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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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CHAPTER ONE
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“ALL WELL, ROBERTO?”

“Bearing an equal strain, Peter. Nothing on radar, asdic boys could be in their hammocks. This is the bloody life.”

This was a destroyer, at sea, at war. A quite ordinary conversation you might say. In fact, it was quite extraordinary. The first speaker wore four gold stripes on his khaki shirt, the second, two.

But neither the ship, nor the relationship between these men, was ordinary. Nor were they, physically. Both large-framed, toughened by the alchemy of spartan living and the austere servitude of the sea, they wore in their tanned faces the definable mark of men, masters of their profession: a quiet, assured authority.

In the three destroyers astern there were other men like these, wearing the same mark. But between this pair on the Leader’s bridge there was something additional—absolute trust, and a consummate friendship. As well, a nicely-balanced appreciation. Though First-lieutenant Bob Randall had spoken familiarly to his captain, he had kept his voice low. They were on the bridge.

As he had done a thousand times before when climbing to the bridge after breakfast, Captain Peter Bentley scanned the sky and noted subconsciously the whirr of the search radar and the ping of the asdic.

“It’s been a long time,” he said reflectively, “I suppose Townsville’s changed.”

It was more idle statement than question, simply conversation on this pleasant sunny morning. Neither man cared if the city had grown or contracted; just so long as it held leave possibilities for the crew, mail, beer, and fresh food, strictly in that order. Randall answered casually:

“Sure to be over-run with Yanks, snavelling all the snazzim.” With more interest, he added: “Can’t remember the last time I had female company.”

“I can,” Bentley nodded, his eyes on the next astern, Dalziel’s ship. “So can the whole ruddy crew. Next time don’t pick a hotel with a bunch of seamen outside.”

“Bloody matloes,” Randall grinned, “they don’t miss much.”

There was no answer to that self-evident truth. It is well-known that every seaman knows the state of his captain’s bank balance, how many shirts he possesses, how he treats his wife, or vice versa. Or confidentially they will tell you they do. Bentley said:

“I think we can count on at least three days in before the convoy’s ready. Let as many men ashore as possible.”

Randall did not question the source of his captain’s information; he was glad enough to learn about those three days. Yet, starved as of necessity they were regarding future movements, he angled for more.

“What d’you think? Back to Moresby with ‘em?”

There was little Bentley kept from his deputy. He answered honestly:

“I don’t know, Bob. Moresby seems a good bet—though that could fall into the category of famous-last-words.”

Randall’s wide mouth twisted in understanding. You sailed with a convoy from Townsville for the only possible port, Moresby, and you finished up between the breakwaters of Colombo.

“Anyway,’ he grinned, “three days will do me just fine.” He slapped the big thigh under his presently empty shorts’ pocket. “I’ve saved up a wad that’d choke a whale.”

It was a pleasant morning, no danger threatened, Bentley had breakfasted well, there was the solace of Townsville to look forward to. So Bentley forbore to remind his friend of the Biblical improbability of Jonah’s ingestion, that a whale’s gullet took only minute plankton. He was too contented even to chaff.

“I might help you get rid of it,” he promised.

The words were innocuous, the tone idle. Yet abruptly they raised a cloud on Randall’s comfortably clear horizon. Bentley had been promoted to captaincy and command of the flotilla, up north. The ship had not been in a mainland port since then. Before, three rings and two had gone ashore together, unnoticed But four and two ...

As though he had read his thoughts—which was probable, seeing Randall’s honest face was frowning—Bentley added casually:

“It’s still a case of captain and second-in-command, you know.”

Innocuous and idle, too, the words and tone, yet they held the quintessence of the relationship between the two men. Randall’s perception did not allow him to analyse this clearly, nor was he surprised at his superior’s apparent prescience; his guileless nature was simply relieved. The cloud vaporised. To hide his relief he jibed:

“That’s fine. Just you remember it when you grog on in the wardroom. I’m getting a bit tired of having your intake put down on my wine-bill.”

Acute-minded, analyst of necessity, Bentley read his friend like a bill-poster. Jibing in turn, he murmured: “I am, after all, a guest in the mess.”

“With a gullet like ...” Randall started, and halted. The bosun’s mate saluted and said:

“Pipe the forenoon watch, sir?”

“Yes, please,” Randall nodded. With the crispness in his voice the little island of familiarity in the corner broke up. Randall crossed to make a final entry in the log and Bentley sauntered to the rear end of the bridge and glanced down.

In many ships the watch due on deck waits in the messdecks for the pipe to close-up, giving nothing away. Here a group of seamen was gathered about the seaboat, getting the last from the inch of cigarette, ready. The bosun’s mate walked through them, pipe shrilling, and quickly they made their way to their positions at guns and lookout stations, at radar and asdic sets.

A small thing, yet it gave Bentley deep satisfaction. He knew his ship, and the others in the flotilla, were as near perfect as ships could be. And he knew why—a result of careful planning, meticulous training and rigid adherence to discipline. And, perhaps greater than these three, the force of officer and petty-officer example.

Feet thudded on the bridge ladder and here was Mr. Lasenby, Gunner, officer of the forenoon watch; and there, palpable, was the force of example. The officer relieving the bosun’s mate and the signalman. On the ball.

Not now did Bentley feel any too-good-to-be-true qualms about the state of his ship. It had been hard-won, not through luck or chance. And the ship would remain efficient just so long as his team of officers, and the relationship between him and them remained as it was now. This was a case of the top of the pyramid solidifying the base.

Smiling a little at his thoughts—and, analyst as he was, deciding that they had been surfaced by memory of his earlier lack of surety in handling a flotilla instead of one vessel—Bentley crossed back to the binnacle. Randall had turned over the course, speed, state of the ship’s preparedness and similar relevant details, and was heading for the ladder and breakfast. Lasenby was sighting the captain for the first time that day. He had seen him every day for the past four months, at precisely this time and in this position. Nevertheless, on this first sighting, he saluted the captain.

Lasenby was gunnery. He had been gunnery since a few months after he had joined, before the war. He gave a gunnery salute. His fingers quivered at the peak of his cap. Warmed by the sun, his stomach nicely filled, Bentley was feeling lackadaisical. Yet his return salute was as stiff as Lasenby’s. Force of example ...

Recognising this continuance of his earlier thoughts, he smiled pleasantly at the Gunner.

“Looks like a nice clear run today, Guns.”

Lasenby glanced quickly at the compass. Satisfied the helmsman was on course, he smiled respectfully:

“Hope so, sir. Bit late for any stoushing.”

Bentley understood what he meant. They were not long out of Moresby, but distance still to go didn’t count. What mattered was that they had been ordered to a mainland port, and it would be decidedly unfriendly of the Jap if he did anything about their not reaching it.

“M’mm,” Bentley said, that variable time-fused ammunition will be waiting for us.”

He knew that Lasenby knew this—the signal in answer to their request for ammunition was received in Moresby—but he wanted Lasenby to appreciate that he was interested.

“Yes, sir. I like that stuff, makes it a lot easier.” 

It certainly did, Bentley reflected. In the nose of this new ammunition was fitted a very clever fuse which, receiving impulses echoed back from the target aircraft, burst the shell in lethal proximity to it.

He nodded, and Lasenby, always ready for a technical discussion with this other gunnery specialist, added:

“American idea, isn’t it, sir?”

Bentley was pleased to correct him. “No, Adolf’s decadent English are responsible, as they are for a lot of other advances. The fuse was sent to America for mass-production, that’s all.”

“It figures,” remarked Mr. Lasenby—the ship had been serving a long time with the U.S. Fleet. “Like radar, eh?”

“Like radar,” Bentley affirmed; and as if the word had conjured up the evil genie from his bottle in the sky the buzzer of the radar-office voice-pipe sounded sharply.

Lasenby was across to it in two leaps. He listened, gave an order, then came back to the binnacle.

“Radar contact bearing Red seven-five, sir, aircraft, coming towards, range twenty miles.”

Bentley’s hand had been reaching for his binoculars. At mention of the range he desisted. “How many?” 

“Single aircraft, sir. Looks like a recco plane.” Bentley glanced up at the radar aerial, seeing it trained on the contact bearing. “Yes,” he muttered, “unfortunately he could have friends.”

“Close-up for action, sir?”

“Not yet.” Bentley was more than gunnery now—he was concerned with having the stomachs of the morning watchmen filled. If the Jap sent out a large formation it could be a savage fight—a flotilla of destroyers was a worthwhile target. ‘We’ll let him in closer and have a look at him.’’

Lasenby lowered his glasses. “Damned if I know where he could have come from,” he frowned, “there’s a lot of water to the westward.”

“There’s also a lot of islands,” Bentley reminded him. “If he’s a reconnaissance aircraft he’ll be fitted with long-range tanks.” There was something else he could have told the Gunner—that the Admiral had intimated concern to his captains on the growing size of enemy air squadrons in the New Guinea and Solomons area. But now Bentley’s concerns were more immediate.

“Signalman? Make to the flotilla: Increase to thirty knots. Enemy aircraft bearing Red four-oh, range twenty miles!”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Flags hauled up, the signal lamp clattered. The four bow-waves of an economical twenty knot grew into the hosing arches of near-full speed. Wind Rode’s shuddering brought Randall to the bridge, still chewing.

“Trouble, sir?” Formal now, a job to be done.

“Could be. We’ve got him in visual, recco aircraft.”

Randall raised his glasses. He said from under them, echoing Bentley’s reaction:

“He has friends?”

“Not that we’ve noticed.” Bentley spoke without humour. He had been foolish to expect, let alone hope for, an uneventful run back to the comforts of civilisation. But after months of hard fighting and sea time, with surcease on the agenda, a man tended to react wishfully instead of according to harsher dictates of common-sense and experience. Still, if there were only the one aircraft ... Unfortunately that delighted and benighted Son of Nippon would right now be busily engaged in broadcasting what he had fortuitously found.

“He’s still circling, sir,” Lasenby reported, “cagey coot.”

Bentley could see that, but there was something else he thought he noticed. A glance at the range repeat confirmed his judgement.

“Yes, but he’s coming in closer. Maybe he wants a really close look.” Bentley tugged reflectively at the lobe of one ear. “Guns, get the main armament closed-up. Range on him and standby with variable-time fuses. You never know.”

Grinning, Lasenby pulled out the microphone. The orders passed, he climbed the ladder to his gunnery-director, the armoured box above the bridge, spiny with its radar aerial. In a moment the director, and six oily-mouthed muzzles, were staring at the distant aircraft. Easily, smoothly, they followed it round, elevating a little as the target climbed up the dome of the sky and the range shortened. At last, unexcited, used to more dramatic and dangerous targets, Lasenby passed word down to the captain.

That Jap was either inexperienced or conscientious. Either way, he was foolish. The guns of the ships he was spying on had been specifically designed as dual-purpose, to tackle sea or air, and they could throw a 50-pound shell at three thousand feet per second. The Jap ventured in too close and Lasenby started throwing.

In the nose of each of the shells Wind Rode spat every few seconds was, in effect, a tiny radar set, transmitting an electronic pulse. Even so, the lethal area was limited; the guns had to be well-aimed. They were well-aimed.

Within two minutes of opening fire Wind Rode had clawed down her spy. It was a fuel-tank job. Exploding T.N.T. generates great heat. The shell splinters were white hot. The first punctured the tanks, the rest ignited the eager vapor. A fiery torch, the Jap curved down gracefully, carved his tombstone of red and black on the face of the sky, and entered the sea with a small splash ahead of the flotilla.

Lasenby had already ceased fire. Bentley asked: “Anything on radar?” got a negative reply, and ordered: “Ease to one-eight-oh revolutions, sponge out guns and fall-out.”

The powered shuddering eased. Bow-waves lowered. No signals of commendation came from the flotilla. A small clatter came from about the guns as the sponging-out brushes were pulled through the hot barrels. There was no jubilation. There had been only one aircraft. They were used to bigger things. They were a tough, seasoned crew. More—from the top of the echelon on the bridge down to its base in the shape of an able-seaman scrubbing out the bathroom, they were sure of themselves. Sure of their technical competence, sure of the cohesion binding the officers who led them. Most of all, they were sure of that.

Lasenby climbed down from the director and Randall went back to his breakfast. Though there was no immediate need—it would take time for reinforcements to find them—Bentley lingered on the bridge. With half-an-hour passed, and radar echoless, Lasenby strolled over to the corner. Freckled, youthful, his face was studiously nonchalant.

“Those V.T. fuses are the shot, sir,” he ventured, ready to return, or stay.

“Yes,” Bentley murmured. He glanced at the Gunner’s face, read its nonchalance accurately. “It was damn good shooting—and you know it.”

Lasenby grinned, failing to cover his pleasure. “Well ...”

“Of all things,” Bentley jibed, “protect me from the modest retiring Gunner! It sits on you like virginity on a sailor’s squarie.”

At this cryptic remark Lasenby was even more pleased. He could not have told why. Like Randall, he was single-minded, rarely bothering himself with the mental efforts of analysis; thus he was not consciously aware that the captain in speaking to him had deliberately used lower-deck terms. He simply felt en rapport with Bentley. Which—nor did he know this—had been the captain’s intention, a tiny part of that never-ending design whose determined and shrewd application had resulted in Wind Rode being the ship she was. In the makeup of a successful commander there needs to be something more than ship-handling ability ...

Yet the biological discussion of sailors’ bosom friends was one not safely to be pursued with a captain, even one you knew as well as this. For answer, Lasenby contented himself with a chuckle. His point made, the pattern of design woven fractionally tighter, noting that the signalman and bosun’s mate had observed their friendly exchange, Bentley pushed himself up from his stool. He glanced round the horizon and up at the sky, he saw that the flotilla was rigidly in line. He knew the precautionary check was needless, but still he could not help it.

“Sea-cabin, Guns,” he said.

It may have been that aircraft, or their destination, or the captain’s grunted praise; but Lasenby’s voice was a fraction crisper than usual when he acknowledged: “Aye, aye, sir!”

Aware, Bentley kept his face neutral. He stepped down the ladder. At its foot, on the foc’s’le deck, he saw the back of a huge man who was talking to a young stoker. Bentley halted, listening.

“ ... and so you don’t lean on the guard-rails,” the big man was saying in a voice as deep as his chest.

“Yes, Chief, but I saw that the slip was on.”

The big man remained patient. “Just then you did. Another time you forget to look. The pin comes out, the rail sags, one stoker’s in the drink, the ship stops to pick up and a little Jap bastard plonks a tin-fish smack in her guts. You do the right thing always. That way you keep your nose clean. And your leave ...”

The big man stopped. He saw his victim’s eyes staring over his shoulder, widened. He swung. He stiffened to attention, but he did not salute. It is awkward to carry out that drill movement with a steel hook in lieu of a hand.

“Morning, sir,” he said, clipping the words. And, aside, “Beat it.”

The stoker beat it. Glad to. His face composed, Bentley said easily: “Morning, Buffer. All well?”

“All well, sir.” Hooky Walker made no reference to his recent instruction. That was chief bosun’s mate’s business, not a captain’s. But, because he knew this four-ringed figure before him almost as well as Randall, he added:

“She’ll be a lot better in a coupla day’s time, sir.” 

And because he trusted this oaken figure before him to precisely the same degree as he did Randall, which was absolutely, Captain Bentley murmured:

“God help Townsville.”

“Aw, I dunno, sir. Just a few beers under the old belt with the ‘swain and gunner’s mate, maybe take in a picture theatre ...”

“And church and the public library, no doubt,” Bentley grinned, “the unholy trio ... Keep some of your pay for the next night.”

He nodded, Hooky stiffened, and Bentley stepped into the passageway leading to his cabin. He entered the sunlit compartment and took off his cap. Then he called to his steward for coffee and sat down with a cigarette, as contented as a man responsible for a flotilla in hostile waters could be.

Before he’d left the bridge Bentley had made a calculation, in which the prime equations were the distance between his ship and those islands to the westward, and the known speed of Japanese medium-level bombers. So that two and a half hours later he was back on the bridge.

To his private gratification the scene was as before: four ships carving white from the blue enamel, the officer of the watch relaxed, the sky smiling, the radar reassuring with its negative findings. He laid down his binoculars.

“Bit late for them now, sir?” the Gunner suggested. The slightly rising inflection to the last word added: “I wonder why?”

Bentley answered it. “Either the Jap failed to get off his sighting report”—neither officer put much faith in that; the pilot was trained to reconnaissance—“or else they’re too busy with other game to worry about us.”

Lasenby nodded. In his mind was a picture of an Allied cruiser squadron over to the westward under air attack, or a convoy, while this group sailed free. His thoughts projected into words.

“It’s an ill wind ...”

They had been too long at war for false sentiment. “How right you are,” Bentley replied cheerfully. Again his restless eyes roved round the horizon and quartered the empty sky. He had learned to do that before radar was invented, and he could never allow electronics to substitute for the satisfaction of his own enquiry.

“All right, Guns—sea-cabin.”

Mr. Lasenby had the ship.

It would be possible, with slight effort, to list a hundred duties for which an officer of the watch of a destroyer at sea is responsible: from checking the course and keeping station in the line to knowing what watertight doors are open and which guns are closed-up. The officer of the watch’s chief responsibility is the safety of the ship, whether from collision or grounding, storm or the enemy. But here, on this friendly blue sea and under a nicely empty sky, there seemed little which could adversely affect her safety.

The helmsman was a staid hand, and in any case a girl guide could have steered a straight course across the level plain. Wind Rode was the Leader, the Guide, the bearer of Captain (D), in the van of the line, and it was the other ships who had to watch their station-keeping. If a torpedo streaked for their bilges or a man fell overboard, Mr. Lasenby would need to explode into action. But now, with course and speed steady, with the elements of air and water friendly, and the enemy absent, there was little Lasenby had to do.

Decks were being squared-off before the tropical day ended at noon—one of the perks of destroyer life. Idly, with a satisfied contentment, Lasenby studied the scene.

Down abreast the torpedo tubes the chief bosun’s mate and the captain of the iron-deck paced backwards and forwards together, effortlessly keeping step and balance through her slight rolling, discussing, Lasenby judged, the painting of the funnel in Townsville; or the first night’s debauchery. Blinking in the glare, alien to sunlight and shimmering water, a stoker appeared from some dark nether hole and made his way to the guard-rail with a bucket of black foulness. The Buffer did not halt his pacing, nor his conversation, but his eyes fastened on that bucket. Petty-officer Gellatly, captain of that part-of-ship, still listened, but his eyes too were fixed. The stoker leaned well out and deposited his load into the sea. Then, conscious of that quiet and waiting scrutiny, he scuttled back whence he’d come, thankful to return to a place where grease and oil were not anathema.

His face impassive, a grin behind
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