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FOREWORD

M ORE and more, as the war drags out its tedious length,
is the utility of the convoy system proving itself. Whether
It be munitions for threatened India, or reinforcements for
the Eighth Army in Egypt, or added supplies for the gallant,
indomitable garrison of Malta, the. G. C. Island, or tanks,
arcraft and guns for that Russia, which, once derided as a
stronghold of potential world-destruction, has already proved
itself a fortress of light and hope; or whether it be a loaf of
bread for some hungry London stomach, or a cup of refresh-
|n% tea for a tired munition worker in South Shields, the
substance taken to its assgned destination has reached there
in the shelter of a convoy of Merchant Navy ships, which
disdaini n? all the wartime sea's manifold perils, have trudﬁed
on the allotted courses to prove to Hitler and the world that,
when faced by crisis and terror, the British seamen gives to
his country a fathful, self-sacrificing service second to none.

~ There was a time when the Red Ensign men scoffed at the
idea of convo%/_s: they averred that to mass ships together
made them a big target for enemy attack, that the perssting
canopy of smoke over the armadas attracted unwelcome
attentions from submarines scouting on the distant horizons,
that the zig-zagging demanded by their naval escorts doubled
the length of each voyage, and doubled its working costs.
U-boats ignored the escorting warships and saved their
desth-dealing torpedoes for the more valuable freighters they
shepherded; and the escorts had enough to do in fending
for themselves to have time to spare for real worthwhile
defence against submerged attack.

Times without number in the last war the writer has been
told by sdf-respecting merchant seamen: "Convoys!
Convoys be damned! Let us sl in pairs, and give us depth-
charges, and well convoy ourselves till the cows come,
home." Their idea was that in Pal rs they could run at normal
or even excess speed, and that it one ship were torpedoed, the
other could save life; that two ships would dford a less
vulnerable and visible target than twenty, thirty or forty; and
that, with U-boats attacking whilst submerged, deck-guns -
defensgve armament” - were of no more use than so many
peashooters, whereas depth-charges, thrown from a Y-gun,
were the best defence any ship could require.

But the closing year of the last war, when we were almost
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brou%ht to our starved knees by the colossal losses of
merchant tonnage, vindicated the convoy-idea, and taught
valuable lessons which were immediately adopted and
improved upon in September 1939.

The writer has helped to escort a convoy of well over one
hundred valuable freghters across the Atlantic, without one
single ship being lost or even suffering from scratched paint!
And this through the most formidable waters in the whole
world.  True, U-boats were encountered in considerable
packs, and air attack became almost a commonplace. Yet
the lively escorts of corvettes and’ destroyers and armed
trawlers proved so aggressive and efficient that no real attack
developed—that is, the convoy was not once thrown into
confusion; for the escorting ships sought out the submarines
before they were in a position to attack and by dint of zeslous
depth-charging, kept them humbled below periscope-depth,
so that they could not see to aim their missiles.

Yet, in 1918, the writer, escorting a convoy of 24 ships
through the Malta Channel of the Mediterranean, saw seven
gﬂeat ships sunk in the course of one blazing afternoon, and
though the attacking U-boat was despatched, it was not before
amost irreparable damage had been done.

The old practice of enem?{ submarines was to stalk a
convoy from behind the skyline, tracking it by the great
smoke-canopy that accompanied it;' to hurry well ahead
during hours of darkness, to lie in wait in its track at dawn,
submerged to periscope-depth; and then to let fly as man
torpedoes as could be fired from this position, afterwards
diving under the convoy, where the attacking craft were
moderately safe from escort depth-charges, as an indis-
criminate use of these destructive engines was apt to blow
in the sgres of the convoy freighters as the enemy under-
water craft.

But to-day escort vessds are equipped with ingenious
devices, such as Asdics and radio-location instruments, which
indicate to them the approximate postion of enemy craft,
even if submerged and motionless. The hydrophones of the
past required a noise from the submarine to bring results:
the thresh of the propellers or the dulled whirr of engines,
consequently any U-boat that, submerged to its maximum
depth, stopped its engines and dynamos, was pretty sure to.
escape detection. Now, thanks to well-controlled electrica
impulses, echoes are created from solid bodies - the electric
wave sent out by the instruments impinges on whatever
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foreign object the sea may hide, and not only is the
approximate bearing discovered by this means, but also the
apparent distance. Not al the caution and precaution in the
world can cut this detective ray; athough any solid body
will produce an echo—or "ping" as it is nautically termed.
With Asdics and radio-location sets working twenty-four
hours a day, and watched by experts &l the time, it IS not
easy for any submerged object to reman undetected.
Air-assault was, however—and ill is—the most imminent

menace. The lot of our Red Ensign shaps IS definitely
unenviable under present circumstances. Targets for tor-
Pedo&e 11in. shells and heavy bombs, under threat of attack
rom the moment they leave port to the time of return; the
marvel is that they continue so undaunted. As will be shown
in ensuing chapters,' aerial attack can be infinitely horrifying.
It is not enjoy our daily coastwise convoys that are subjected
Jo this form of barbarism; Germany has concentrated on the
congtruction of long-range aircraft, that can sweep haf-way
out into the Atlantic, that can fine-comb the Mediterranean;
that can ﬁ_o amost anywhere. Each such aircraft can carry
enough high explosives to destroy probably four big
freignters.  Their enables them to deliver ah attack,
return, reload with H.E. and carry out another attack before.
the threatened convoy has proceeded ten miles on its course.
To the writer the abiding miracle is not that so manY
freighters escape but that any reach their destinations at all.

~ When the shipping slump overtook the dingy Red Ensign,
its servants were jettisoned like so much usdless dunnage;
60,000 and more of them being put on the beach; to live or
die as Fate decreed. The owners, who had profited by their
labours in boom years, ignored the debt they owed them.
Ships were alowed to rot or were sold foreign—as often as
not to our bitter enemy Japan, Shipowners railed at our lost
seatrade, whilst failing to recognise their own responsibility
for such loss: their own lack of imagination and the nerve to
take risks in securing new markets.

Yet, when emergency came, the Merchant Navy men took
up their tools without protest, and returned to that sea which
had granted them few ameliorations in the past and now
ﬁromlsed them little beyond the blood, tears and swest of in-

uman warfare.  They were sunk, they were burnt, they were
required to die of hunger and thirst and frostbite and ex-
posure in ill-provided open boats. They were required to run
the gauntlet of savege attack, to be murdered in scores, in
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hundreds, in thousands, yet, such as survived barely waited
for recovery before thronging the shipping offices anew for
further service. Of this tough breed were the men of the San
Dimitrio, who, without thought of reward, went back aboard
their blazing, crippled tanker in mid-Atlantic, and, determined
;I% save their ship, did save her by superhuman gallantry and

I"..

When the full story of the glorious Red Ensign comes to
be told it will fill as golden a pagge as any in our Imperial
history; for had that story never been enacted,' the Empire
would have ceased to exist within sx months of, the
declaration of hodtilities. Without the desperate and devoted
toil of these fearless mariners of England Russia could never
have withstood the bestial assaults of the German forces, for
on U.S. and British fighting tools has Russia relied for
savation. Few dices of bread are put into hungry English
mouths without Red Ensign aid. The need to safeguard the
Merchant Navy in its tireless tasks, gives excuse for the
Roya Navy's existence: the work of mat fine service is to
keep the sealanes open to our ships and closed to the
enemy's.

These are generd statements. The ensuing chapters are
an effort—inadequate, alas, since words are such feeble
tfgggs—to particularise the work that is involved in making
good the proud British boast: Come hdl or high water, the
convoy goes through!

: "NAWy?"



CHAPTER |.
THROUGH THE FROZEN HELL

"Cold!" said the destroyer's captain; "it's cold enough
to freeze the tail of a brass monkey!" _

He was discussing his last convoy trip to a Russian port
in the Far North, during which he had helped to escort an
armada of freighters of incalculable worth, in actual value
and in potential usefulness. In view of the writer's intention
of making a similar trip he was trying to impress upon him
the enormous disadvantages of winter voyaging within the
Arctic Circle. " ...

"Pack-ice smply tears the paint df your hull; if it doesn't
tear the skin df the frames, and I've seen that happen. The
cold freezes the oil in the gun-mechanisms. We usudly have
to thaw out the anchors with high-pressure steam,” he
mentioned, and showed photographs in proof. His natty little
ship certainly looked more like a draggled iceberg than a
smart, commissioned vessel of the Royal Navy.

It was quite as cold as he sad when the big Murmansk
convoy underwent its five days' ordeal by fire in the month
of May, 1942. The Axis powers—especidly Germany-
werke terribly determined that those vital shiploads of aircraft,
tanks,
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excessve that pulmonary complaints developed in some ships
amost like plagues.

Not a man who sailed in a Murmansk or Archangel convo
but deserved the highest praise. The risks taken were—lill
are—enormous.  Once the sun crosses the Equator on his
northward journey the shield of night departs from the Arctic
Circle; daylight, of a sort, continues through twenty-four
hours every day; and night is the convoy's " easy,” when the
risk of attack Is minimised. The exceeding cold froze the
boat-lowering %ear thus rendering the life-saving devices
inoperative. The delicate gear of protective armaments was
adso dfected; oil froze in the gun-breech-blocks, and tears
froze in the eyes of the gunlayers and sightsetters, dimming
their vison. The glass lenses of telescopes and binoculars
dimmed from within. Every drop of loose moisture con-
densed. Cocoa, carried with infinite care, to the watch-
keepers, froze before it reached the lips of those for whom it
was designed.

On crowded decks, both of warships and freighters, move-
ment, to circulate the stagnant blood, was limited. The cases
of frosthite occurring during an average arctic passage would
stagger the layman If they were published.

Notwithstanding such drawbacks the Murmansk convoy
kept station with the precision of a battle-fleet. Occasionally
dight divergences had to be made on account of massed
pack-ice.  Sometimes, indeed, the escort ships could not
close in on thelir charges because of the big ice forming
between them. The thick westher increased.

The first destroyer attack developed from behind a mist-
and smoke-screen. It came from the north: three big new
destroyers of Germany's navy taking part. Our escorting
destroyers were of old pattern and comparatively light arm-
ament: better fitted to tackle U-boats and aircraft than the
big destroyers—they were amost light cruisers—of the
enemy. Despite the odds, these small, gallant ships torein to
ward df the attack. H.M. Ships Bulldog, Beagle, Amazon
and Beverley were their ever-to-be-honoured names.

It was bitterly cold: and when the blizzard blew the mist
clear, snow-squdls followed. Loose ice demanded cautious
navigation; and vishility was indifferent, notwithstanding
which H.M.S. Bulldog—commanded by Commander M.
Richmond, R.N. (now D.S.O.)—opened fire, she being in the
van, a arange of 10.000. The enemy replied, with powerful,
longer-ranged guns, and succeeded In scoring hits on our
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Amazon. Amazon was captained by Lieut.-Commander
N. E. G. Roper: who, like, Com. Richmond, was awarded
the D.S.O. for his share in the battle—one carried out in the
best traditions of the Roya Navy. Hit though she was, and
not lightly, Amazon kept her station in line and continued
to keep up a brisk fire.

Thanks to the indomitable pluck of the attack—aptly led
by a "Bulldog'—the enemy made smoke-screens and used
the westher to effet a hasty withdrawal, thinking he had
bitten df a bigger mouthful than he could chew. The convoy
of big, invauable ships steamed deedily] onwards. The
presence of s0 much ugly ice rendered such progress
precarious. Our destroyers returned to take protective station
on the convoy's vulnerable flanks, but hardly had they
resumed position than the eneme ships came storming down
again. As before, the British light craft headed round and
pelted vigoroudy into another attack. So hot was their
assault on the tip-and-run aggressors that once more the
enemy deemed discretion the better part of valour and sunk
aNaK The extent of the damage inflicted upon them was
not Known; but it was undoubtedly severe. _

The convo%/ took to a stretch of open water running between
great seas of ice; and because of this the situation of our
destroyer-force was worsened, as only by following winding
and uncertain leads was it possble to keep touch with the
precious argoses consgned to their protection.  Often
ggparently impassable barriers  separated  sheep  from

epherds, but by dint of taking risks and employing
exquisite navigation, protective contact was maintained.

An hour later the big enemy ships delivered a third attack
—which was met courageoudly by Bulldog and her consorts;
though the Germans faled to register a sngle hit, they
retired as soon as our craft opened fire with their usua
swiftness and accuracy.

The ice about the convoy was thickening; it was amost
berg-ice as opposed to the normal floe-ice of these latitudes.
The difficulties of maintaining real protective touch increased.
Anyone who had seen photographs of Arctic icefidds will
readily understand the onerousness of the escort's task. The
"leads'—canals of clear water through the |ce—2|%zag and
radiate in the oddest, most bewildering manner, and the three-
eighths steel of which destroyers are built, is not made to bite
a way through ice amost as solid as.rock.

One hour later, the Axis destroyers launched a fourth
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attack. This time, Commander Richmond and his gallant
comrades noticed the en fire was straggling; amost wild.
Only one Axis vessel was able to fire full salvoes—sure proof
of damage sustained.

Checked by our powerful defence the raiders once again
vanished behind the dual screen of smoke and mist. Thanks
to prodigious work by her artificers and shipwrights, H.M.S.
Amazon was able to continue the voyage as a well-worth-
while fighting entity. The dash shown by our naval force
effectively kept the enemy at extreme range, a thing he least
desired, his object being, of course, to pick df the convoy
vesds a a sdfe distance, inflicting the utmost damage with-
out risking too much himsdf. Thus the freighters steamed
on, unharmed, their own lighter guns ready for quick
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of its own bomb-bursts and was overwhelmed. The big
freighter signalled: " No damage!" and proceeded, amid the
cheers that rose welkin-high from her consorts.

Incidents like this were common. One wonder in the writer's
mind was how the ammunition suI:)pIy lasted out. Another
—which ill perssts—was the cool nonchaance of the crew
of his own shiﬁ: in which he was merely an interested
passenger. Nothing shook these dleged non-combatants.
They treated the worst horrors of the Luftweffe as so many
vicious monkey-tricks.  In the infrequent breathing-spells
they laughed and joked like schoolboys. The mate was con-
cerned about his paintwork; and on one occason when a
sharp attacked developed, the cook, who manned a machine-
gun, fretted hard because the duty interfered with his cook-
Ing, and a specia brew of soup on which he prided himsdf
was spoilt!

U-boat attacks were minimised by the ice: which was just
as well. The frequent floes were a hazard the undersea boats
refused to risk; but the Luftwaffe amply atoned for any
remissness on their part. _

Day and day, night and night, the attacks screamed in.
Occasionally our box-barrage drove the F-Ws back before
they were In a position to drop their loads; but more often
the sea near-by was torn by the high-thrown waterspouts. The
convoy kept precise station throughout, or, at least, as precise
as the ice floes permitted; occasondly some ships had to
folow twisting "leads' in the ice; which separated them
from the main body for long intervas, but they aways
resumed station. We grew to welcome mist patches: a
blessed screen between us and the remorseless attack.

Then Soviet craft, air and sea, came out to assist. After
their advent the Luftwaffe dackened its attempts. Berlin
boasted that the entire convoy and escort had been
annihilated; but this was merely a feder, hopeful of securing
our contradiction with an exact statement of loss, which was
not given. The convoy got through, having lost some ten
per cent of its strength; and what it conveyed to the Russian
port, was of such vaue that it enabled the Soviet armies to
maintain a stout opposition to the en hordes, and was in
part responsible for the super-human defence of Stalingrad.

It was a breathless experience to the writer; to the
merchant seamen engaged it was smply a commonplace.

Whilst this convoy was proceeding outwards, another
convoy was returning homewards, having delivered its loads
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of vital munitions and taken aboard such raw materid as
would best serve Britain's need.

H.M.S. Edinburgh was flagship of the homeward escort,
in company with H.M. destroyers Foresight and Forester.
Edinburgh was a 10,000 ton cruiser of great hitting power;
and from the beginning she became a target for enemy
surface attack, as well as attempts by submarines. On April
30th a U-boat attack disabled Edi nbugh‘s deering-gear. As
she fel out of control, the two British destroyers, together
with two Soviet ships of smilar type, hurried to the big ship's
ad. The homeward convoy proceeded under reduced
escort.  Forester egot a towrope on board Edinburgh and
% lantly proceeded to tow; but as high seas were running,

e hawser parted amost at once; and though many efforts
were made to resume connection, the attempts were futile
Ehe destroyers were then able to do nothing better than stand-

After a while, the hard weather worsening, and the cruiser
labouring heavily, as, unable to steer, she naturally fel df
into the trou h, HM.S. Foresight managed to get a rope
aboard aft. This is the customary way df. assisting a rudder-
less vessel—the towed destroyer acts as steering Qe
swinging from quarter to quarter to keep the distressed ship's
head on an approximate compass-point. During this period
the destroyer was clean-swept almost without a break; but
she perssted for something like 16 hours.

At the end of this time, because the Soviet destroyers had
to return to port, and leave the convoy, which they were
detailed to protect, Foresight was ordered to cast loose and
resume her previous protective station.

Edinburgh, though sorely hurt, pluckily attempted to keep
dation by the use of her twin propellers alone. This is a
cumbrous way of steering a ship; she sheers through wide
arcs, she is swept by many big seas, and is run away
with hersdf.*  To attempt to rig a jury-ru der likely to be
serviceable, was out of the question. To-day's warcraft carry
aminimum of spare material; the ship lacked derricks suitable
for fashioning into the main stem of a rudder; and bulkhead
doors, such as are usudly bolted to a centre stem, were not
available.

During the period of this desperate struggle by the wounded
ship, enemy U-boats constantly hovered in the vicinity,
awaiting an opportunity to deliver fresh, fata blows, but the
accompanying destroyers maintained such a desperate patrol
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that every attempt at attack was defeated;, the U-boats
scurried away discomfited, not without loss.

Some twenty-four hours later four British minesweepers
accompanied by a fresh Soviet destroyer, appeared on the
scene. Modern minesweepers are sizable craft, capable of
exerting great power; they can stand up to practicaly any
weather. H.M.S. Harrier, Gossamar, Niger and Hussar
brought with them a tug, suitable for rendering useful
assstance. The weather was appalling; snow-squdls brew-
ing up with monotonous frequency; and high seas running
al the time; whilst the presence of much ice rendered the
sdvage efforts hazardous in a high degree. The tug got her
roPe aboard Edinbucr%h, notwithstanding  superhuman
difficulties, and started of, but failed to keep the great ship
in control; con%thently H.M.S. Gossamer tied on to her
gern to assist, in the way Frobisher had done.

The convoy had proceeded at its norma speed; the
accident to a great cruiser like Edinburgh was not permitted
to interfere with necessary routine. At 6.30 in the mornin
following on the arrival of the minesweepers, Harrier an
Hussar sSghted three large German destroyers at a distance
of some four miles. Only transitory glimpses were possible,
thanks to the continuing snow-squalls, and the all-pervading
mist of the stormy Arctic Circle; but the two British mine-
sweepers a once ran forward into action. They were not
desgned for attack on huge destroyers, being comparatively
lightly armed, but they did not hesitate, even though the
hurling 30le made clear observation amost impossible.
They opened fire, and amost as they did so, the Germans
vanished in their own smoke, obscurity made doubly obscure
by the sea-fog, and broke df the action; but our destroyers,
Foresight and Forester at once raced up to support the mine-
sweepers and did their utmost to close the range and bring
the enemy to decisive action. Firing went on spasmodicaly
for some time, it not being possible to observe the fdl of shot,
thanks to the baffling nature of the weather and the use the
enemy made of his smoke screens. Temperature was very
low, and the gun crews suffered agonies through the necessary
exposure. But they kept at their action stations gallantly, and
dropped their sdvos whenever a possihility of scoring a hit
occurred.

Duri n% this semi-desultory fig%ht, H.M.S. Forester received
an ugly hit by an en shell—five-inch—in her boiler-room,
and this crippled her, bringing her to a standstill. Another
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five-inch shell made a direct hit on one of the destroyer's
guns for'ard, a splinter killing Lieut-Commander G. P.
Huddart, her captain. Seeing Forester's sorry plight, Fore-
gght at once ran hersdf as a protective screen between the
damaged destroyer and the powerful enemy force, and
drew Axis fire on hersdf, illustrating the code of the Navy,
which is that you dways ignore the risk to yoursdf if you
can succour one less fortunate. H.M.S. Foresight scored a
crippling hit on an unidentified German destroyer stopping
her dead in her tracks.

Time after time the enemy force attempted to close the
range, but each attempt wes frustrated by the fire from our
destroyers: Forester continuing in hot action whenever
visibilitﬁa(Permitted, althoufgh quite unable to manoeuvre.
Then, led, the enemy force fired a desperate sdvo of
torpedoes, loosng df a large number, in the hope that one
or more might score a destructive hit. The range' was long
for this form of attack; but the enemy were desperate, seeing
their prey escaping their clutches. Notwithstanding her sorry
plight, H.M.S. Edinburgh contrived to elude most of these
missles. The helpless cruiser was naturaly the principal
target for attack, with the convoy hidden behind the Northern
mists. But, unfortunately, bein? s0 imperfectly under control,
our cruiser swung wildly away from one torpedo, and, before
the swing could be checked, she ran farly into the track of
another "tinfish." This one scored a severe hit, and it
appeared the Edinburgh was doomed.

To save her from further assault, Hussar laid a dense and
continuous smoke-screen between her and the enemy, with
whom dl the advant?e of manoeuvre lay. The seas ran
mountains high; notwithstanding which Harrier and Gossamer
closed in and actually ran close aongside the stricken craft.
ft was seen Edinburgh, though not in extremis, was entirely
unmanagesble. She was a constant liability to the smaler
shiﬁs, hampering their freedom of action, keeping them near
at hand in protection, instead of enabling them to launch a
desperate attack.

Harrier and Gossamer proceeded to take df the unneeded
men of Edinburgh's crew, leaving merely her gun-crews
behind. During this delicate operation—and only a seaman
who has himsdf been concerned in similar exploits can
appreciate the risks run and the daring displayed—H.M.S.
Forester showed what a sting she carried in her tail. She was
motionless, practicaly out of control; her captain was dead,
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one gun at least was disabled; but she maintained a hot fire,
and scored at least three telling hits on one enemy destroyer.
As this fire was returned Foresight once again slugged in to
draw the enemy's attention, and in so doing, herself received
punishment, taking a shell in the boiler-room which caused
her to stop. Despite the handicap of immobility, both
destroyers kept up such a sustained fire that the enemy
bolted back into his foggy fastness.

The position now was that Edinburgh was to al intents a
sheer hulk, save that her guns were till manned and shoot-
ing. Forester was crippled, and sorely hurt; Foresight was in
dlightly better case, her commanding officer being still alive.
One enemy destroyer was more or less hors de combat, at
least two others seemed to be unharmed, or at least, not
vitally hit. The grotesqueness of this spirited action must be
imagined. Snow-squalls persisted; ice formed everywhere,
the seas ran mercilessly from horizon to diminished horizon.

Occupying the front of the stage were a crippled cruiser
and two crippled destroyers, like pugilists, knocked half-over
the ropes but dtill hitting fiercely back at each new sortie.
Somewhere out of sight was a ponderous convoy, vulnerable
to surface attack if only these dogged British ships could be
given the coup de grace. The British vessels were determined
to maintain resistance, occupying enemy attention, until their
charges steamed through to safety. Once throw up the sponge
and alow a fairway towards the freighters, the powerful
enemy craft could destroy them almost at leisure. Not so
vital a convoy, from the Axis point of view, this homeward-
bounder, as an outward-bounder, but the Axis knew that if
our freighters once reached port, they would be turned
round, refilled and despatched with thousands of tons more
of decisve munitions for the Russians to use with their
proved skill! But the much battered White Ensign craft said,
in effect, " They shall not pass! "

When the enemy re-emerged from the screening fog.
H.M.S. Forester managed, by dint of Herculean efforts by
her stokehold crew, to resume her way. Some idea of the
work done by her repair squads can be gained if it is
remembered that her boiler-room was flooded with super-
heated steam, that a tangle of debris lay everywhere, and that
many men had lost their lives or were so gravely wounded
as to be no longer serviceable. Modern destroyers are not
equipped for extensive repairs, such matters being normally ,
left to the dockyards; improvisations had to be made whilst
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enemy shells were screaming nearby. The effects of bursting
shell below were appalling, debris was flung wildly to every
corner; in this inferno the engineering daff worked with the
aplomb of heroes—too intent on their instant task to give
heed to the risks they ran.

Once more under control Forester promptly put herself
into position to screen Foresight, returning a Roland for an
Oliver. Foresight, by way of appreciating the service, got
in a destructive savo on that German destroyer which had
been hit and stopped. There was a gigantic explosion, as
if the enemy had been hit in the magazine, or in the boiler-
room. Smoke and spray obscured the observation; but when
that smother cleared, only two Axis destroyers remained
afloat. Still continuing to fire Foresight and Forester scored
another hit on another Axis ship: this resulted in yet
another crashing explosion. The one survivor of the enemy
force vanished from sight, not liking the odds, and was not
seen again.

But during al this time the plight of H.M.S. Edinburgh
had grown even more precarious. She was almost derelict;
incapable of steaming, steering or anchoring. If salvage
attempts were further persisted in, the odds were that the
enemy would return with powerful reinforcements and claim
her as good prize, or, at least, claim the satisfaction of sink-
ing her. As she was she involved risk to many of our vessels
—of which we had all too few to be so risked. It was
reluctantly decided 'to sink the crippled cruiser; and this was
done by our own torpedoes. There was nothing ignominious
in such sinking; she had fought nobly and, unlike the Graf
Spee at the River Plate, she was honourably in action to
the last.

There in the fog-shroud, among the piling seas, H.M.S.
Edinburgh met her fate—as glorious a fate as that of Sir
Richard Grenville's immortal Revenge. Once again, the
convoy had got through. Our destroyers contrived to limp
home, their teeth bared throughout. Two enemy ships were
an offset against our lost cruiser. The Germans claimed a
victory: we, who know the facts, realise that the victory lay
in securing our communications, despite the heaviest
opposition, with our Russian alies.

Incredible as were the experiences of the Maytime convoys,
those undergone by the August convoy fairly eclipsed them.
Full details of this heroic venture are still to be published,
but enough is known to show that this fresh Armada dared
five unbroken days of terrific air-attack: the enemy aircraft
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giving hardly one moment's surcease during the entire period.

Germany clamed total annihilation. A considerable
number of freighters were, regrettably, lost; but the protection
aforded by British carrier-borne fighter aircraft enabled the
greater part to get through. Admiral Standley, in referring
to this serid fight, said that if fifty per cent of supplies
reached port, the victory was assured; and on this memor-
able occason a much greater percentage escaped the most
consderable Axis attacks—chleﬂ]y by U-boat and arcraft—
to make safe harbour and further assst that world-
astonishing Stalingrad defence.

CHAPTER TWO.
YOUR MORNING CUP OF TEA

I HE SS. Hiatus loaded five thousand tons of firg-crop

tea a Colombo. She had additional freight, since
tea, in chests, makes bulk rather than weght. Her
bilges were pumped full of essentid oils, and she had
collected a fewv hundred tons of rare woods here and there
in the Eastern seas. Mahogany and teak and ebony: al
useful in the condruction of arcraft, which are among the
most necessary munitions of war to-day.

With the Mediterranean closed to al but vitally essentia
traffic, the Hiatus was compelled to take the longer southern
route around Cape Good Hope. She had been run al-out
for two years. Normally she went for minor overhaul into
Singapore's drydock; but with Singapore in Japanese hands,
such facilities were denied her.

No layman can redise the jolt given to the Merchant Navy
by Far East happenings. Singapore was adways considered
aredtful place: abrisk, active oasisin a desert of monotonous
sea-water. Chief engineers could take time out to tune-up
their hard-run engines. Mr. Alistair Grahame, the Hiatus's
chief, was as downy a bird as are most Clydeside engineers.
An unsympathetic superintendent at home, determined to
keep down running costs in the interests of the shareholders—
and himsdf—vetted the engine-room indents very thoroughly
a each voyage-end, and pared them down to the irreducible
minimum.  But, so ran Mr._AIigtair glgahg&ne's theoro:I ll);

OuU got quite necessary repairs done abroad, you cou
Yavish in your indents, and when questions were asked at
home, you could explain things away on the score that the
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homeward freight had to be got through. But, with
Singapore out of action, and with Colombo working double-
tides to ready lon for the imminent enemy attacks,
makeshifts had to be adopted; only such repairs as were
poasasible of execution by the ship's ddf were likely to be
made.

During sweltering days there on the Equator, the white
engineers and Chinese engine-room d&ff dismounted cylinder
covers, packed leaky glands, trued erratic bearings, ran white
metal into jolting joints, and generadly swesated things into
shipshape order. Presently Mr. Grahame was &ble to report
to Captain Truman that, granted the unlimited ad of
Providence, the "job" bdow might do.

" We can't take chances," sad Captain Truman. " Think
of the old ladies in England who'll miss their morning tea
if we get it where it hurts! " _

" Well manage," sad Mr. Grahame drily. " Maybe yell
redise that the engineroom matters in modern seafarin! "
There was the usual semi-humorous feud between the
navigation and engineering departments: a feud that has
exised ever dnce steam crept in to limit the autocratic
powers of the deck.

Mrs. Grahame was "unco' fond" of her morning tea, like
a few million other women of Britain; and Mr. Grahame,
not addicted to prayer, except in moments of grave
emergency, vowed solemnly that he would do everything that
lay in his power to see that she and her sisters were not
deprived of the luxury that had become a necessity.

Harry Peters, one of the Hiatuss white quartermasters,
told me most of the details of the ensuing voyage. Heis a
quiet little man, elderly—he served five years In salling ships
before those white-winged beauties became extinct—and if you
met him ashore you would think he was nothing out of the
ordinary: just a plain clothes idler, who fiddled whilst Rome
was burning.

" We ran into it amost before the anchors were home,"
he sad. "First waning we got was when something
screamed over the funnd and plogged into the sea on the
port bow, half a mile over. A Jap shell, see! Last thing we
expected; but one of their surface raiders had snesked into
our waters, and there she was—just a hump on the skyline,
as day broke. You know the way day comes on the Line—
not five minutes between pitch dark and enough light to see

by.
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"Being at the wheel, as | was, | had a grandstand view of
everything. Mr. Herbert, the chief officer, was on the bridge.
Ex-R.N.R. he is; he ran a Q-boat in the last war; but he's
too old for Admiralty service now. Mr. Herbert rang the
telegraphs—we're twin-screv—for al the speed that could be
got, and then went to the engine-room telephone.

'Make smoke—a hell of a lot of smoke!" | heard him

. Then he sounded the alarm, and the after gun-crew
doubled to action stations. My station was at the wheel,
being senior quartermaster, so | stayed put.

" Up came Captain Truman, in his lungi. Down in that hot
weather you don't wear pyjamas more'n you can help. He'd
been sleeping hard, but he was wide awake now.

" 'What is it?" he wanted to know.

One of their blasted Maru boats, converted,’ said Mr.
Herbert. 'As big as the Queen Elizabeth from her looks,
at that.'

""Well, we're taking it fighting, said Captain Truman.
' No scuttling, remember, if anything happens to me.'

'O.K. gir,' said Mr. Herbert. 'I'll go aft, then." So
Captain Truman and the fourth officer—just a kid—stayed
on the bridge, and Mr. Truman went aft to the gun. I'm
not saying just what sort of a gun we carried aft; but Mr.
Truman wasn't ex-R.N.R. for nothing.

" We ran into a six-gun salvo from the Jap before anything
else much happened. But | fancy they'd mounted them
bundoops in a bit of a hurry, because their shooting was
wild. We were buried in waterspouts, o' course. The ship
seemed to be lifted clean out of the water, and when she
settled back the thump pretty near shook my teeth loose.
But we weren't hit, except for a few splinters; and the Chink
carpenter and his crew got busy plugging the holes almost
before they happened. Down below they were making smoke
in a way that'd surprise you. Chinks hate Japs rather more
than | hate Huns—and I've good cause to hate the swinel —
so the black squad down below weren't risking anything. As
far as | could see we were smoke-smothered; but | expect the
yellow-bellies fired at where the smoke was thickest, because
two or three more salvoes came unpleasantly close.

" Captain Truman said to me: ' Steer a straight course,
Quartermaster; we'll need our speed. She's doing close on
seventeen knots as it is. That custard there is one of the
1928 Marus; she might just do eighteen, but | doubt it.'
That's what comes of having experienced men on the job;
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through his glasses the captain had recognised the raider,
having lain in company with her from Vladivostok to
Bombay. But everything seemed to depend on the engine-
room as to whether we'd get that extra bit of speed that would
lick the Jap. He'd been cruising on the outlook for dow
tramps, | fancy—he was a bit surprised when our Mr.
Grahame showed him a clean pair o' heels.

"So we held on, hell-belt-for-the-election. Times were
when the smoke cleared; as often as it did, another savo
came snarling over us. We were hit—sure enough we were
hit. A shell went clean through the superstructure amidships
and made hash of the officers quarters. A fire broke out in
the engine-room alleyway; but the fire-fighters tackled that
and put it out. | steered as straight as | could, listening for
the next scream of shot; and then | felt the ship shake all
along her length.

" 'We've copped it!" | thought. But it was our after-gun
going into action. Mr. Herbert had given extreme elevation
and had gone into rapid, independent. The way that gun
fired was a miracle. The Japs began to fire at the flash,
with an idea of putting it out of action, | reckon, for the
waterspouts climbed up dead astern, and some of 'em so
near the after-deck was washed down better than it had been
ever since | knew the ship.

" My opposite number in the wheelhouse—Hans Jenson,
a Free Norwegian—was trainer of the gun aft; he told me
the way the Chink ammunition-passers served the bundoop
was a marvel; they sweated and yelled and danced, but there
was no waiting. Mr. Herbert had climbed the main rigging
to spot the fal of shot. | could hear him yelling: ' Up four
hundred; down two hundred!' even in the wheelhouse.

" And the way the decks shook as them engines pounded
on—it would have dazed you! Then | heard Captain
Truman yell: 'Christ, he's got it! * He chucked his cap
down on the deck and danced on it. | couldn't see anything,
0' course; the wheelhouse being protected the way it was;
but our Mr. Herbert had lopped a shell plunk into that Jap
where it seemed to do him a lot of harm. So after a bit we
slowed down and things began to get more normal.

" Along came Mr. Grahame to the bridge, while the crew
got busy making good the damage. The Chief said:
" We've overrun ‘em, Captain Truman; and if we don't stop
for overhaul, 1 won't guarantee anything.'

'What do you mean? ' asked the skipper.
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"' We're lesking steam from every joint,' said the Chidf.
' These engines are built for steady going, not suchlike bursts
as weve just had.' _

" So the captain rang Stop; and we just walowed there.
We didn't know what was likely to happen. Jap submarines
might be cruisng around; and for all we knew there was an
arcraft carrier not so far df. We kept all gun-crews closed
up and ready. Down below the engine-room was as busy
as bees, and the Chippy-chap and his Chink mates was
making dgood the patches he'd shoved in. Broad daylight it
was, and every cloud showw;g on the horizon might be enemy
duff coming to make a finish. If a tide-rip caused a bit of a
swirl the gunlayer aft was cdling out the range. And the
tea down In the holds had to be screened, in case the damp
came in and spailt it.

" But adong about sunset Mr. Grahame sad he thought
the engines could move, in reason; so df we started agan.
Nothing much happened for a long time &fter that; we began
to forget what wed picked up in the Indian Ocean. We
caled in a Capetown to see if any extra cargo was offering:
and we got some: oranges and fruit, mostly. | reckon most
of us made oursalves 3ck eating oranges, | managed forty
mysdf one day. _

" There wasn't much to be scared of after that until we got
up around Dakar, where the Huns were basing their U-boats.
We knew wed be liable to attack; with an off-chance of a
Focke-Wulf or two coming to ask questions.”

Captain Truman told me more of the story. " We aren't
any tin-plated heroes," he said. " There are thousands like
us. It's ajob and we have to do it. If we'd been carrying
troops or munitions we might have felt we were pulling more
weight in the national boat; but the way | look at it is that if
we bring home the tea, we keep things going and help the
ordinary people to carry on.

" It was the engines that scared me. The way the steam
poured through the engineroom skylignt when we were
running from that Jap raider would have paraysed most
people. But Grahame, the Chidf, is a magician. You know
what engineers are like when their 'job' is concerned. They
eat and deep beside their precious engines, and they spend
every minute tinkering with them. Here's a thing you might
care to make a note of: the Merchant Navy wouldn't stand
a chance of survival but for its Black Squads—engine-room
and stokehold. The ships have to be kept going, and it's

YOUR MORNING CUP OF TEA 25

%heI engineers who do that—often enough with poor working
ools.

" We were attacked by long-range arcraft a bit north of
Dakar. | kept wel out to sea, hoping to dodge 'em; but one
noon the aert sounded. We hadn't an escort then: we were
entirely on our own; the Navy being overworked, as it is.
Take it from me: those Vichy Frenchmen are Huns at heart.
They grant all facilities to Hitler; and Dakar and thereabouts
IS pure Hun.

" We hadn't anything much to put up against the bombers.
So far as | could see, we were a sSitting shot.  One came oult,
Steering west, evidently on reconnaissance; he circled us twice,
high up; and then flew back. 1 told the mate we were in for
trouble. Speed wasn't going to help us here, so you'd notice.
(Ijt \évas Ioegl)retty avful Jjust having to wait, to see what

level oped.

"Around about four o'’clock that afternoon the lookout
reported smoke on the western horizon. | knew Hun surface
raiders were functioning; and thought it might turn out to be
a repetition of the Indian Ocean business; but just as we were
getting ready for that, a Focke-Wulf streaked out. He was
quite deliberate about it, like a cat with a mouse. He circled
us three times, as if picking out the weakest point of attack;
and then he dived. [ threw the ship into a zigzag. A bomb
came screaming down; and it missed us by a cablesrlen%_h.
That wasn't anything to worry about. It shook us a bit,
nothing more. The FW zoomed up and did another circle.
| reckoned it was the quickness of my eye against his hand;
s0 | watched him, &fter telling the quartermaster to keep his
eyeonme. | saw the next bomb leave him; and | sgndled to
give hard-port helm. Then, just as we swvug’, | steadied
and gave Hard-a-starboard. He thought we should continue
on our hard-a-port track; he dropped a bomb accordingly;
but—the ship's quick on her hdm—we were far enough
away when that one hit the water. So then | stopped the
engines and went full astern, and his next bomb was far
ahead. But Grahame spoke from the engine-room and said
the shake-ups we'd got had burst a steam-pipe; and we'd have
to stop. Just the sort of thing that would happen!

"Herbert was at the after-gun, hoping he'd come down
within our elevation. We hadn't any shrapnel to burst in
front of his nose; but Herbert thought that a hit with common
shell was possible.

" But the Hun never came down low enough.”
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" How did your crew stand up to this sort of thing? " |
demanded.

"Like heroes. It takes a lot to shake a Chink. In the
last war they were a hit inclined to scare; but since then
they've learnt a lot—and they class Japs, Huns and Wops all
asone. They didn't try to rush the boats and get them away,
as happened to me in 1918; and when a bomb-splinter lad
out the man at the Hotchkiss gun on the bridge, it was a
Chinaman who stepped forward to replace him.

" Stll, wed have caught the whole packet that time if it
hadn't been for what 1'd cal a miraculous intervention: the
miracle of the Royal Navy. That smoke wed sghted was
the smoke of a British cruiser on patrol. The White Ensign
ship came racmg(ln a full speed, and long before it seemed
any use, every ak-ak gun she carried was a work. She put
such a box-barrage around us that the Hun didn't know
whether it was breakfast-time or Thursday. She hit him, too;
and he made dff, smoking hard and losing height; so | doubt
if ever he got back to his come-from.

" Then aong came another, al loaded for bear. He
probably thought we were carrying troops or munitions; he
made a hot attack; but just as he went Into his dive—and |
can tell you my sweat made a pool on the bridge—the cruiser
got him in his bomb-rack. That was one of the prettiest
sghts I've ever seen, | think: he blew up in mid-air like a
rocket bursting. Part of one of his crew dopped on my
fore-deck: you'd hardly have known it had once been.a
man! The rest of that FW just sprinkled itsdf over the
seq, in smoking fragments.

" So then we had a breather. The cruissr—they tell me |
mustn't mention her.name—ranged up and asked how we
were getting on. | told him we had to stop for repairs,
and he sad held stand by as a screen against further attack,
of whatever sort. It seemed very quiet after the flurry died
down. And night, when it came, was very welcome. Y ou've
no idea how quickly things happen a sea nowadays, you've
hardly time to think, let adone eat or bathe or anything.
When | have a bath a sea | do it by instaments; a IegbrnN
and another leg later on; with my hands ready to grab my
pants, you see, it's a matter of seconds, more often than not.

" That cruiser screened us until Grahame had efected
running repairs. But our regular speed was cut down a
goodish bit. Not that that mattered a lot: we were due to
join a big homeward convoy dmost any day. You don't fed
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S0 lonely when you are in company with a score or more
usful ships: you don't fed as if every arcraft you spot in the
ky was aming straight for you." ¢

In due course, then, the Hiatus joined a notable convoy
of heterogeneous vessels. She cut deeply west into the Atlantic
to join up; and a day dawned when the canopy of convoy-
smoke was plainly discernible on the horizon.

" We hadn't escgped trouble, though,” sad Truman. " We
were out of range of shore-based bombers; but Hitler has
the whole Atlantic pretty wdl policed. He knows as well
as we do that his only hope of staving df complete defeat
is to starve Britain; and the only way to starve her is to sink
every ton of shipping she's got, and then every ton of Allied
shipping on toE. He's doing his best. Full of surprises, the
Huns—we reckoned they couldn't build enough U-boats to
make up for losses, or, if built, they couldn't find trained
crews enough to man 'em; but | bet apayday there are more
enemy submarines functioning just now than when the war
started. And they've got to be manned—somehow. Press-
gang work, as like as not; but when you remember that the
U-boat crews are told as they start out that if they're taken
prisoner they'll be tortured, and if they come back without
making a kill they'll be Gestapo-ed; you can understand they
fight the way they do, taking al sorts of risks. These goung
Germans have been well-tutored; they're fanatics, and they
verily believe that Hitler is redly God—and that to die in his
service is a sort of high-falutin martyrdom. That's a fact;
I've talked with some of them."
~ There was an attack on this convoy the night the Hiatus
joined it.. The U-boats were hunting igfpacks; one operating
a a distance in an attempt to draw df the escort, and the
other near-by, chancing its luck. Fortunately the escort
grasped the dituation; Instead of dispersng the destroyers
and corvettes ran a close guard aong the convoy's flanks.

"It was a bit of a job to keep speed, dow though that was
a that,” said Mr. Grahame, with whom | talked in his hot,
oil-scented cabin near the end of the engine-room aleyway.
" The job was ricked and shaken; and we struck a bad pocket
of coal. But' speed we had to get; because, as you know,
the Hun lags behind a convoy In the hope of picking u
sragglers, and they can't spare escorts to shepherd eac
separate vessd. S0 | made steam; with homeward-bound
patches everywhere, and hdf the Black Squad sck with scads
and burns. And when | think—"
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He had left the sea for a safe, lucrative shore-job long
before war came. He was highly qudified, the kind of man
to be welcomed by any progressive engineering firm, where
an extrachief engineer's certificale of competency is
consdered an Honours degree. But war came, and he fdt
it his bounden duty to go afloat again, where his skill might
be fully employed: as it was aboard the draggle-tailed
Hiatus.

"It's not unco' pleasant down beow in action,” he
admitted. "They on deck have the best ot; they can see
the trouble coming; we just hear it as it happens;, and when
you fed your engine-room trying to capsize and spill its guts
al over the ocean, you get a queasy feding insde ye that
isn't too good for your peace o' mind." o

| know that feding. To be cooped up in a noisy, whirlin
ged den, where long sted arms strike out grotesquely an
recover themselves just as you fed sure they must tear down
the enamelled walls, to expect those sted Sdes to cave in
any moment to the stern bidding of a torpedo; to see hdf
the Atlantic pouring through a rent into which a laden motor-
truck could be driven with ease: to hear the boilers explode
and to see the whole intricate maze of arms and cranks and
chattering governors suddenly brought to a jolting standstill,
with odd bits of sted flying like hal through the steam and
oil-filled air: that's worse than any hell Dante imagined.

Undoubtedly Truman was right when he said that the debt
owed by England to her seagoing engineers is one that can
never adequately be repaid, either in honour or cash. The
Black Squad stand the toughest watches of all: they are the
last to be given a chance for life; often the encroaching water
drags them back from the greasY ladders which they attempt
to scale, and they drown in cold darkness, just before they
are boiled or roasted to death.

Two ships of the convoy perished during that first attack.
One U-boat was kicked up to the surface by our depth-
charges, as it cavorted there four four-inch guns targeted on
its conning tower; and an escort ship rammed it, carving such
a gash in its upperworks as caused it to go under like a lead
plummet. But the sinking of one U-boat is smal compensa
tion for the loss of two deep-laden freighters, each crammed
to the water-line with vita necesdties for the Allied war-
effort.

The escort did notable things; illuminating the sea's surface
when one U-boat came up right in the convoy's middle.
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Evidently the Hun was astounded when the whole scene was

lit up like day by the devices now employed by H.M. ships.

He fired two torpedoes—one at the Hiatus, but that one

hni%d; one at a tanker, which fdl out of line and burst into
ames.

" I've seen big ships fod up like pocket-knives and go
under in four minutes,” Truman said. " Their 'mouldies are
uncommonly powerful; like our 'big, beautiful bombs that
the RA.F. let loose on Germany. The tanker was
astonishing: one minute she was steaming on as if she
owned the world, the next—phew! she was a volcano; fire
everywhere, and when | say fire | mean fire. The flames
leaped over her mastheads in a jiffey, she was incandescent in
another. You could see her swung-out boats fluff up like
tinder before the crew could lower them. Then the sea al
around took fire. It's no pleasant Sght to see your own
countrymen swimming in a sea of white flame. There was
enough wind to blow the blaze aside at times; and when it did
youd see a blackened face lift up and two scorched arms
\livave; then the fire drove down again, and you knew—you

new!

" Nearly every ship in the convoy: warships and freighters
alike: opened tire on that submarine, whose conning-tower
hadn't even opened. The idea of surfacing in among a
convoy is so that the ships will blanket your guns; but our
lads didn't care what risks they took; they blazed away like
mad. That U-boat was mashed into scrap before you could
wink. One é&fter another the shells got her, burst, up went
wreckage, other shells poured in."

"1'd seen that tanker ?o," said Mr. Herbert, interrupting.
" 1'd seen those poor devils trying to swim among the burnin
oil; and it made me hate Jerry as | never thought | coul
hate anything. So | pushed the gunlayer df his seat and got
down to it; smack-smack, like that. | hit him four times in
four seconds; or it seemed like it. | fancy a hundred shells
got him: what he was like insgde | can hardly imagine.
Chewed up and spat out, I'd say."

A Sunderland flying-boat met the convoy not long after
the second U-boat attack. This arcraft reported attackin
two U-boats a a certain point; and two escort ships start
df to enquire. Then the Sunderland suddenly altered course
and dashed dff, signdling as she went that another submarine
was sighted; she drolpL)ed bombs, and said that a lot of ail
came up—spreading like a slken film over the pobble of the
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wind-whipped sea—but that as the U-boat hadn't been
alstudé)cll sghted in its death-throes, a certain kill couldn't be
clam

" Two of the convoy ships carried Hurricane fighters,
fired df the decks by catapults,” sad Truman. " Next time
we were attacked from the air, these R.A.F. lads went into
instant action; and it was grand—ah, grand! When enemy
arrcraft attack even a big convoy: and ours was big as the
Spanish Armada: you get a feding that it's not just your
ship they're coming for but you, yoursdf!  Silly; but there it
is.  Once our Hurricanes took df, though, that lonely, bull's
eye feding went.

" I'll say the R.AF. knows its job-plus. You could amost
hear those pilots laughing; it was shown in the %ay way they
climbed to meet the big Huns. | dont know the technique
of ar-fighting; but | do know that one Hurricane got the
westher-gauge of a Focke-Wulf, sat on his hinder-parts, and
cut him clean in two with a burst of cannon-fire. | never
saw anything like it—the air seemed full of bits and pieces.

" The other Hurricane chased df two F-Ws,; it looked as
if they'd seen what happened to their mate, and they tried
to sheer df; but they went df Ilmlplng | bet they didn't go
far. But these RA. F lads take a lot of chances, too—th(-fy've
got nowhere to land after fighting. We were too far
any land base to dlow them return there; al they could do
was bale-out by parachute and let their arcraft crash. It
seems wedteful at that; but they'd probably saved hdf a
dozen ships, so the expense was worth while.

"So the convoy went on. | can't tell you the route we
took though | expect you know it. A hit different from old
times, when we ran through Suez and home in three weeks!
It takes months these days. But the old ladies get ther
morning tea, just the same."

Then Truman told me stories—dtrictly’ true, understated
even—of the wastage involved in getting home that morning
cup of tea. He had picked up a boat; the only one surviving
of four that had Ie‘t a torpedoed shlp in mid-ocean. One
man was dive; one was aying; and the sole survivor sad
that when the boat left its parent ship, seventeen men were
its crew. They had been adrift for close on three weeks:
the boat was charred. The fresh water was inadequate, food
was scarce, weather was bad. It is likely that the sngle
survivor was dl that was Ieft of some fifty-five honest sailor-
men.
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"When we got nearer to home waters," Truman narrated,
"we came in for the worst sort of trouble. The Luftwaffe was
turned on to us in full strength: wave after wave came over.
But we were within range of our own aircraft by this time;
and just when things were getting hottest: the bombs
dropping like hail: in came our fighters. Man, if ever | fdt
Ilke cheering it was then.

" Not that the NavK didn't do its share. Every ship of the
escort closed in as the attack developed, and filled the sky
with bursting shrapnel. Honestly, there seemed to be nothing
but smoke-puffs wherever you looked. There must have been
a hundred guns in action, counting those of the convoy itsAf;
and athough | didn't see any direct hits scored on the Huns,
they were kept so high that when they dropped their duff it
went wide. Only, the scream of the faling bombs set your
teeth on edge; and the everlasting jolting as they burst kicked
up as big a sea as you'd get df Cape Horn. All the same,
they couldn't shake the convoy; it steamed on as if being
inspected by the King.

" Qur fighters fetched down a big chap, and he dropped
in the sea s0 cdlosdy dongsde that we could have chucked
a heaving-line to the crew and collected them. _

" There were some more U-boats hanging around al this
time and | saw more than one torpedo fired at our ships.
Nothing was hit, however, not that time. And | saw one
example of poetic justice that if you read it in a story you
wouldnt believe.

" A big Hun—a Heinkel, | think—was making up- for
attack when one of our Beaufighters got after him. Mind
you, the last man to see dl the details of an action is the
man taking part in it; but just a the moment we seemed to
be isolated from dl the rest, and merely spectators. We had
our grudling; but our end of the line was now ignored. We
were able to breathe again and the steward brought up coffee
in pint mugs, and was that coffee welcome! It's true that
an occasona jolt from a bursting bomb would shake the
ship and spill the ooffee adl over our chins and down our
chests; but what little we took down did us a lot of good.

" This Heinkel doubled in an attempt to escape the
Beaufighter. But our plane was after him like a greyhound
after a hare; it was n;jg |oretty work. So the Heinke
jettisoned his bomb-lo ighten himsdf and get height
for the homeward trip.

" He was shot to bits a minute later. His bombs screamed
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down and burst more than a couple of miles away, and in
bursting they fetched up a U-boat that had been sneaking
aong on our flank."

"It was too good a chance to miss," put in Mr. Herbert.
"I was watching those bombs burst and thinking we were
mighty lucky not to be in their way; when | saw the Hun
come up in the swirls. He was just like a flurrying whale.
So | got the gun down—wed eevated to extreme angle, in
case We got a pot at a bomber—and let drive. First shot went
over, second short—a thirty-yard bracket. Then the third
shell hit him—plonk! Not that he needed it; he was aready
spitchered. No survivors that | could see.”

There were severad more air attacks after that: the enemy
seemed to develop a specid hate against Truman's convoy.
But no more vessds were lost; though one, lesking badly,
floundered ashore in soundings that promised early salvage.
The port of arival wes savagdy bombed the night the
convoy arrived. Once again the Hiatus's ak-ak guns were
in hot action. But the screening of the ships was redly a
matter for the shore defences and the R.A.F.; both of which
dedlt faithfully with the assassns.

" The main thing was," Truman said, modestly, and entirely
without vainglory, " We got the tea landed without a sngle
box being even wetted. Five thousand tons of first-crop tea.
Not so bad; | wish it had been ten thousand; but if we'd been
ten thousand tons and deven knots we might never have
brought a pound home.

"And if it hadn't been for our Mr. Grahame, wed al be
at the bottom of the Locker, as like as not. We didn't do a
lot on deck; but down below it was serial Hades. It's men
like the Chief the country owes its existence to: the dour
Scots engineers Kipling wrote about, who keep the wheds,
?_f rs]upply turning and don't stand forward to catch the lime-
ight."

Herbert chuckled. "A girl gave me a white feather the
day | landed,” he observed. " Humorous—very! "

CHAPTER THREE.

MAIDS OF ALL WORK

APABLE of gnking a battleship: speedy to race to save
a shot-down airman, to-day's destroyers are one of the
few types of Navy ships surviving in a state still approxi-
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mating to the origind idea of their utility. The destroyer's
purposes are so varied that it is impossible in the scope of a
short chapter to do more than touch the varied fringes. But
their principal role, one in which they are well accomplished
and tirdessly engaged, is in the provison of escort to our
convoys. coastal and deep-sea.  Even though they were
chiefly desgned for coastal work, to-day they esteem no
ocean too wide or sea too high for their operations.

The Royal Navy's utility ships, they are equipped with
Practically every fighting-tool human ingenuity can devise:
rom the 21 in. torpedoes which were their origina reason
for existence, to exquisite anti-aircraft guns capable of
blasting any aircraft out of the furious sky.

To sal in such a ship is to experience the ultimate ecstasy
of feverish activity. Their depth-charges are racked astern
to deal with any under-water threat, their %uns are ready and
powerful to tackle whatever the surface has to dffer in the
way of hazard. They are the fastest sea-going ships &float,
if you exclude those wasp-like motor torpedo boats, which
are segplanes as much as ships. They carry the power of
thirty-five thousand horses below their vibrant decks, which
is power enough to hurl them through startled water at forty
knots speed.

Day by day, week by week, year by year they cross the
Atlantic Ocean in fair weather and foul as a matter of course,
to safeguard and shepherd our invaluable convoys. which
are the arteries of our continued existence. They go out to
the distant Pecific with as much equanimity as they tackle
the icy Arctic; they go everywhere where there is searoom
and the chance of action.

In the last war they definitely proved their utility when
Commander—later Vice-Admiral—Evans, " Evans of the
Broke," made history df Dunkirk by crashing into enemy
destro&rs and carrying them bP/ the board. Admiral Bextty,
at Jutland, his flagship disabled, transferred his flag to a
destroyer which ranged nestl anng?sde the crippled battle-
cruiser Lion, and conducted the further action from that
comparatively humble unit of H.M. Navy.

In this war the swift, light, razor-keen craft go on
distinguishing themselves. There was the boarding of the
Altmark, for one thing, and Warburton Lee's dashing
galantry a Narvik. The Dunkirk evacuation gave our
destroyers a chance to display their supreme qualities of
handiness, desperate courage and unfailing resourcefulness.
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Crete and Greece gave other chances, they took a prominent
part in the sinking of the great German battleship Bismarck;
and it was only due to geographical limitations that th
faled to be in a the death of the pocket battleship Gr
Spee, when that disgraced ship showed al Christendom how
despicable a fighting force the Third Reich navy redly is.

| have known destroyers intimately for a long time. To
refresh that knowledge |1 recently made an extended trip in
such a vessdl, and my eyes opened to their utmost when |
redlised her capabilities. This comparatively trifling ship,
displacing little more than 1,000 tons—could have taken on
and sunk the combined French and British fleets at Trafalgar
without suffering so much as a scratch on her degk paint.
Though that paint was rusted in patches, come to think of it,
as proof of tireless, unresting service in protection of the
Merchant Navy.

HM.S——carried a crew of about 160 men, and
amost every one of this band of brothers was a speciaist of
a high order. But in the heat of action hdf these speciaists
forgot the dignity accruing to them and buckled-to like
nawies to pass ammunition and handle %uns and the other
fignting tools. Her er, monstrous heart—the engine-
room—was in charge of a man who had started his Navy
career as a stoker, and was now a warrant officer: an expert
who could have run the Queen Mary's engines with e(?ual
competence. In the -closest emergencies he was as unruffled
as a summer mill-pond, but the service he got from his
subordinates would have tickled the vanity of an Admiral.
He had a quality of leadership equaled only by that of the
ex-Dartmouth cadet—he weas little more than a gay-hearted
boy—in supreme command of this astounding complexity of
men and material.

Without outside aid that two-striped youngster could have
taken his miniature command clean round the world and
won a war on his own account. The little ship, sharp as a
razor, was a sdf-contained entity, in which the destinies of
those eght-score human beings were enacted. Her only
reliance on the outsde world—and then only a prolonged
intervals—was for fud and food. When a German Luftwaffe
bomb tore a hole or two in her side and disorganised a few
minor fittings, her captain firs shot the bomber down into the
bomb-torn sea, rescued the survivors of its crew, and then
ran her into shalower water where her own specialists efected
pefectly satisfactory repairs, and she was on her way indde
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twenty-four hours. Lathes and machine-tools were carried
in suffidency; there was an abundance of spare material, and
there was tireless, enthusiastic energy: a spirit amongst al
hands to back up the captain to the limit.

Look a her, as | saw her. She carried a multitude of
secret devices by which she could detect the proximity of an
enemy—sub-surface or in the air.  She could receive messages
from haf round the world, and, if necessary, could transmit
them equally far. She carried enough heavy artillery to fight
a by no means forlorn hope with anything short of a pocket-
battleship : lovely guns, as true as the stedl from which they
were built. She could hide her position by means of smoke-
screens and under their cover manoeuvre into the best fighting
postions. Her pom-poms could hurl torrents of high-
exrplosve miniature shells to a fantastic height against air-
raiders. Her. weightier anti-aircraft guns could deal with low-
fliers, or with snarlin?1 E-boats on the surface; could repel
posshle boarders if her engines happened to fall—though
the warrant engineer would not let them fal so long as the
pertinacity of materids held them together. She had six
torpedo-tubes and enough spares to cripple a fleet of erful
ships. Aft she was fitted to tackle the U-boat problem; not
only were fifty depth-charges stacked ready to hand &t the
mechanica droppers, she was aso fitted with a Y-gun for
throwing those destructive cylinders at any visble periscope
or into the swirls crashed by a fast-diving undersea boat.

Her crew were practised soldiers if required for landing-
party work ashore: trained to use rifle and bayonet with the
deadly skill of so many Guardsmen, though opportunities to

uire hard physica fitness were few—agtonishingly few,
oddly enough. The close crampedness of the lean destroyer's
decks, upper and lower, dlows little exercise; even a watch
on deck means nothing more vigorous than the fisherman's
" three steps and overboard.”

After vicisstudes at Dunkirk, Narvik, in the Channd, in
the bleak North Sea, and a Crete and elsewhere, my busy
destroyer was now engaged in convoy work—escorting the
vital freighters by whose courage and determination we
continue to live on our fedt, and not on our degraded knees.
Nobly she performed her task. She wes here, there and
everywhere a once, questing wide on the great armada's flank.
Now, with quick reports coming from the detector-room, she
worked up her to dl-out and raced on a course that
brought her into lively action. Somewhere below the Atlantic
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surface, unseen, unheard, and yet detected by the scientific
gadgets of to-day, there cowered a killer-ship. Down
splashed our depth-charges, up soared monstrous water-
spouts; we bucked and jolted as if kicked by a Titanic foot;
we reded rails awash, swung back, reded again as another
degh-_charge exploded to give a rude buffet to Mother
Atlantic's unresilient breast. A stresk of dirty oil deeked
the swirls. The gun-crews were tense and watchful around
their pieces: the [ean muzzles swung to cover accurately the
O!aliy BiCh; and the destroyer hersdf circled like a wily scrum-
hdf-back on the outskirts of the find scrimmage. A look-
out shouted—pointed: a wavering upright thing showed far
from the whirlpools.

" Y-gun—firel " A cannister of T.N.T. was flung with
amost the accurecy of a shell; there was suspense, then
another spout climbed towards the ragged clouds, but no
U-boat's corpse accompanied it: just a trifle of waterlogged
wreckage that the first discharges had jolted to the surface: a
sodden boat with a stump mast that startlingly resembled a
periscope. >

What was h ing in the sixty-fathom deep we could
not tell. The daét?gcenmrsgreceived no%smeri ng eppilcr)lg to their
persstent chalenge.

" Well drop another pattern,” quoth the boyish commander,
duffle-coated over his sea-clothes, for he had been snatching
a "sretch dof the land" when the darm jerked him df his
settee. Another long, lean, grey shape came questing—
senior officer, anxious to bein a the death. We joined forces
and created such turmoil beneath the surface that any U-boat
cringing there must have suffered from shaken nerves. And
meantime the convoy steamed sedately past, relying on our
vigilance and activity; and the captain was moved to
remember an occason when he held up a German supply-
ship, probably intended to refud and re-store the Bismarck.

" We dgnaled that scuttling would be wdl repaid,” he
declared. " But they know we're humane, the swine!  They
took to their boats—it was like ants swarming. Then fire
started; we rounded up the men in the boats and sent 'em
back, along with our boarding-party. No use; she was for it.
They'd laid explosive charges, opened the seacocks, and fired
her al a once. So we got a bit of practice with the Y-gun;
| thought it would do the men good. She sank al right.”

" Her crew? " | asked. | shouldn't have blamed him if
that crew had gone down with their scuttled ship.  But—no.
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"A lousy lot! We took em home; to England, I mean."
Had the positions been reversed machine-guns would have
settled the fate of the runaway seamen.

This Sf;;oung N.O. remembered Hun airmen bombing our
rescue-snips a Dunkirk, and admitted he felt like administer-
|nt};1_ a bit of poetic justice; but there it was: those men were
offidaly non-combatant, entitted to the honours and
courteses of war. He had aso found riddled British
merchant ships boats, with starved dead men lying in the
swilling bilges: men who had endured for a month before
kind death gave them surcease from suffering. " One day
well see Jerry get what's due to him: they'll be abandoned
in their boats, same as they've abandoned thousands of our
chaps—see how they'll like that! "

After a while, with interludes of depth-charge dropping,
we raced back to the convoy, in time to help in an air-attack,
which was -pretty noisy and doppy and destructive—to the
attackers. A big ugly German bomber, took a shell from
our 3in. HAA. gun In the inout and disintegrated. @ We
snorted down to where the wreckage fdl, but beyond oil and
flotsam got nothing. " He hadn't time to bae out, poor
devil! " sad the wachkesper.. Requiem for a Hun! An-
other bi? black bomber dr his eggs at random, crestin
high splashes, and a stench of smoke drifted down-win
acridly. But a Hurricane had aready been catapulted into
the startled air from the deck of an
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down with a warning to us to look out, and a riflemen fired
a line across our deck which, hauled in, brought an oil-
skinned secret instruction. Then again we suddenly quickened
to amost lurid speed; | went up the wardroom ladder to the
chattering bridge, wind-blown o fiercely as hardly to be able
to stand againgt the furious wind-gusts, made by our own
roaring passage.

" Anything? " | asked, like a child waiting for Punch and
Judy to orm.

"Reported surface-raider; were going to look-see! " was
the terse reply. It might be a pocket-battleship, or " a cruiser
of the Hipper class," or a canouflaged Q-ship: a big-gunned
craft masquerading as an Allied freighter; it might have been
the whole German Navy, but it was the destroyer's duty to
seek the menace, report on it, do her damnedest to hold it in
check until stronger reinforcements arrived, even if it meant
going down as a tangle of flaming scrap. Up towards the
Arctic Circle we frothed, a bow-wave piled bridge-high on'
either side, and the sea astern areamy with our wake for miles
beyond eye-range. This was life—or death!

The little ship: maid of &l work in the endless Atlantic
battle: shivered in her eegerness. Never had | experienced
such purposeful thrusting into the Unknown. There was
stark grey sea and there was gesdy dark cloud: there was
nothing else but us, a pinpoint in immensity, urgent to save
our charges from annihilation. To show one's face above the
wind-dodger on the bridge was to be pushed over backwards
as thoug]h dammed by a giant land. The long dow Atlantic
swell rolled us through a hundred degrees of arc; spindrift
washed us without cessation. The brine clung to our faces
in sicky completeness.  The bridge-party's taces dripped,
their cap-pesks were scupper: to direct a steady flow of
moisture to their duffled fronts.

We seemed as irresistible as an 11-inch shel hurtling
through space.

"How'll you engage, if you him? " | asked the wise
youngster ir¥ charg%agf ouryd&stsi?%s

" Smoke-screen to close in, then dl the mouldies weve got
on hand,” he crisoly returned no longer a suave host but a
keen man of action, tensed asevery man aboard was tensed,
like a harp-string. " We tab it fighting in destroyers!” It
probably meant annihilation: faced with the big guns of the
Tirpitz, might be, or even the 5.9s. of a snesking commerce
destroyer in disguise, we should melt to ruin a a broadside.

MAIDS OF ALL WORK 39

But swift zizgzagging would beffle the enemy gunlayers for
long enou%h to enable us to launch our levin-bolts: dodging
in to let the last ones go. | remembered that another hour
or less might present me before a certain Throne for #'ud -
ment, and endeavoured to find savoir faire; but it was a feeble
attempt. The big raider might have scouting aircraft out,
telling him mile mile of our progress, in which case we
should be blasted before blasting. So | went below to where
the warm oiliness of the engine-room gave afictitious security;
and found that hawk-f engineer as imperturbable as If
he were merely running speed-trials. His only concession to
the occason had been to inflate his Mae West lifejacket,
about which we had chaffed him in less strenuous times.

" Running as sweetly as a chronometer,” he declared, of
his turbines. It seemed impossble that those stedthy
marvels, showing little more than a couple of giant tubes
aong the floors, should be sending that knife-sharp ship
dong at something like forty-five miles an hour. But | had
the bridge's afidavit for that. The roar of the blowers that

ave the draft to the boilers"was deafening, but that was
the only hint of haste.

Visons of huge shells crashing through the paper-thin
sgdes and flooding that vibrant chamber with the unchecked
Atlantic, however, proved too disturbing: a sort of claustra-
phobia beset me and drove me to the miniature wardroom,
where the surgeon pondered over a code-message non-
chalantly as ever; though his operating tools were laid handy,
and a sck-berth steward stood by for possible casudlties.
The Hun prisoners were livid: they had been told what was
afoot; our R.A.F. passenger was buried in an Edgar Wallace.
Speed of this sort was to him a pitiful crawl; 400 miles per
hour was more in his line.

" Wallace for thrills! " he grinned a me, who was thrilled
to the marrow. Poking a head up through the companion—
more like a submarine's conning-tower than any other tair-
case | have ssen—meant drenching showers of spray, and
the drumming beat of other sprays, unbroken, on gun-
mountings, torpedo-tubes and the canvas covers of the boats.
Always there was the thunderous bellow of the " blowers,"
a strident, horrific note of purpose. | thought of the Waterloo
Cup: the drive of the galoping greyhounas &fter the doomed
hare; | thought of rockets screaming through open raw e.
| thought of everything to find a smile, but could onl%/ agten
to that pitiless downward race of a giant coaster at a fun-fair,
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when al one's insdes seem Ieft to dangle on the horn of the
new, young moon! o

But the torpedo crews at the tubes were sSnging about a
ni(]:)hti ngale in Berkeley Square; and a couple of ratings were
telling a petty officer a lot of interesting, if intimate things
about a" Judy " somewhere on the River Clyde, who reacted
to a box of chocolates as if to mesmerism!

The raider took fright: probably from air-reports of the
nearness of one of our big convoy-guards; for the Navy takes
few chances to-day in shepherding home its priceess
argfosies The Jervis Bay showed the trend of today's
Atlantic war; and it is recognised that an armed merchant
cruiser cannot afford adequate protection against the big
metd of the few remaining surface-raiders under the poison-
ous swastika, not even if Navy galantry be added to the
handful of sx-inch guns such makeshift craft carry.

We recaived a terse recal that spun us on our hed like a
cockchafer; and with little abatement of speed, we chased
back to regoin the convoy: no light task, for mist was closing
and the assumption was that' the general course had been
widdy atered to throw the vulnerable procession clear of the
threat up north.

" A lot of water to search! " said the laughterful navigator
who, until war cdled him, had never navigated anything
more important than a five-ton cutter around the Thames
shoals. But we raised dim shapes in the dullness, and amost
immediately a vivid eye began to wink: SN.O. was caling.

" Segplane reports ship's boat in such and such a position,”
ran that signal.

"Ah, some red navigation! " regoiced the R.N.V.R. two-
striper to whom the correct travelling of this little ship was
entrusted. He corresponded to the old-time sailing-master
of a Nelson frigate. | bent with him over the chart laid out
on the table of the little chart-room. Already he had given
a rough ateration of course, and the destroyer's head had
swvung wide. The thunder of the blowers was accentuated,
the virile little craft was pulsating with more eagerness than a
terrier at a rabbit-hole.

" There or thereabouts," surmised the navigator, pencilling
a dot, running the paralé ruler to the pictured compasS on
the sea-map. It was as nearly instantaneous as makes no
difference.  An accurate course was laid; the quartermaster
notched the lubber-line on that compass degree.

"We'll hurry; they may have been adrift a long time,"
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ordered the captain. We certainly hurried. Not being at
action dations exactly, | went to the wardroom, where the
furniture was scattered and dishevelled as if after a rough-
house, because the faster the destroyer raced the harder sne
rolled; and there | encountered the chief engineer, cam,
imperturbable as ever. " Shell work up to toB speed quickly,”
he advised me. "Time for a game of crib, | think." He
had done al he was able to do, and worry and fret get a man
nowhere; too, they unsettle the underlings who look upwards
for guidance and example. The Chief was the physica
embodiment of the spirit of the Roya Navy: that same
inconspicuous mechanic, who admitted to starting life by
sling newspapers—a  barefoot guttersnipe. "Do  your
damnedest and hold on to God! " might be set up as the
Navy's working dogan.

We scooted; the whole Atlantic astern seemed creamed
with our wake; we ran from mist into late sunlight, and the
effect was beautiful. The ship glittered as if decked with
more than all Shebas jewels—her workmanlike grey paint
was transformed into coruscant radiance, and in mg/ ancy
she took a new shape: no longer was she murderoudy
destructive, but a harbinger of hope, of life. She was a high-
gpeed lifeboat carrying savation to such as must otherwise
have perished.

"l hope they've got flares in that boat,” said the first
lieutenant, imbibing a modest glass of beer. " We won't be
up to them before dark, and the moon's late this week."

To me, knowing the Atlantic's vast immensity, it appeared
impossible to discover an infinitesmal speck in watery chaos.
The reporting sesplane might easlly be a fistful of miles—
even degrees—out in his estimate. The boat might be
travelling under sal, unaware of being sighted; or this
unexpected current or that might reasonably waft her from
her recent position—whither? Such trepidations in no wise
dfected the destroyer's crew; they were sure of themselves,
as sure as a cock house at a public school. There was no
swagger, no bounce, no boasting: just a camness that
impressed. How these ex-schoolboys acquired that Navy
fortitude is the Navy's own secret. They hoped the old
convoy would be dl right without their protection, but their
sublime faith in SN.O. Escort assured them that he would
never have despaiched them df their beat if he had suffered
from any premonitions of evil. They were right: no attack
developed on the convoy in our absence: that came later.
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The night closed in as black as the mouth of Eblis. Even
the high-piled bow-waves lacked phosphorescence. We were
a black shadow roaring through gross blackness; guided only
by a tiny binnacle-light and the deft hands of the young
helmsman, who had, a year or so before, sold ladies' lingerie
over a West End store counter, but who now, he told me,
hoped to pass for leading-seaman within a dog-watch or two.
Below, the thrifty evening meal was served precisely, though
the dishes shot to leeward every now and then, and a lifted
glass missed the aimed-at mouth and decanted its contents
in a neighbour's ear! Once my chair was sent dithering
down to the wardroom's low side into a horrid debris of
spilt vegetables, coffee, beer and breadcrumbs. What of it—
destroyers do not tie themselves to walls and become 'stone
frigates; they are sea-going ships; and do not the crews get
‘hard-liers' to atone for trifling discomforts?

Midnight came; natural anxiety kept me on the riotous

bridge. We peered anxiously through the murk; but though -

a horn of the moon was dowly lifting from an obscured
horizon, the Stygian blackness still held.

" We should be getting near,” said the Navigator, manfully
hiding his excitement. This, he admitted, was the keenest
test ever applied to his navigational prowess. "1 think we
should dow down a little, sir," he advised the captain, who
was gulping down red-hot cocoa from a Navy bowl.

" Two-thirds speed,” said the man who held our fortunes
in his hands. This little ship had started her career under
the Stars and Stripes, being one of the historical fifty gifted
to the White Ensign when the need grew great.  So her
telegraphs were differently marked from the home-made
products: we had no " Slow, Half, Full" on the dials, but
only " One-third, Two-thirds and Full."

The roar and fret eased perceptibly. " Pilot" sped
between chartroom and lookout. He paid a compliment to
age by inviting me to a conference, explaining al details,
such as actual speed, dlip, compass error and current, plus
leeway, and a few other intricacies. We drew a circle on the
Atlantic chart and agreed we were within its circumference—
so, if report ran true, was the castaway boat. The captain
shoved his boy's head in at the door—the lights went out
automatically as it opened—and asked a question.

" Can do," was the answer. A few minutes later a con-
cussion shook the little throbbing ship as if she had been
torpedoed.
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"Just a night-light for Baby," said Pilot, unperturbed. |1
have been torpedoed in my day: this shuddering concussion
was very reminiscent: it dried the palate, it weakened the
knees. Then—ah! then.

A gun had fired an illuminating projectile that may not be
described in words likely to reach an enemy's eye. The night
seascape was suddenly as vivid as noontide; so that every
tide-rip showed disconcertingly. Fragments of drift stood out
in excellent perspective. For counted moments that brilliancy
endured; and my thought was: "Woe betide the basking
U-boat coming within its orbit! " That was its real design,
of course: to show up attacking submarines by night when
they crash upwards in a convoy's midst and fire browning
shots almost at hazard before submerging in double haste.

" See anything? " barked the captain, as authoritative now
as an Admiral. Nothing was seen. " We'd better quarter
your circle, Pilot,” advised old experience masquerading as
extreme youth.

And then a lookout yelped: " Light showing stabbud
beam, sir! " It was a thin, reddish thread of fire, and no
natural circumstances produced it. The Northern Lights had
given more than one fantastic display during the cruise; but
this was a man-made wisp of radiant glory.

" Starboard helm—~bring it ahead! " said the captain,
stooping to the compass for a quick bearing. " It might be
their last flare."

We had come to within five miles of the lost boat. But
for our high-fired illuminant we might well have missed it,
missed it completely. Actually, night—with man's scientific
aids—suited us better than day, for in the duicing immensity
of the North Atlantic the ship's lifeboat would have been no
more noticeable than a waterlogged packing-case. But the
upsoaring filament of radiance from the boat's penultimate
rocket had pointed a finger to salvation

We ranged down, rolling like fury. No sound came from
our salvage; but the moon was higher now, and we spotted
the dim shadow. A ship's big lifeboat: rising and faling
in derelict fashion, it was. As we neared our frequent hails
remained unanswered.

" Tell the doctor to stand by," the captain said, as the
First Sea Lord might have done. He thought of everything.
Wind and sea made a close approach precarious.  What
actually happened was that a petty officer grabbed a rope and
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dived overboard, huskily caling a fev moments later that he
had made it.

There were seventeen human beings in that scarred,
bleached boat; and three of them were dead. One died on
the wardroom table as the surgeon and | worked on him.
We handed such as lived over the low side, not without
difficulty and drenchings: they could not help themsdlves,
other ratings were required to leap into the boat as it drew
aongsde to the petty officer's drag. All work was done in
darkness, in case a hovering U-boat appeared and added cold
Lntljlrder to inhumanity by firing a torpedo into our merciful

ull.

As the last man was drawn to sdfety the petty officer tied
the dead to the thwarts, hacked a hole in the boat's planking
with an axe, and the captain, bareheaded, recited from
memory as much of the Burial Service at Sea as he knew.
The boat sank: as proud a bier as any seaman might desire.

"Set course for the convoy,” was the order to the pilot.
We woke to movement a%gin, quickening furioudy. Down
below the castaways were being treated like new-born babes:
cosseted by dl that humane crew who could make excuse for
their presence. They were draped in hot blankets. Cocoa,
laced with rum, soup, cigarettes, dl the forgotten luxuries
were heaped upon them. The second mate of a torpedoed
freighter was senior survivor. The captain, wounded, had
died a week before. There was another boat adrift: had
we heard of its fate? he asked weskly.

It was he who had heartened his men during nineteen days
of exposure and suspense; who had tended their hurts,
rationed them so as to conserve their sparse supplies; who
had compelled them to exertion to keep the stagnating blood
dlow in ther vens.

Like Phillip Sdney, when his turn came for surgice
attention—and his body was bloated and excruciating with
sdt-water boils and festering abrasons—he said: " See to
my chaps fird, please."

This was his third mishap, he said, in a hoarse, inhuman
voice: for the sat was caked in a throat down which no fresh
water had did for seventy-sx hours. That was why he could
not hail us, athough he heard our shouts. But—now he was
safe his voice was coming back famoudy; so he would soon
be fit to go to sea again! Twice torpedoed, once bombed,
was his proud record; and he itched to be back at the grim,
glorious game. | thought of cushioned shirkers of my
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acquaintance who moved dal heaven and hdl to retain
smooth, dangerless billets.

The Ancient Mariner's shipmates might have shown more
haggard, more disembodied, unfleshed spectres than these
survivors, but | doubt it. Their eyes were glazed: not dl at
once did the consciousness of surviva penetrate to their
numbed minds. As reason settled, al were anxious about the
faes of shipmates. They were very grateful for favours,
amost embarrassingly so. For mysdf, | wanted to cry.
Tragic heroism, if ever | saw it. These are the men who see
to it that the convoys go through, despite the worst the Axis
can attempt.

Bunks were fredy surrendered by the mothering crew. U.S.
destroyers, even when flying the White Ensign, carry no
hammocks, but standing bed-places. The dead man was
reverently sheeted in honest canvas, with a roundshot at his
heels. At eight o'clock he was buried from the wet deck
with dl the rites of shrouding Ensign, mourning-party and
Prayer-book ritual. dth ) .

" It makes you fed cheap," said the captain, pocketing the
Prayer-book and flushing a little. " What those Merchant
Navy chaps go through!  We don't know the beginnings of
segfaring compared to them. And there's nothing can stop
them.” He had the rescued second mate of the SS ——
sharing his cabin.

We stormed across the livid Atlantic to rgoin the convoy,
the pilot making al alowances for its advance during our
absence.  We sghted a negligible canopy of smoke later in
the day, and, closng, sgnaled the commodore and S.N.O. our
news. Commendations came back, aso—

" Proceed at speed to Base and land survivors! " was sent
to us by light signdl.

" Good egg! " sad the navigator; " I'll see my girl on
Sunday! "

"We'll just about be able to do tvvenéy-five, but well
empty the bunkers at that,” sad the Chigf. So this little
mad-of-al work ship picked up her heds and began to hurry
homewards. The tedium of convoy escort was over for the
nonce; the brisk, invigorating run cleared away the dight
depresson that had settled down &fter that smple sea
funerd. The First Lieutenant looked out his Number Ones,
with a view to what he caled "a spot of poodle-faking" next
Sunday afternoon. There was a family at Base with three
inviting daughters. The 20-year-old "dog's body"—watch-
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keeping sub-lieutenant R.N.R.—already had a girl, but was
dubious about the Sunday trains. " Still, there'll likely be a
bus," he brightened.

Our two German passengers and the Hurricane pilot were
honorary members of the mess for the run home. The
former glowered uglily from a corner of the transom settee
as the second mate of the lost freighter hobbled down to the
wardrobe for pre-lunch refreshment. The second mate
carried a 20-packet of Players, had just lit one—a gift from
the captain—for he now owned nothing but the ragged clothes
he wore. | waited somewhat breathlessly. It seemed to me
to be one of life's big moments. If that young merchant
seaman had run amok and torn the stony hearts from the two
ship-killers 1, for one, should have applauded.

" Squareheads, by God! " said my countryman. " Here
you are, Heinie—have a gasper! " and he proffered the
carton.

" Na, na! " growled the senior Hun. " Heil Hitler! " And
the entire wardroom burst into ribald laughter. " Isn't that
the chap who once wrote a book? " asked a Gunner.

Whilst we tore, unmolested, back to Base, a wolf-pack of
U-boats, aided by F-W's, attacked our convoy. Two ships
were killed, but two Focke-Wulfs died also; and what the
toll of U-boats was only the Admiralty can tell. | had
missed one part—perhaps the most important—of this little
maid-of-all-work's duties. But | am convinced that had not
humanity despatched her ahead with her suffering cargo of
salvage, she would have acquitted herself in hot combat as
worthily as she had done in all other circumstances.

As we ran alongside to land our passengers: prisoners to
an armed guard, friends into the care of busy helpers, | said
to the captain: " What now? "

"Well refuel: that'll take an hour or two," he replied.
" Then we're df to rejoin the convoy: she still has a day or
so to go. Afraid my officers will miss their Pleasant Sunday
Afternoon! We're working a seven-day week."

Tireless, unadvertised work, but very useful to a country
whose continued existence depends on the convoys going
through! Day by day, month by month, year by year, the
little general servants ply back and forth—so that, these
young men seeing visions, the people live.

CHAPTER IV.

THE COMMODORE

HAT so many big, vital convoys travel safely through

the hellish Axis blockade is due in great measure to the
Convoy Commodores: officers whose tireless work is seldom
advertised. Actually the Commodore is the most significant
individual of al the countless people engaged in sailing our
slow-moving, vulnerable freighters from one end of the world
to the other and those other people whose business it is to
make sure the convoys do so sail—no matter what actual
or potential threats are voiced against them.

Sometimes, if you study the Navy's casualty-lists, you will
see a curt mention that Admiral——(Retd.) is reported
Killed in Action, or Missing, presumed Killed, or Died on
Active Service. As Admirals (Retd.) do not command battle
fleets under the White Ensign, the correct assumption is that
such casualties have occurred amongst the notable band of
stalwarts who hold themselves responsible for the safe
conduct of our commercial armadas through the worst of
the danger-zones.

The loss of life amongst these tough-hearted veterans is
heavy. They are a gallant breed: true salt of Britain's sea
Instead of decorating Service club armchairs in comfort and
ease, they prefer to fight salt water and all that wartime salt-
water implies as Commodores in charge of convoys. At an
age when most men are thinking of a decent retirement; with
a little gardening and some bridge to pass the time, these
hardy veterans have emerged into the open to. challenge the
Hun to outwit them in the ever-changing strategy of the
oceans.

Not that all, or nearly all, our convoy commodores are
retired admirals: pride of place goes to the veteran merchant
shipmasters who have had this onerous task laid on their
shoulders at a time when Britain's continued existence as a
free country is seriously jeopardised. Every convoy, large or
small, that shuttles its way across the Seven Seas. be it a
coastwise collection of little ships or a world-rounding fleet
of powerful deepsea craft, is under the direct control of a
Commodore, whose task it is to shepherd the many units in
his charge to safe harbour.

Commodore Casey, C.B.E., D.S.O., D.S.C., R.D., RN.R,,
is a good specimen of the breed under discussion. Recently
awarded his D.S.O. for " bravery, resolution and seamanship
in bringing a convoy from Murmansk in the face of relentless

«
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and determined attacks by enemy U-boats and aircraft,”
Commodore Casey is a sound example of the deep-water
Commodore, whose qualities to fill the position are excep-
tional. He is one of scores of men of equal calibre. Thanks
to him and his fellows Russia is provided with invaluable
munitions in the hour of her greatest need. When the final
balance is struck, the hardy resolution of Britain's elderly
commodores will be found to have played a considerable
part in the victory of right over wrong. Britain is also
supplied with raw material by the homeward-bound
freighters, which need as careful shepherding back to our
ports as they do when steaming outwards to Archangel and
Murmansk.

Casey started life as a Merchant Navy apprentice. He
obtained a junior appointment as sub-lieutenant in the Royal
Naval Reserve and was 24 years old or thereabouts when the
last war began. Naturally, he was roped into this conflict
from the outset, and he elected to do his volunteer wartime
service in submarines. That is good training in resolution,
courage and excellent seamanship under the most arduous
conditions. It is well known to everybody how "The Trade"
toughens its disciples and rears them to be completely
indifferent to death and the hazards of war.

Commodore Casey earned a D.S.C. for his 1914-18 work,
and earned it well. Peace sent him back under the Red
Ensign, in the Royal Mail Line, but this new war found him
primed and ready for whatever action might be decreed. He
had been beached to serve as marine superintendent, after
many years of noteworthy service, but the outbreak of this
World War took him—after certain delays—afloat once
more. His type of man was much in request. With the early
introduction of the convoy-system the services of tried,
experienced men were of vital worth: absolutely necessary
to the continued existence of the Merchant Navy, by which
existence is permitted to the 45,000,000 Britons of these
islands. He presently went to see again—though the con-
servative Admiralty seemed reluctant to use him to full
capacity. However, when the evacuation of Dunkirk came,
when Britain ran the risk of losing the flower of her Army,
Casey mobilised every small craft he could lay hands on,
to the number of 100, and saw that they crossed the
Channel and salved unnumbered thousands of our hard-set
Expeditionary force men.

When the real, ferocious Atlantic Battle set in with
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cumulative fury, Commodore Casey insisted on playing an
active part. He had reached the tank of Captain R.N.R. He
knew the seas as few men do; he knew them under all
circumstances. He knew, by his own worthy service in The
Trade, the possibilities and limitations of submarines;, what
man could have been better fitted to control the—so-called—
non-combatant fleets of dogged freighters? He had conducted
thousands of tons of Red Ensign craft through the foulest
waters in the world. The Murmansk route is, admittedly,
the worst of all the sea-lanes; though the Mediterranean
offers excitement and hazard, as does the whole Atlantic,
and, for that matter, the Pacific and the Indian Oceans.

The rank of Commodore, RNR, is not lightly granted to
merchant shipmasters; normally it is reserved for those retired
but combative admirals mentioned before. But Casey is
officidly entered in the Navy List as Acting-Commodore,
R.N.R., which proves his outstanding quality.

He recently endured the serial hell of the Murmansk
attack when he kept the bridge of his modest flagship for an
unbroken period of seventy hours and more, expecting every
minute to prove his last and the ship's. The enemy reported
this particular convoy as being totaly annihilated:
Commodore Casey, dill living, «ill undaunted, is living
refution of German lies.

It is not by any means a light task to take something like
a hundred ships from our Western Approaches to North
Russia. Every sea-mile of the way is fraught with dangers:
from U-boats, from surface-raiders, mines, E-boats and long-
range and short-range aircraft. Every convoy is a target for
Hunnish spite and ingenuity. The Axis naval g&f ashore
plots its every movement in advance and attempts to arrange
counter moves. The -weather conditions during each mile
steamed are plotted and charted; a schedule of attack, vary-
ing with! the conditions, is arranged beforehand. Every
available weapon is thrown into the combat, to leave nothing
to chance.

In addition to man made perils, there are additional
dangers: thick weather, loose ice, hard gales. No convoy is
completely homogeneous: especially is this so to-day when
grave shipping losses have impressed any sort of hull that
will float and steam into precarious service. Consequently
there are bound to be stragglers, and U-boats and E-boats
like stragglers, which can be picked df at leisure, whilst
escort craft cannot be spared from the main convoy for
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individual protection. The Commodore's duty is to encourage,
to chide, even to bully the dacksters and the inefficients
into keeping efficient station, and to prove to the masters
of such vessds that their excuses may be just, but that the
age of miracles is not yet past, and that so long as fires will
burn and engines turn, speed must be maintained!

As Commodore, he is responsible for the safeguarding
and correct genera navigation of the convoy itsdf; the SN.O.
Escort is responsible for its protection against human attack.
But it is up to the Commodore to explain to the SN.O,, as
a practi seaman, knowing the difficulties of running
ordinary freighters with man o' war precision, just how best
his defensve force can be disposed. This applies to every
type of convoy: whether it be merely voyaging from Thames
mouth to the Firth of Forth, or round Good Hope to the
Persan Gulf, or to the North American coast, or even
through Panama to Australia

Whilst any convoy is assembling, the Commodore
appointed to Its charge meets al the shipmasters concerned;
sometimes they number a hundred or more. The tonnage,
speed, defences, idios?;ncrases of every vessel engaged are
caefully listed: t%get er with their cargoes. The method
of progresson is determined: that is, whether the convoy
will form up and steam in column of line ahead or column
of line abreast. Except in close waters or swept channels,
column of line abreast is the formation chosen: this renders
the armada less vulnerable, as long, exposed flanks are liable
to disconcerting attack; and a large convoy, extended, might
easly measure eight, ten or more miles from van to rear.
Indeed, so widely spread are to-day's giant mercantile fleets
thet it is quite possble for one wing to be attacked by air-
craft or U-boats and for the other wing to be ignorant, or
amost ignorant of the fact. Especidly Is this so In areas of
poor vighility or in the dark of the night.

At the conference the Commodore satisfies himsdf that
every shipmaster is conversant with the rules and circum-
dances governing the immediate position. He sdects his
flagship: usudly the fastest of the great collection of creft,
though not necessarily the biggest. He is entitled to such
comfort and security as might be on offer; though the leadin

gtion of the commodore ship naturally ertises it

ing in the van, thus rendering the vessd liable to even
more vicious enemy attack than the norma unit of the
convoy. The enemy believes that with the commodore's
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flagship torpedoed or bombed, the rest will fal into con-
fuson; but to avoid this circumstance a vice-commodore is
usualy appointed: a sage, wel-experienced veteran ship-
master, with no nava rank, but plenty of common sense and
" guts.”

When steaming in column of line ahead the Commodore
usudly heads the starboard ling; the Vice-Commodore the
Port column. When proceeding in column of line abreast the
lagship takes up a position where it is easiest seen by as
m ships as possible, so that dgnds—fleg or flash, for
wirdless is used only in extreme emergency—can be instantly
picked up by al units.

The Commodore addresses the conference. Most of the
shipmasters he knows; they know him; there is mutual trust
and good feding. He tells them of any departure from
customary convoy procedure, and he makes sure they under-
stand. He dictates whether the ships shall zigzag or steer a
steady course; how they are to behave in the face of attack;
he fixes the postions of the rescue-ships, with which

ractically every convoy nowadays is provided; and he aso
as a sy in the disposition of such vessds as carry fighter
arcraft—catapult Hurricanes—of which there may be
severd. The masters listen to him as to an oracle, well
knowing his catholic experience. They are probably as good
seamen as he is, maybe much better; but they have not had
smilar opportunities to consider the a?reaeﬁ good of the
greatest number; a shipmaster's normal life being wrapped
up in his own particular command.

If the Commodore happens to be, as is s0 often the case,
an RNR man, rather than "pukka Navy," they give him
ggeater and more respectful attention, for they are well aware
that his life's experience has familiarised him with their Red
Ensign problems—which are not the commissoned Navy's
problems—of indifferent fuel, of overworked engines and
insufficient crews; the ex-merchant commodore will naturally
not expect miracles. Practically al our Arctic and coastwise
convoys are commodored by the Royal Naval Reserve:
invaluable experts, with more actual seatime to their credit
than even the most senior R.N's can show;and it is seatime
that teaches, not short-taught theories.

So that a pefect understanding is reached before the
Commodore sits down, to give place to this expert and that:
an artist, perhaps, who in lightning-like fashion sketches a
Fokker-Wulf aircraft on a blackboard, and explains. "Here's
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an F-W. But you'll usudly see him like this—diving down
on you!" promptly replacing the stereotyped impression
with a lively suggestion of the aircraft in a steep bombin
dive—which is precisaly as it would appear to the master o
an attacked freighter. _ _

The Commodore nods approval: graphic sketching of this
sort impresses on shipmasters minds precisdy what the sl?:
is likely to dis?orge with only the briefest warning. As attac
comes 0 swiftly and, mostly, so unadvertised, every ship-
master has to be prepared to act on his own initiative
instantly, if circumstances demand, without awaiting orders
from the Flag, which may be a that moment concerned
with a U-boat assault from an entirely different direction.

Then, with this quick sketch rubbed into the masters
intelligent minds, the artist as rapidly delineates an E-boat
racing in to attack; he draws a British M.T.B. to point out
the differences, so that an astonished merchantman may not
open a hurricane of fire on a friendly vessd. Coming at fifty
m.p.h. through high-piled foam, it is easy to make such a
mistake, unless certain outstanding features of build and
behaviour, with the general silhouette, are stressed. The
silhouettes of possible surface-raiders are also exhibited and
explained, especidly if the convoy be Arctic-bound, for it is
in these inclement latitudes that the big surface-craft may be
expected to operate.

Then an expert in gunnery—both deck and anti-aircraft—
gpeaks his gpecialist piece in convincing fashion, advisng
how the drums of machine-gun ammunition shall be packed:
S0 much tracer, so much common, SO much armour-piercing:
in order that any attacking aircraft or E-boat shall be resisted
in the most damaging way. Armour-piercing bullets will
cripple the stoutest aero-engines,'tracer sets the aircraft &fire,
common days the crew.

Having answered all questions—and some pretty shrewd
questions are put by these hard-bitten seamen who have
faced and outfaced the tmghest problems ancient ocean can
offe—the Commodore makes his own purposeful contacts
with commanders of escort-craft: showing the exact dis-
positions of his command: where the vital tankers and
munitions-ships take station in the convoy, which ships can
put up the most worth-while barrage in attack, and so on.
He receives from SN.O. Escort dl particulars of new and
newly-detected threats to safe travelling; they put their heads
together and plan craftily—if not dways grictly officidly:
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the real safety of the convoy being their main concern. It is
a wonderful system that has been evolved out of the pooled
experience of the many. S

Thus, sdidfied that everyone knows what is in his quick-
working mind, the Commodore proceeds aboard his flagship,
to get acquainted with his immediate shipmates and the
caibre of the Ship itslf. o

Most liners and freighters of to-day have their bridges
well-protected against bomb-and shell-splinters; which is
just as well for the Commodore's continued safety. But,
apart from her bridge, the modern merchantman affords very
little protection against the devilish engines of modern war.
There are no armoured conning-towers from which to fight
the ship, for instance; and, at best, her protective armament
is limited. So that the Commodore's situation is realy much
more hazardous than that of any Navy officer of his escort.
As was proved not long ago, when a retired Admiral, acting
Commodore, was torpedoed twice in a few hours in two
different ships, suffering prolonged immersons on both
occasions.

If, however, dread of future happenings were dlowed to
weigh in a Commodore's mind, few would accept the onerous
appointment; how little such fear occurs is shown by the
indstence with which the sturdy veterans continue at sea,
Iongg‘ after the normal age of retirement is passed. Perhaps
in the Merchant Navy aone of al the Services, is age per-
mitted to contribute its sagacity and experience to the
common weal. Shipmasters of sixty-five, Commodores of
equa age, are no rarity.

CHAPTER V.
OUT INTO THE UNKNOWN

Ta ﬂlven time the convoy assembles;, and, depending

on the assembly port, of course, this period is fraught
with considerable danger and anxiety. For the enemy has
his secret agents who send him a lot of useful information,
and it not infrequentIK happens that the mustering of a
convoy coincides to a hair with a furious aerial attack. The
enemy assumes that the great armada, bunched together,
moving dowly, as individua vessds take up station, with
the general sSgnd organisation not yet functioning
adequately, will dford a grand target for his bombs. The
ecort are assumed to be busy shepherding units into
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position, and in drawing out their own plans of campaign.
Confusion by all hands may be predicted. A relentless dive-
attack might cause the ships to blunder into one another in
collision and so cause losses before the voyage is actualy
started.

Assembly, then, is one of the testing-times for the
Commodore. He is required to make instant decisions as to
dispersal or closing-up. He is mostly a spectator aboard his
flagship of her own defensive measures—a ship's captain
usually fights her under practically all circumstances—but
it has been known for the Commodore to replace a wounded
Lewis or Hotchkiss gunner at his weapons and fight hard
as the screaming aircraft swoop down. It is not unknown
for a Commodore to be wounded whilst so serving a gun.
For your average sailor of much experience cannot bear to
be left out of any schemozzle, since from early youth he has
been trained to fight—if not mankind, then the equally
pitiless sea.

It may be, too, that scouting aircraft report the proximity
of enemy submarines, lying in wait to deliver a crippling
attack as the convoy emerges from the swept channels leading
from the harbour: the idea being, once again, to spread
confusion and timidity among the attacked. The Commodore
must make such dispositions as will best protect his charges
against such vicious assaults. The convoy goes through:
that is this senior officer's working motto; and when the
unabridged, unbowdlerised story of the greatest sea-war in
history is written it will be found that this nation owes its
continued existence to the fearless service of veteran men
who have answered humanity's cal in no uncertain measure.

The Commodore's life from the period of assembly to the
final delivery, is one of almost unbroken tension and watch-
fulness. His vast command is an object of enemy spite and
hate throughout its existence as a convoy, as well as before
and after, when it breaks up into its component units to
proceed independently to various harbours. < But this
challenge is one that arouses every fighting instinct in men
whose lifelong trade it has been to fight Nature in the raw.

Never in the whole history of war has the element of
surprise been of greater importance than it is to-day.
Incredible speed of surface-craft and air-raiders renders
possible the most fantastic alarms—out of a serene sky
death and destruction might strike without more than a
second's warning. E-boats flash from concealing mists to
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dash into torpedo-range, fire their missiles, and turn on a
sharp heel to make df through the barrage of shellfire that
instantly breaks out from every ship—commissioned or
mercantile—in the assembly.  Aircraft, lurking behind
friendly clouds, dive with silenced engines to drop half-ton
bombs like so much confetti at a Society wedding. Even
infrequent surface-raiders use the element of surprise for
their attacks: steaming out of fog-banks or rain-squalls to
deliver their assaults, or else, availing themselves of their
high speed, as compared with the slow crawl of the convoy,
dash in from apparently nowhere—as in the case of the Jervis
Bay affar—sink as many merchant craft as they can, then
speed back to their cover as soon as equal forces are brought
against them. Submarines, also, would use surprise as their
principal strategy if it were not, as has been explained in a
previous chapter, for the scientific devices with which our
escort craft are fitted.

So that the life of a Commodore affords few chances for
rest and recreation; indeed, the opportunity to take so much
as a bath is practically non-existent, and I know of more
than one grave and reverend Commodore who admits he
never removes more than one leg of his trousers at a time,
so long as the convoy is under way.

When at sea the Commodore holds frequent parleys with
his escort ships as well as his own Merchant Navy units.
There is much signalling to be done, according to changing
circumstances, and the Admiralty furnish him with an
adequate number of efficient signal ratings, who are at his
immediate service, day and night. Although the flagship
seldom alters its position in relation to the other convoyed
ships, the escorts will occasionally run down alongside and
carry out conversations with the loud-speakers with which
most of to-day's warships are fitted; secret messages are
written, rolled in oilskin, and fired by rifle and line across
the inevitable gap of salt water between ship and ship.

Although the Commodore issues orders regarding convoy
discipline, such as keeping station, darkening ship at the
appropriate time and so forth, from his leading position he
cannot always see that his orders are being followed; but the
ever-roving escorts see to that, and report any infringements
—not that such are many, since to show an irresponsible
light might endanger the entire fleet—to the man in supreme
command who takes an early opportunity to rap the knuckles
of such as offend, by visual signal, wireless never being used.
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as before mentioned, for transmission during the whole of
a convoy's progress from start to find port—in case its
position Is thereby disclosed to an enemy that seldom, if ever,
misses an opportunity. U-boats customarily surface enough
to keep their aerids in action whenever the presence of a
convoy is wsgeded, in hope that an incautious exposure of
position may be made.

Normally, in either air or U-boat attack, the convoy does
not scatter; indeed, if an%/thing, it closes its ranks to bring a
more furious barrage of fire to bear on the attackers, but if
a surface-raider of great strength tekes a hand, it is up to
the Commodore to say if dispersa shdl be attempted, in
order to scatter the targets and make them less vulnerable.
Moreover, when the Asdics and radio-location sets disclose
the presence of lurking U-boat packs, it is the Commodore's
obvious duty to make wide aterations in course and, if
desired, speed, to avoid the menace. Furthermore, on long
voyages, the flagship is more or less responsible for the
generd navigation; at noon each day each ship hoists sgnds
denoting its then position, for comparison with the position
fixed by the Commodore's ship.

It is possible to touch on only afew of the activities of our
Commodores to-day: many of them are ill too secret to be
disclosed. But it may be seen that such duties are exacting
and practicaly uninterrupted, demanding tireless vigilance,
clear-wittedness and an ability to stand up to the hardest sort
of hard-lying and bitter exposure. Many a Commodore eats,
deeps, and has his entire being on his flal]g_shlp's bridge for
days, even weeks, a a stretch: knowing little shelter, less
recreation and only a persstently taut nerve-strain which
increases more often than it decreases.

Coastwise convoys are controlled by comparatively youn
Commodores, whose RNR rank is usualy that o
Commander. Pay for these unique services is not in any way
high, being the pay of the naval rank, plus an infinitesmal
dlowance of a shilling or two per day for the added exactions
and responsibilities. The Commodore of a 100-ship convoy
gets less additional remuneration than does the young com-
mander of a submarine, so that it is certainly not the hope
of dazzling rewards that takes these aile men afloat. It Is,
indeed, a staunch desire to help the country in her hour of
grave peril that actuates them, from top to bottom.

Casudties amongst them are relatively high, since the
Commodore ship is a favourite target for enemy attack. It
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may safdy be assumed that every cup of tea, amost every

joint of bedf, drunk or eaten in Britain in recent years owes

Its arrival to one or other of these determined old-timers,
who face bad weather and bad enemies with equal sangfroid.
If you have seen, as | have seen, a white-haired, wrinkled
man keeping the bridge for hour after hour in fog and in
driving deet-storms, working a precarious way aong narrow
swept channels, where loose mines might well be afloat
directly underfoot, with few, if any sea-marks to guide, with
no shore-lights to warn of dangers, with E-boats buzzing
like wasps immune from risk across the protecting minefields,
and Fokker-Wulfs plumbing down from the screen of dingy
cloud-la[\;ers; carrying on their capable shoulders the load of
responsibility for perhaps hdf a million tons of vital,
invaluable shipping, you will redlise to some extent the
incalculable debt Britain—the whole world, indeed—owes to
her Convoy Commodores.

CHAPTER VI.

SUCCOUR TO THE GC. ISLE

I T is no exaggeration to say that the convoys to Mdta are
the most important of al our seaborne trade. Malta,
galant, isolated idand that it is, depends for existence on
replenishments of her supplies—of munitions, of oil, of food,
even: and the entire Middle East depends for continued
surviva as a British stronghold on the continuance of Malta's
incredible defence.

Consequently, the Axis efforts increasing in bitterness as
the months drag by, to overwhelm this rocky fortress, are
even more violent in their way than are their savage assaults
on the Russian armies. Malta frustrates the intention of link-
ing Germany-Italy-Japan in a world-circling chain of sted!.
Mdta may concavably form an invaluable jumping-off base
for the inevitable invason of Italy: the weakest link in the
Axis girdle. It serves as a pistol pointed at General Rommel's
heart snce naval and aircraft operating from its harbours,
can challenge attempts to reinforce the Africa Kor‘o_s, and, by
dint of wresking heavy damage on those supply lines, upon
which the Axis commander must rely if his dreams are ever
to become redlities.

But Malta's Stuation is precarious. It is within easy reach of
many Axis arfieds and ports. Its expenditure of ammunition
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in combating the 3,000 air-raids which have been launched
against its sturdy defence is, naturally enormous: for it
requires many tons of anti-aircraft shell to destroy or even
cripple a single Axis aircraft. Only by the maintenance of
a great box-barrage of shellfire clean round the island can
the persistent attacks be countered. And Malta has few
natural resources or factories by means of which this deadly
wastage can be made good. Moreover, fighter-aircraft—one
of the most potent weapons in this seria defence—by reason
of their limited range of action, can only reach Malta by sea-
transport: it is practicaly impossible to fly them there.
From Gibraltar, the Western extremity of the Mediterranean,
and the only British possession between the Motherland and
Malta, to the George Cross island, is 991 miles. From Port
Said the distance is 936 miles, but stores take many months
to reach Port Said by the Good Hope route; and the 936
miles from Port Said run through the most hostile stretches
of the Middle Sea: each mile, practically, dominated by Axis
power. To fly a fighter-plane 991 miles may be a feasible
proposition, but it is certainly not an easy one. True, fighter
aircraft have been transported to the island by aircraft-
carriers: notably by the U.S.S. Wasp; but such replacements
are merely a trickle, whilst what is needed is a spate.

Thus the need for convoys increases with every month in
this dreadful war of attrition. France's secession made the
entire Mediterranean trebly vulnerable; Axis occupation of
Greece and Crete doubled that vulnerability. Malta became
the focal point of joint German-ltalian hate. Orders were
issued to deny the Mediterranean to the Red and White
Ensigns, so that Malta might be starved into the surrender
frantic bombing and E-boat attacks could not force. The
glorious, indeed the fantastic defence of this rocky island does
not enter into a narrative of the present type; indeed, the
epic story of the tireless resistance deserves a library to
itsdf. But the gallantry and devotion displayed by the
convoys, and their escorts, in keeping Malta supplied with
the necessities of continued existence must needs be
mentioned, however briefly, in a volume whose title is The
Convoy Goes Through. For the Malta Convoys do go
through—depleted, perhaps, harassed beyond human belief,
certainly; subjected all the way from starting-point to arrival
port to ferocious attack, mainly by U-boat and bombing air-
craft; but not infrequently by the whole might of the Axis
surface fleets operating in these troubled waters, where most
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of the trouble is created by man, since the Mediterranean
is normally a placid sea, more designed for lazy pleasure
than for the cumulative horrors of war.

In the spring of 1942 Britain was stirred to her deeps by
the report that Admiral Vian, escorting one vital convoy,
had inflicted a crushing defeat on the Italian fleet. Even
to-day the intimate facts of that Homeric encounter have
not all been disclosed. But, as did Admiral Harwood, of the
Plate, disprove the theory that the modern battleship was
invulnerable, so did Vian show the world that, rightly and
fearlesdly handled, small, fast cruisers were more than a
match for capital ships of great tonnage and practically
unlimited hitting-power. Vian's convoy reached its destina-
tion with comparatively small loss. At this time German
U-boats were not operating widely in the Mediterranean,
and the prolonged battle was more between ships and air-
craft than between surface ships and submarines.

The Axis hurled attack after attack on the cumbersome
convoy. Aircraft came in noisy waves; but the fire of our
ships—freighters and fighters—broke up the waspish
assaults, and crippled the aerial strength then available,
Fighter, bomber and torpedo-bomber aircraft from Malta and
from all too few aircraft carriers helped in the good work.
But the main honours went to Vian and his surface ships;
these attacked the Italian big ships with the ferocity of tigers
and sent them to the rightabout with their dishonoured tails
between their legs. Notwithstanding the menace the convoy
steamed steadily forward, weaving its undaunted way
between the bomb-spouts and the torpedoes fired by the few
U-boats able to operate. The losses were astonishingly
small, compared with the continuance and fury of the attack;
and Malta put the much needed reinforcements to excellent
use, as quickly as the aircraft brought could be unloaded and
assembled. Rommel's situation in Libya was rendered
parlous, as much through these reinforcements as through
any other cause.

The Luftwaffe redoubled its attacks on the island, deter-
mined to destroy these rich cargoes, but Malta, freshly
inspired by the fortitude of those who had dared everything
to aid her, redoubled her efforts and inflicted such heavy
punishment on the enemy air force as to give it pause.

So swiftly, however, in this heroic saga, does one gallant
episode eclipse another, that Admiral Vain's amost
miraculous feat of courageous endurance is now ancient
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history; whilst the even more devoted behaviour of Admiral
Syfret's armada occupies public attention, and deservedly so.

As this recent episode displays every quality of seaman-
ship, courage, resourcefulness and continuing determination,
it is fitting that a scanty description should wind up a volume
devoted to the grit of our convoys.

Malta's need was increasing: and as it increased so did
the Axis determination to isolate it grow. Air-attacks
redoubled in intensity, as Rommel's reinforcements 'scurried
across the Mediterranean narrows, and the Luftweffe con-
centrated on crippling Maltas ar-striking  power.
Ammunition was expended by wholesale. Permanent plant
was ruined by concentrated bombing. Aircraft were destroyed
on the few, vulnerable arfidds, medica supplies ran short
—this in the summertime when the idand heat grows intense.

When the great Madta convoy assembled, determined to
ease the amost overpowering strain on the Idanders, the
First Lord of the Admiralty, Mr. A. V. Alexander, addressed
a specid, persona message to each merchant shipmaster
engaged in the desperate operation. This is probably the
fird time such a message has been sent from the chief of the
Admiraty to men of the Red Ensign. Mr. Alexander warned
the shipmasters that a truly Incredible operation was
meditated; that the succour of Mata depended on the
Personal efforts of al concerned; he wished the actors in the
orthcoming drama God-speed; and generally complimented
them on their opportunity to show the world what British
seamen could do againgt overwhelming odds.

Fortified by this confidence, the convoy saled, laden to
the scuppers with the vitd necessties of war; from arcraft
petrol to sawer-disnfectants.  Sporadic attacks were
ddivered againstd
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lit-new leviathans: the Impero and Roma—each of
35,000 tons. Actualéy this ponderous fleet did not join action,
athough it was well capable of blowing Syfret's escort out
of the water and the convoy after it. Doubtless the Itaian
Admirals remembered how Vian had shamed their big ships
in May, 1942; and were not anxious to try conclusions with
a stronger force than that commanded by Vian.

The hottest arena of the continued fight was in that
triangle of Mediterranean water between the Badearic Ides
Magorca and Minorca—Sardinia and the N. African coast.
In this stretch of sea the convoy was within easy range of
everything the Axis could offe. There was no shelter; no
port of refuge offered: the only defence was the courage and

un-power of the British ships. And every man aboard all
those hulls wdl knew that the chances of survival were
extremely smal. Yet the convoy never wavered by so much
as a hairsbreadth from its ordained course.

Prevention being better than cure, our carrier-borne air-
craft took dof in strength and assailed the Axis arfields from
which the Luftweffe operated and intended to operate, sub-
jecting them to such drastic punishment as to dultify their
eforts a destruction most handsomely. This was in spite
of fact that H.M.S. Eagle had been sunk by torpedo df Oran,
wel to the westward of the main battle. This veteran carrier
had a proud record of service from the outbreak of war; and
much of Malta's heroic defence is attributable to her gallant
conduct in carrying fighter aircraft within flying reach of the
idand. H.M.S. Eagle died like the gallant old lady she was:
she was torpedoed repeatedly, by U-boats and by torpedo-
carying aircraft; out of her total personnel, the great
maority, including her captain, were saved. Endless stories
of cool courage and devotion to duty are narrated of her
crew. One of her surgeons especidly distinguished himsdf,
swimming with wounded men to security, swimming with
narcotics to administer relief to men in grievous pain.

But there were other carriers, including the battle-scarred
IHlustrious, ill with the convoy; and their aircraft sailed into
action with proverbid F.A.A. zest, shooting down at least
a dozen of the Luftwaffe, and probably many more.

The Italian cruiser force emerged from Naples and Genoa,
with the apparent intention of attacking the convoy between
the west O SiciIP/ and Bizerta. Adgtern steamed the great sea
castles: Mussolini's pride. But the FAA. and the RAF
atacked this cruiser force s0 savagely that it never joined
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action; it turned back to its anchors;, and on its return
journey one of our own submarines—unnamed, but com-
manded by a young Newfoundland lieutenant, named Mars,
scored torpedo hits on two of its number and damaged them
severdy; one so serioudy that if it did reach port a dl, it
arived there in a condition of complete wreckage. As
before stated, the battleship interception force did not appear
in the picture: obvioudy it was deterred by the fierceness of
the air-attack on the outward cruiser screen.

Meanwhile, the main attack on the convoy developed
south of Sardinia, a base for the Luftweffe, the Rerrqla
Aeronautica, U-boats and E-boats. The convoy saled
deadily eastwards. H.M.S. Manchester, a light-heavy cruiser,
paid the price of Admiralty: being sunk by bombs and
torpedoes In the course of this day's action. Nothing deterred
the force under Admiral Syfret pursued its intention: it made
a feint withdrawal, as if checked; but after a detour, using
darkness, it resumed its course. The Axis clamed its dis-
persd, first, then its total annihilation. Actuadly, it had laid
course for Malta It is doubtful if the Axis redised its
destination as Malta; with the situation in Egypt being what
it was, the inference was that a vast armada of supplies for
General Auchinleck was en route.

Wave after wave of aircraft swept down on the lon
flotilla. Bombs dropped with the greatest profusion, aeri
torpedoes whipped through the startled seas like speed-boats
a a regatta. But the air-barrage set up by al ships—
Merchant and Royal alike—kept the air-attacks at such a
height that calculated am was impossible.

U-boat attacks developed in force; but indifferent success
rewarded their efforts  Two U-boats at least were sunk with-
out trace; when the final count is made it is more than
likely that this total will be greatly increased.

On this day and during the following night, strenuous
efforts were made by the enemy to spr dismay and
destruction, as fast torpedo boats and E-boats emerged from
the Sardinian harbour of Cagliari, and raced in to attack.
But the Malta convoy treated these wasps with scant con-
Sderation. Continuing to repel the air-attacks—maintaining
such a barrage that, on the Luftwaffe's own confession, it was
utterly impossible to approach within effective striking-range
—the lighter guns of the escort, together with the deck-guns
of the freighters—concentrated on the speed boats and
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literadlly blew them to fragments before they could launch
their levin-bolts.

Destroyers and corvettes quartered the troubled sess
assduoudy, hunting enem%/ submarines, keeping them sub-
merged and impotent. The Luftwaffe, its arfiedds bombed
relentlessly, caled up reserves from less vulnerable bases,
and these were met in open combat by our Matabased
fighters of the RAF, plus the F.A.A's nimble craft, and shot
down by wholesdle.

At this time of writing it is not known exactly what losses
were sustained by the convoy proper, as apart from the
escort, of which H.M.S. Eagle and Manchester were the
principals. It is conceivable that a high percentage found
Davy Jones Locker, since in the man the efort of the
enemy were naturally directed against the Merchant Navy;
but a heavier loss was anticipated, and the fact that a large
ﬁrofportion of the convoy got througgdjustlfled the attempt;

af a loaf being better than no bread to the hard-pressed
idand garrison. If one individual figure be needed to
typify the entire Merchant Navy, could a better one be
chosen than Capt. Dudley Mason, G.C., Commander of the
SS Ohio?

But at the time when Germany and Italy were "burning
the air" to clam a colossa Axis victory, the fact remains
that the convoy for Malta was harbouring there in the Grand
Harbour, and Admiral Syfret's glorious force was returning
—attacked relentlesdy as it was—to Gibraltar, having got
yet another convoy through; and proving incontrovertibly
that not only does the convoy go through, but that so long
aﬁ Britri]sh courage remain as it is, the convoy aways will get
through.
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