catalinas,
destroyers, and now battleships.

The men
sweating in the fumy heat of the great turrets cannot see their
attackers, nor where their own shells are going. They can only
think … But the men in the gunnery-director above the bridge can
see. They have been provided with the most efficient aids so that
they can see. And in the lenses of their sights are belching
leviathans, grey and grim and filled with dread purpose, their guns
flaming and their screws driving them down to close the range.

The Germans
know that what they can see are major war vessels of an implacable
fighting force which would have
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