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It was as if something were driving Commander Valance to get right in where the shot and shell were thickest … driving him above and beyond the call of duty. And whether they liked it or not, the men in the destroyer Sabre knew their lives depended on his judgement …
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Chapter One

 

“AND THERE GOES the toughest destroyer driver in the whole ruddy Navy,” said the able-seaman sweeper of the destroyer’s port sea boat. His voice was ugly.

“Driver’s right,” the coxswain grunted. “Bligh’s a marshmallow compared to ’im.” He remembered suddenly his superior rank. “Come on, then, smack it about with them stores. I want to report the boat secured for sea.”

He jumped down to the iron-deck of the destroyer, hitching his big seaman’s knife up round his waist.

“All right, leader of men,” the sweeper said in the boat above him, “one slave-driver’s enough on this hooker.”

He was careful to keep his voice low.

Commander Henry Valance, the object of this assessment of his character, was unaware of it. A few yards past the sea boat he came to the ladder leading upwards to the foc’s’le deck, and thence to the chart-room and the bridge. He climbed the steep ladder with quick, precise movements. His small and neatly-shaped head was held to the front, but his brown eyes darted about him with an almost animal-like quickness and intensity.

He was at the foot of the next ladder when he stopped.

“That man there!”

A seaman painting a Carley-float lashed to stanchions on the ship’s side looked hastily about him. He was the only man in sight. Then he looked up, and the stare of the sharp brown eyes confirmed his fears that he was the target addressed.

He scrambled to his feet and automatically settled his cap on straight. He doubled to where Valance stood waiting, and saluted.

“Sir?”

“Your paint pot.”

Pause. “Er—yes, sir?”

“Can’t you see anything wrong with it, man?”

The seaman looked unhappily back at his place of work. His eyes came reluctantly back to his interlocutor.

“Yes, sir. I’ll get a piece of canvas under it right away, sir.”

“You know you should protect the deck with canvas, but you’ve got half a dozen spots of paint on the deck already. Why?”

“Ah—ah ...” he stammered uncomfortably.

“Report to your captain of top. Tell him to report to his officer of division. And tell him why.”

The staccato voice stopped as if the words had been bitten off.

“Yes, sir.”

“What?”

“Er—aye, aye, sir.”

Valance returned the salute and continued on his way up the ladder. The seaman walked slowly along the foc’s’le. His sun-browned face was set. Townsville was not the paradise of sailors, but it was refreshing enough to men who had just come in from months at sea with the Pacific Fleet. He knew what he was in for. He had been picked up by the captain himself. The petty-officer captain of the top would cop a blast from the officer of division, who would himself be angered at his own long-distance rebuke, and the lowly originator of this chain of reprimand could expect to be painting for a few extra hours before he could get ashore to Townsville’s beer and floosies.

The incident thrust aside from his mind, Commander Valance’s face was expressionless as he stepped on to the small flag-deck. He saw a khaki-clad figure disappear round the back of the bridge and with a smile twisting inside him he knew that it was the ship’s coxswain, and that request men and defaulters and attending officers would now be on the tip of their respective toes.

He came in sight of the green baize-covered defaulters’ table and the coxswain rapped:

“Request men, defaulters—chun!”

That’s how it sounded, and those addressed got the message. Heels came together in a syncopated crack of enforced respect for a small man with his sharp face and cold eyes and three gold rings on the shoulders of his khaki shirt.

Commander Valance returned the salutes of his officers and got to work.

There were three request men, and all three wanted compassionate leave. Valance granted leave to the first two, but cut their requested time by half. He was the only man on board who knew when the ship would sail, and he could not, of course, reveal this date. Nor, in any case, was he the sort of commander who made excuses or explanations for his orders.

The third man was a tall, strongly-built leading seaman. Valance had to look up into his burned face. The captain waited, and the leading-seaman told his story. His voice was low and dull, and there was misery in his face. His wife, whom he had suspected for some time, had been caught by his brother in Sydney drunk with another man, falling over him in a suburban hotel. The leading-seaman wanted five days’ leave to get back to Sydney to try and straighten things out.

The officer listened with a mixture of interest and embarrassment. It was apparent that the request man’s misery was so deep that he cared little who heard his story—he could have seen the captain privately if he wished.

The captain looked up from the table and the commissioned gunner, in whose party the leading seaman worked, stepped forward. Mr. Kenmore—risen from the lower deck, young, keen, straight as a stanchion, ruggedly good-looking—corroborated his man’s story. He knew the brother, a lieutenant in the Army, and he also had a letter asking him to do what he could to get leave for the husband. Yes, sir, Leading-Seaman Harvey was a good hand, and he would vouch for his sincerity.

Kenmore stepped back into the rank of officers. He watched Valance carefully. He saw the small man’s eyes travel up the length of the big body before him, and his own eyes narrowed in interest. He thought he saw antagonism in Valance’s eyes. He could not be sure—Valance’s expression might have been caused by the fact that he was thinking, deciding.

Kenmore knew a good deal more about Harvey’s trouble than had come out at the table, and how important it was for him to get back to Sydney. But from the expression on Valance’s hard face it looked as if he was out of luck. Kenmore was still pondering on the meaning of that antagonistic look when Valance said, crisply:

“I can’t let you go for five days, Leading-Seaman Harvey.”

You bastard, Kenmore thought savagely.  One man out of two hundred won’t ruin your precious blasted ship! Valance went on:

“Will four days help you?”

“Er—yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“Four days leave granted,” Valance said, and scribbled in the report book in front of him.

“Four days’ leave,” the coxswain repeated with unimpassioned abruptness. “About turn, double march!”

The officers looked at each other. All except the first-lieutenant, the second-in-command, who stared at the deck, determined to keep aloof from this mild yet apparent collusion.

Two stoker defaulters, charged with the same offence, came forward.

Valance listened to the officer of the day’s report, his eyes down and the tips of his small fingers outspread on the table. His face was a hard mask. The prosecuting officer finished, and Valance looked up for the first time.

“You admit the charge?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What have you to say?”

“Well, sir,” one of the stokers started, “we meant to get back on board before leave was up, sir, but we had a few too many and ...”

Valance waited. Silence hung in the warm air about the table.

“Is that all?”

The spokesman licked his lips.

Valance came upright from his leaning posture, holding himself back a little from the table on his fingertips. His voice was cold.

“You two men were warned before you stepped ashore on leave that the ship is under sailing orders. Those words mean what they say. This is war-time, and when my ship is under sailing orders it means that I will get it to sea when and if I am ordered to do so. Shore leave is a privilege, not a right. In war-time it is a privilege that must be carefully respected. By remaining absent over leave you two men have forfeited that privilege.” He picked up his pencil. The watching group waited. “Seven days’ stoppage of leave.” His eyes came up to their faces, his stare grabbing at them in turn. “And if I have any more trouble from either of you, I’ll have your good-conduct badges off your arms.” He snapped his fingers. “Like that.”

“Seven days’ stoppage of leave,” the coxswain snapped, “on caps, about turn, double-march!”

Bemused at the severity of their punishment the two defaulters automatically obeyed the orders and ran from the judgment place.

Commander Valance, amid silence, signed the request and defaulters’ books, briefly acknowledged his officers’ salutes and walked with precise steps towards his cabin.

 

“There is,” said the engineer-officer in the wardroom, “a scale of punishment laid down for leave-breaking. My boys should have bought no more than two days’ leave stoppage. Not seven.”

He was a heavy man, commissioned like Kenmore from the lower deck, and his voice was heavy and angry. He leaned forward and jabbed his cigarette viciously in the tall ash-tray. Still leaning forward he looked up at the ring of faces watching him.

“If they’d been two of his precious gunners they would have got away with it.”

He pushed himself back in his chair with an explosive breath of disgust that thrust out his lips.

“That’s laying it on a bit thick, chief.”

Kenmore sipped his glass of beer. It was a few minutes past eleven o’clock, the traditional time at which the sun rose over the yardarm, and the wardroom bar had just opened.

“The Old Man was right, you know—about leave being a privilege,” the gunner went on.

“Course it is,” the engineer growled, “for some ...”

“Leave is a privilege,” Kenmore insisted, “and with the ship under sailing orders the usual table for punishment goes by the board. The skipper can dish out what he likes, depending on how soon he knows the ship is due to sail.”

Kenmore ran his finger down the frosted outside of his glass.

“Maybe seven days’ stoppage was a bit rough, but he’s within his rights. And look what he did for Leading-Seaman Harvey. That boy needed that leave, and he got it—four days’ worth.”

“Which proves my point,” the engineer glowered, “he’s one of your boys, a seaman, a gunnery type. I’d hate a stoker or a cook to whack in for four days’ leave. Fat chance he’d have!”

He put out his hand towards the cigarette packet on the table. His face twisted, he withdrew his hand and took out a worn pipe instead, and rammed the tobacco down into the cracked bowl. In between puffs he grunted:

“So he’s out for glory—a fruit-salad of medals on his skinny chest. Okay. He leads, we follow—perforce. But it’s about time he woke up to the fact that stokers and cooks and signalmen and all the rest of us are just as important to the running of this blasted hooker as his own branch. How the hell can he hope to win his gongs with his guns if the stokers don’t put his ship where he can fire ’em? Or the signalmen send off his messages? Or the cooks fill our bellies? Oh, he’s a bright specimen, all right! Septic, if you ask me.”

Destroyer Sabre was a big, modern craft, and she carried three sub-lieutenants and a couple of junior lieutenants. Kenmore’s eyes flicked to them; he saw their wide-eyed interest at this discussion on the captain between the two experienced officers.

“Take it easy, Mac,” he said quietly, and picked up his glass. “Any idea of when we shove off?”

The engineer’s eyes flicked up to his friend’s. “No,” he shook his head, “not a clue.”

Kenmore relaxed. Engineer McMinn would have a very good idea of when they were to sail, if not the actual time and date, and his words indicated that he had got the gunner’s message of caution all right.

Kenmore raised his finger to the steward in his pantry, and McMinn said:

“We stepping ashore this arvo?”

“Wouldn’t mind,” Kenmore agreed. “Anything on?”

“There could be,” the engineer grinned. His face was heavy and tough, but it differed from the others in its colouring—normally white, from his incarceration below most of the time. “I had a note from an old shipmate of mine this morning. Gabby Gawler. Used to be an engine-room tiffy, way back. Now he runs the Blue Gum pub in town.”

“Looks like trouble,” Kenmore grinned boyishly.

“Could be, could be,” McMinn murmured, and took the glass the steward handed him.

The subject of Commander Valance was, at least for the moment, closed.

 

Sabre was berthed in a north and south line, so that the tropical sun, not yet reached the zenith, shone fiercely down upon her starb’d side. The painted steel of her side and superstructure felt the heat, gathered it in and radiated it through her insides.

At his desk in his cabin under the bridge, Commander Valance wiped at his face and neck with a damp handkerchief and undid the two top buttons of his khaki shirt. He laid down his pen and leaned back in his chair, his eyes seeking the porthole, through which he had a vista of blue sparkling water, ruffled to wrinkles under the suasion of the sea breeze. He longed to get out there, away from the binding, heat-radiating shore, out where the twenty-five knots of the ship’s passage would send a cooling wind scouring through her hot innards.

His eyes came back to the desk. The half-filled page of writing commanded his attention. It was his Captain’s Action Report on the air action the ship had fought a week previously, and it would have to go off to naval headquarters down south today.

He blew down his chest inside his damp shirt and picked up the pen.

“The aircraft attacked at 0945,” he wrote, “two twin-engined torpedo-bombers coming in from the starb’d beam, preceded by the attack of three fighters, whose object obviously was to confuse and possibly knock out the close-range weapons.”

Valance’s pen stopped. He leaned back slowly, and his fingers opened to let the pen rest on the desk. His breathing was quicker through his parted lips.

He could hear the noise of those aircraft now—their snarling roar was a crescendo of ferocity which filled the cabin. He saw them again—both sections, torpedo-bombers and fighters, malignant, intent on his destruction, expert in the way they divided his fire, their sound-beating approach viciously intimate, aimed at him on the bridge, the nerve-centre, the controlling point; the bombers low over the water, the fighters spearing down almost vertical, the timing perfect, the intention to lather his upper-deck pom-poms and Bofors a few seconds before the bombers got in range and released their torpedoes.

He heard the distant chatter of the fighters’ wing-cannon, he saw again the water off his quarter lashed abruptly into a white froth as the shells hit in a flailing tattoo. He saw one of Kenmore’s pom-poms, aimed by Leading-Seaman Harvey, reach out to the leading fighter with explosive stitches of tracer—reach out, touch, and transform that streamlined body into a sudden cape of pluming red flame.

He heard a hammering cacophony as the second fighter’s shells exploded along the foc’s’le deck, and he remembered the effort it cost him not to duck behind the shelter of the wind-break; remembered seeing the torpedoes drop from the oil-streaked bellies and hit the water in little splashes of white.

Instinctively he had shouted, “Hard-a-starb’d!” and only afterwards had he remembered that he should not have shouted—he was beside the wheelhouse voice-pipe and his voice would have carried easily at its normal strength.

Then the destroyer was heeling, her bow slicing round to avoid the thirty-five-knot death racing eagerly for her thin sides. Any one of those explosive-loaded warheads would have burst her open to the sea. He forgot everything—the snarling guns, the bellow of supercharged engines, the whine of the engine-room blowers under full power—everything but those parallel spoor-headed tracks of smooth water reaching for him.

It seemed certain they would hit, one beneath the bridge, one in the engine-room. The next moment ... wildly-swinging stern, lee scuppers awash under the violence of her heel, two torpedo tracks slipping by astern with feet to spare, running on into the trackless emptiness of the Coral Sea ...

Valance was on his feet. He walked to the porthole, staring out at the heat-bathed town, and the sweat ran down his face and neck in unheeded rivulets and his breathing was short and shallow.

He lit a cigarette, waving the match jerkily until it went out. Still staring out the porthole he felt the match snap with a small, distant sound under his fingers’ pressure. He turned back and walked to the desk. Still standing, he picked up the pen and wrote quickly:

“The attack was beaten off with the loss of one fighter and one bomber.”

He signed the report and pressed a buzzer. When his messenger stepped into the cabin Valance said in a controlled voice:

“Give this to my secretary. I want it sent off as soon as it’s typed.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” the seaman acknowledged, and took the sheet

When the door had closed, Valance walked slowly back to his desk. He stood there a moment, and gradually, as through some chemical process, his face hardened, until it was set in a bitter mask.

Precisely, deliberately, he walked to a small safe set into the bulkhead. He opened the safe and drew out a large manila envelope, embossed with O.H.M.S. in heavy black type, and marked in purple ink, SECRET.

Back at his desk he took a sheet of paper from the envelope and read it carefully, as though for the first time. Yet he knew what was written on that paper by heart—they were his orders for the next operation, ordering him to sail in four days’ time from tomorrow.

Commander Valance slowly folded his orders and returned them to the envelope. There was nothing in what he had read to relieve the set expression on his face.

 


Chapter Two

 

AT NINE O’CLOCK on the morning of the fourth day every man of Sabre’s crew knew that at eleven o’clock they would sail.

Every man, except one leading-seaman.

Mr. Kenmore, gunner, was at the gangway. There was plenty he wanted to do, but this morning he had relegated his duties of lining-up the control system of his six big guns to his gunner’s mate. There would be time enough to check on their way out past Magnetic Island.

Kenmore paced a few steps towards the stern, swung, and paced back again. Every few seconds his eyes would lift to the length of pier, and then up towards the town, its galvanised-iron roofs lying in a haze of heat.

He looked at his watch. Five past ten. He heard the quartermaster’s phone buzz, and he was not surprised when the leading-seaman replaced the phone and came across to him.

“Captain, sir, in his sea-cabin.”

“Right,” Kenmore nodded, and looked once more up the pier. His burned face worried, he settled his cap and walked quickly forrard.

“Come in, Guns,” Commander Valance greeted him pleasantly, “take a pew.”

Kenmore murmured, “Thanks, sir,” and sat down, his cap across his knees. He was about to speak when Valance said:

“We’re on something big this time, Guns. Pretty well the whole fleet. There will be bombardment, but only for the big boys, battleships and cruisers. We,” and the captain’s quick, restless glance needled into the gunner’s eyes, “will be needing anti-aircraft shell and armour-piercing stuff. The  A.P. shell will be for Jap cruisers, if we’re unlucky enough to run into ’em. I want anti-aircraft ammunition in the ready-use lockers, and the A.P. stuff ready in the magazines to be sent up in a hurry. All right?”

“Yes, sir,” Kenmore nodded, forgetting his worry. “It looks as though it could be interesting.”

He waited, hoping for mention of their destination and objective. Valance said:

“It could be. I want the entire ship’s armament drilled every day on the way across—especially the control teams. And concentrate on night-action procedure. We may have to open fire quickly and damned accurately.” He picked up a set of tide-tables. “That’s all, Guns.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kenmore was at the door, his hand on the knob, when Valance’s voice reached him.

“By the way, Harvey got his domestic business fixed up all right? He’s a good man—I don’t want his mind on other things.”

Kenmore turned slowly. His gaze came up to meet the captain’s.

“He’s not back, sir.”

Kenmore waited. His feelings were balanced between apprehension for the explosion from Valance and anger at Harvey.

Valance did not speak at once. He leaned sideways slightly and crushed his cigarette in the ashtray. His eyes were locked on the gunner’s in an arctic stare whose bleakness sent a small shiver up into the roots of Kenmore’s hair. His lips barely moved.

“That’s all,” he said, and his voice was quiet and cold.

“Yes, sir,” Kenmore muttered, and got quickly out the door.

As the gunner walked aft towards the quarterdeck most of his mind was occupied with a hard anger against the man who had let him down. Yet a small section of his consciousness was cognisant of definite knowledge—in his fifteen years in the Navy he had been bottled, blasted, bawled out, reprimanded in many ways and by many men, yet nothing which had happened to him had had anything like the effect of Valance’s silent, condemnatory stare.

He was almost to the brass strip denoting the beginning of the quarterdeck when he realised that he was wasting his time waiting for Harvey—his train would have been in by now, and obviously he was not on it. He stopped and looked at his watch. Fifteen minutes to go to sailing time. He began walking again, this time on a round of inspection of the main armament, four-point-seven-inch twin guns.

Most British warships get underway smoothly, their slipping routine long-practised and based on proved principles. Aboard destroyer Sabre the routine was meticulous: you botched your job at your peril.

When Commander Valance stepped on his bridge the main engines and steering had been tested, the gyro checked, the wires to the pier singled-up, the upper-deck and sea boats secured for sea—everything in order, in fact, except that her crew was incomplete.

It was the duty of the first-lieutenant, a pleasant, somewhat negative young man whose main object in life was a friction-free commission, to report these things to the captain. He did so on the bridge, leaving the unpleasant part till last

“Leading-Seaman Harvey adrift over leave, sir,” he said, and, like Kenmore before him, waited.

To his barely-hidden astonishment. Valance answered:

“Detail a good man off for the pom-pom—we’ll need it. Now let’s get out of here.”

The first-lieutenant remembered to salute before he went about his business of getting Sabre clear of the binding shore.

It follows that because of the peculiar qualities of their craft, destroyer captains have, in comparison with their brethren of the big ships, something of the individualistic dash of a fighter pilot—destroyers being the fast fighters of the sea. Some captains possess this trait in more or less degree. But there is one quality in which every destroyer driver is masterly—and that is seamanship.

The difference between conning a thirty-five-knot destroyer and a heavy cruiser or carrier is something the same as that between driving a Jaguar sports car and a garbage truck. Both jobs require skill, but where one is performed methodically and according to strict rules of weight and the distance available, the other is carried out with the trained eye of speed and deftness of decision.

Whatever else he was in the eyes of his ship’s company—glory-hunter, limelight-seeker, rigid disciplinarian or plain mongrel—Commander Valance was a



































































































































































































































































cover.jpeg
NAVAL WARFARE COMES TO LIFE WITH

Jn E- o J
MACDONNELL

e > ‘ 7_2*, — = 7'
e =

E——

—

IGET BATTLESHIP

15:TAI





images/image2.jpeg
J E MACDONNELL

TARGET
BATTLESHIP






images/image1.jpeg
=\

PIC&:ADILLY
PUBLISHING






