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		About the Author





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

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

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

(TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT)








Against the blazing backdrop of the Mediterranean war, an aging Australian destroyer named Pelican becomes the last ship anyone expects to survive—let alone fight. Rust-streaked, outgunned, and mocked by the sleek warships around her, she is commanded by the fiercely independent Lieutenant-Commander John “Dutchy” Holland, a passed-over officer whose career is as battered as the ship he loves.

When the order comes to “Abandon and Destroy,” Holland refuses to surrender either his ship or his pride. Instead, Pelican and her rough-edged crew of pirates, misfits, and hardened sailors plunge into a merciless naval campaign against Nazi U-boats and relentless Luftwaffe attacks. Beneath the blazing skies of Malta, where every convoy run could become a floating graveyard, the crew must fight not only the enemy—but exhaustion, fear, and the knowledge that they are expendable.















		AUTHOR’S NOTE



Few of the characters and none of the incidents in this story are imaginary. Only the names are changed; of men because many of them are married now, and they had enough conflict then without my making more for them in Civvy Street. Those nights in The Gut of Malta and Sister Street of Alexandria are best left locked within memory—unless as here, they are cloaked under assumed names.

As for plot, there’s not much of it, in the accepted sense of novel construction. But there is a theme, and it concerns the uncomplicated qualities of courage, and character, and devotion to an ideal, and the fiercely touchy pride of a crew of buccaneers for a ship which should have been sent to the breakers long before she was called upon to fight for her life.

And if it reads like a one-man war-well then, that, precisely, is what it was.
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		CHAPTER ONE



WITH A SMALL and unnoticed splash the last depth charge in Pelican’s last pattern dropped into the white wake boiling under her stern.

To an unpractised observer on that bright morning two hundred miles east of Malta, the old ship would seem to be extremely busy about nothing. The sea was otherwise empty and so was the sky. Both were blue and calm and smiling. It was a lovely morning.

But only the surface of the sea was guiltless. There was a desperate plan behind Pelican’s apparent fussiness.

The ship was old, born in 1918, but her depth charges were modern. The first three charges of that last pattern sank down, still rocking a little with the momentum of their entry, down until the closer blue changed to deeper green. Then they exploded.

It was a fierce explosion, almost half a ton of amatol. But the thrust originated below the target, not all around it, which is the ideal pattern of compression. A submarine, with its circular construction, is very strong. And to kill, depth charges must explode not much more than fifty feet away.

The U-boat was shaken violently, and was not otherwise inconvenienced. But she was also punched bodily upwards; not far, just enough to bring her bulbous body level with the last charge as its firing needle shot forward on to the detonator.

Three hundred pounds of amatol released its energy a few feet from, and exactly level with, the U-boat’s engine room. Because water is incompressible, the charge in effect exploded directly against her side. The port diesel was wrenched from its mountings. A group of high-pressure air-bottles added their explosions to the general disruptive effect. Through a crack in her skin water jetted into the engine room.

The control room crew scrabbled up from the deck where they’d been flung. Their eyes glared at the captain. His face twisted with a mixture of fright and desperation, the captain hesitated only fractionally. Then he gave his orders.

Pelican had been turning ever since the last charge dropped, so as to clear her asdic pulses from the turbulence round screws and rudder. Little more than a quarter of a minute had elapsed, but a destroyer turns quickly. She was almost round on a reciprocal course, and had regained asdic contact, when a raspy voice opined:

“I think the bastard’s coming up.”

“Yes, sir. Main armament’s standing-by.”

This second voice came from a young lieutenant of about twenty-two. His skin was fair, and had small need of a razor. His face was not good-looking, but was youthful and pleasant. He was about to witness a ruthless killing. His voice should have been excited, or urgent, or loaded with apprehensive distaste. His voice was as excited as if he’d reported the seaboat ready for lowering.

“Any second now,” said the raspy voice. Nor was this voice’s timbre affected by excitement or apprehension. It was simply the tone to be expected from a face which seemed to be hacked out of a block of basalt.

“Ah …” said the lieutenant. And:

“Get those bloody guns in action,” rasped the captain.

Pelican mounted only four four-inch guns. But she had been an experimental ship, and instead of being mounted singly, as in the case of her aged sisters, hers were in two twin turrets, one forrard, the other aft. 

Due to the turn, and the submerged course of her enemy, the streaming conning tower emerged ahead of her, fine on the port bow. And very close. Only A-mounting on the foc’s’le could bear.

It opened fire with a splitting crack. Almost at once the shells plunged in, fifty yards over. The captain saw, and said nothing. This could presuppose a lack of swift reaction, or confidence in the experience of his gunners. The next salvo disposed of supposition. Both shells burst redly at the base of the submarine’s bridge.

Still the captain said nothing, even though he knew that an entry there would damage his enemy little. Those shells had to get in through his pressure hull. Through the clatter of reloading the lieutenant said: 

“He’s under way, sir. And turning.”

Then the captain spoke. “Port thirty.”

“You’ll ram, sir?”

“Like hell. The old bitch’d buckle right back to the bridge.”

Lieutenant Matheson knew she wasn’t that old, and he guessed the captain hoped to get his enemy with gunfire. Suddenly—being gunnery-officer as well as first-lieutenant—he realised that A-mounting should have fired again, and hadn’t. He jumped to the windbreak. But before he could call down, a shout came up: 

“Gun will not bear!”

“Check, check, check!” bellowed the gun-captain, and turned his face bridgewards. “Range is too close, sir!”

“Not for him,” growled the captain, his eyes on figures clambering out of a gun-hatch. The submarine’s gun would be aiming upwards, and would bear nicely on the higher target. “What’s up with the pom-pom?”

“The arc of fire is fouled, sir,” advised Matheson.

“Then we’ll clear it. Starb’d twenty.” The rasp rose to a penetrating pitch. “Lookouts—keep your eyes peeled for a torpedo.”

Pelican hauled off, but keeping the U-boat broadside-on, keeping clear of what she carried in her nose and stern. The captain saw her four-inch gun begin to train, and a shell ram in as it swung. Even then, waiting for the pom-pom’s voice, knowing the ship’s life at this close range depended on it, he said nothing to hurry the crew along.

Mounted just abaft the funnel, Pelican’s pom-pom had no such refinement as a fire-control officer. It had a layer, a trainer, and a few loading numbers. But these men had been harshly trained. The layer, in charge of the four-barrelled gun, was a thin rake of a man called “Bludger” Bent; his cognomen stemmed from his aversion to smoking his own cigarettes, even though he always carried them. His position on the gun stemmed from his owning a keen and skilful eye, and steady nerves.

While the U-boat’s bigger gun was training round towards its hunter, Bludger’s gun was trained hard up against the safety stops. These prevented him from firing into his own bridge, but they also held him back from getting at his enemy. Until the captain gave that wheel order.

The ship swung, taking the pom-pom with it. The vertical wire in Bludger’s sight slid along the water, faster and faster, until it rode up over the snaky tail. The ship was actually training the gun. Then the black, still-wet bridge was in his sight. Bludger held his fire. There was nothing on that bridge which could hurt them. Right eye against the rubber socket of his sight, left eye open staring along it, fingers curled round the brass trigger, his four guns loaded and cocked, Bludger waited.

Not so the U-boat’s gun crew. Their waiting was over. A spear of flame lanced from the gun’s muzzle, pale orange against the bright sunlight. Smoke spat at them, tawny brown in colour. Bludger heard the harsh tearing of the shell, but heard no shock of impact. Hurriedly aimed, the first salvo had screamed close over the bridge.

Bludger was careless of where it went. His vertical wire had reached a man who was urgently passing another shell to a loading number. Bludger felt the gun jerk as the trainer brought it back from the stops.

“Bearing!” shouted his opposite number from the other side of the gun.

Bludger did not need that advice. The U-boat’s gun was smack in the centre of his webbed sight. His fingers squeezed, kept squeezing. The four barrels gave tongue.

The pom-pom is a fast-firing, automatic weapon. The weight of the actual projectile is two pounds. Most of this is case-hardened steel, with just sufficient a charge to explode it into slivers. Even flung at their muzzle velocity of two thousand feet per second, these shells are of no effect against armour. But men’s bodies are not armoured.

Bludger’s four barrels were coughing out hundreds of rounds a minute. They were converged so as to deliver the shells in a cone. That cone—exploding, bursting into jagged splinters, ripping other steel splinters from everything it touched—was laid squarely on the U-boat’s gun.

The metallic flail took the right-hand side of the gun first; loading-numbers and, more importantly, the trainer. This man was slammed back against the trunnions, pinned there, his body slashed to pieces by the merciless tattoo. The gun got off another round, but without its trainer and with Pelican drawing ahead the shell plunged into the sea astern.

The destroyer drew ahead. Now the other side of the U-boat’s gun was open to attack. It took three seconds. Then Bludger’s fingers eased their pressure and the snarling gun fell silent. Without taking his eye from the sight, Bludger ordered:

“Keep on that gun. The bastards might give it another burl.’’

The captain was witness to that crisply efficient saving of the ship’s life, but he made no comment. Bludger and his crew had simply done what they’d been trained to do. And the captain had his own problem.

A submarine is designed to turn quickly to escape depth charges. With most of her body immersed, with the sea’s resistance helping to heave her round and reduce her advance, she was turning in an even smaller circle than the destroyer. To negative the threat of her bow and stern tubes, Pelican had to maintain a position which kept the U-boat broadside-on. Both vessels were careering round and round at high speed, with neither, at this range and in this relative position, able to do further damage to the other.

Twice round in this silent, deadly circling and the captain grew tired of it.

“How much range before the guns will bear?” he asked his gunnery-officer.

“At least another hundred yards, sir. But the pompom can reach the bridge.”

“No. I want ’em alive if possible. All right, we’ll ease out a bit.”

He gave his wheel orders. Pelican’s sharp nose hauled off a few degrees to starb’d. The captain had to be very careful. If he swung her too much, then the U-boat would have a chance to swing herself and loose a salvo of torpedoes. At this range, that was a prospect the captain did not relish.

He was careful. Within a few minutes a voice, sharp and jubilant, reported from below the bridge:

“A-gun bearing!”

An echo followed it from down aft. The captain scorned the director phone. He craned his bullet head back and bellowed up:

“Rapid broadsides. Point of aim base of the bridge. You might get into the control room.”

There was no verbal reply, the Gunner was busy. The guns answered for him, four of them in a combined roar.

Pelican’s aged body shook. The shells sheared through the air. Not two, but forty-five pounds of projectile, filled with T.N.T. With both vessels at almost identical speeds, there was little need of deflection. The range was so close that the trajectories were flat. Pelican’s fire control equipment was nowhere as modern as that in her flotilla-mates, but her guns could fire close on ten miles, and this range was almost point-blank. One shell of that broadside whipped low over the submarine’s casing and ploughed into the sea. The remaining three exploded squarely against the join of bridge and pressure hull.

“That’ll flush ’em out,” the captain growled.

He was out a little in his timing. It took a further two broadsides before men could be seen scrambling over the edge of the bridge, sliding down its torn structure, and then under the urge of some private knowledge throwing themselves into the sea.

The captain glanced at his deputy. His mouth was curved down in a tight line of satisfaction. His mouth opened.

“Cease …” he started, but before he could complete the order to the guns a cry, sharp and urgent, lanced across his voice:

“Bridge! Torpedo, fine on the port bow!”

The captain’s reaction was instant.

“Hard-a-starb’d. Full ahead port engine!”

She was at a little under twenty knots to keep pace with her enemy, and under the extra thrust of the port screw and the hard-over rudder face she started to swing at once. She needed all the swing they could give her. With the smooth track of water spearing for her fine on the port bow she had to heave almost her whole length across the torpedo’s line of advance.

The bridge, the whole ship, was silent as they waited. A-mounting would not bear, and X down aft had been thrown off aim by the sudden and violent alteration of course. Valiantly, her body shuddering with effort, her lee flank listed so that the sea creamed in through the guard rails, Pelican heaved herself round.

The range was too close. She could not have managed it in time. It was only the wash of her great screws that saved her. Spewing from under her tail, a torrent of water, the wash from the phosphor-bronze blades met the torpedo and pushed it aside. It was so close that Matheson, staring aft from the bridge, thought the torpedo had actually hit and failed to explode. Then, beyond her reeling stern, he saw the smooth track reappear and run on across the sea.

“Jesus,” he breathed, and shook his head in horrified wonder.

The captain could not afford the luxury of relief. His mouth set like a trap, his eyes cold and squinted at his enemy, he let Pelican come right round. Then, with the submarine broadside-on, lying at right-angles across his own line of advance, he reduced speed and took Pelican in. A-mounting opened fire.

The U-boat was stopped now, either through engine damage or through the desertion of her mechanics. Dozens of black heads dotted the water near her wallowing hull. Some of A-mounting’s shells plunged in amongst them. In the faces of captain and first-lieutenant there was no pity; in their minds there was not even a thought for those struggling Germans. Their minds were filled with one consideration—sink her before she could loose another torpedo.

The U-boat was low in the water, but she was on an even keel. Suddenly, violently, she listed over to starb’d from them. A man appeared on the lip of the canted bridge. He had one leg over the edge when the salvo struck. Black smoke jetted up. Through it they saw his body sail slowly into the air, reach the apex of its grim arc, and then drop swiftly. He landed across the gun barrel. For a second he hung there, his body drooping across that uneasy support. Then he slipped off, hit the deck, and rolled lifelessly down into the sea.

“She’s coming back,” Matheson said, in a flat, controlled voice.

The captain knew she must have a lot of water in her to make her roll like that. “Cease firing,” he ordered, and watched.

Slowly, painfully, the U-boat was pulling herself upright. Her shattered bridge reached the vertical, and then began to lean towards them. The ship quiet, the stink of cordite in their mouths, they watched. Now they could see the deck of the bridge, so acute was her lean. And something appearing in the black hole of her opened hatch. A hand, clutching the top of the hatch cover, a body struggling to get through and out.

“He won’t make it,” Matheson decided, in the same flat tone.

Matheson was wrong. The edge of the bridge was only a few feet above the water, a conclusive, unnatural lean. The man stood on its edge and dived into the water. The captain had his glasses up. In the second that the figure was airborne, he saw the brief glint of sunlight on gold rings, and knew that here came his particular enemy, the U-boat’s commander. Dispassionately, he watched while the last survivor thrashed urgently to get clear of his ship. Then at a touch of Matheson’s hand on his arm, he transferred his attention to the U-boat.

She did not right herself again, nor did she lean further. She went under as she was, lying almost on her side, slowly, without fuss, the circle of bridge staring at its destroyer like a great, reproachful eye. Then the black had gone, and there was only the white of her passing, licking out in small waves to wash against the faces of those left behind.

The captain took up his glasses and looked carefully round the horizon, taking his time. His attitude conveyed not only experience and caution, but the fact that he had seen submarine survivors in the water before. Not till he was satisfied that there were no other watchers of this expressive scene did he order his navigating-officer to take her in, and say to his first-lieutenant:

“All right, Number One, get ’em aboard.”

The U-boat commander was the first up the scrambling net.

While his crew—oil-scummed, faces tight with strain, some vomiting fuel oil—followed him inboard, the commander stared about him. Someone handed him a towel. He took it without thanks and wiped his face. Then he dropped it on the deck and continued his inspection.

He was a young, hard-faced man, and his eyes were squinted and his mouth was curled with disgust and surprise. Plainly his expression asked:

“This sank me?”

There was some justification for his surprise, if not disgust. Destroyer crews, even those of flotilla leaders, cannot normally be mistaken for members of the Coldstream Guards on parade. But the young German commander had never in his life seen such a piratical, casual, apparently ill-disciplined mob as this one surrounding him. Certainly they were all in uniform dress; it comprised a pair of khaki shorts. The German missed the point that every seaman carried a knife slung round his waist on a lanyard, and that the knives were sharp and polished. Nor did he note that every member of a gun crew wore heavy boots, and not sandals. What he did note, with a feeling of sharp irritation, was the obvious lack of interest in himself and his crew. These capless, sunburned rascals gave the impression they pulled a U-boat’s crew out of the water every other day …

A voice, casual and without any ring of authority to it, spoke behind him:

“Okay, Buffer, that looks like the lot. Hoist the net inboard and we’ll get to hell out of here.”

The German swung round. The man who had spoken was indistinguishable from the seamen surrounding him. He, too, was in khaki shorts and sandals, without a cap, and the only covering on his broad, burned chest was a dark-blue life jacket. But, as he had spoken, the German addressed him.

“Where is your captain?” he demanded.

A fair, youthful, pleasant face turned and looked back at him with casual interest.

“Down in the engine room,” he answered with a small grin, “he always sinks submarines from there.” The German saw that grin matched on other tough faces. His own mouth was tight.

“How dare you address me like that! I am the commanding-officer of that submarine.”

“Ask a silly question and you get a silly answer,” he was told indifferently. “He’s on the bridge, of course.” 

“Take me to him at once.”

“Hold your horses. Don’t you want to see to your men first?”

The German breathed in audibly through his nose. It was a thin, sharp nose.

“I will decide my actions. Who are you? What is your rating?”

Instead of answering this curt demand, the fair-haired man glanced over his shoulder. In return, he received a nod from a small wiry fellow. Then he stepped a little to one side and, raising his arms, crossed them above his head. At this cryptic signal a bullet head pulled back from the edge of the bridge. In a moment bells clanged faintly, and the deck began to shudder.

“Did you hear me?” the German snarled.

“Sure,” his conversational companion nodded. “Cocky little bastard, aren’t you? My name is Matheson, and I’m the first-lieutenant of His Majesty’s Australian destroyer Pelican. Now—seeing you don’t give a tinker’s damn what happens to your men—I’ll take you before the captain.”

Now that sort of talk, and the insult implicit in that word “before,” would never have originated in an ordinary ship. But Pelican was not an ordinary ship. And, bitter in its first-lieutenant’s memory, was a picture of what had happened to a tanker the night before. Before him now, his face tight, arrogant, was a man who belonged to a breed Matheson
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