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SOME DUCKS GET THROUGH: A Memoir of the Arctic Convoys
By the late Garrett Nally, Radio Officer
of

Thornville Lodge

Kinvara 

County Galway

Ireland

Grim and grey were the Arctic skies
Ice cold the sullen sea
The Reaper looked down with covetous eyes

And sharpened his scythe with glee.


Duck shooting has been my favourite sport for as long as I can remember.  I have hunted them from dawn to dusk and when I could silhouette them against the harvest moon I have shot them when they came to feed in the stubble fields back home in Ireland.  Since coming to the States, I have been just as migratory as the duck – I have been up north to speed them on their migration flight south; and, being an early snow bird myself, I have been south with gun in hand to receive the late arrivals. Like the duck, I must remain near water, because when the waves beckon, I must obey the overwhelming urge to ship out to sea.  It took World War Number Two to make me resolve never to shoot a duck again: but as this story is primarily about a convoy to Mormansk, no doubt you are wondering what ducks have to do with it.  However, if it were not for a cold roast duck, I would be a dead duck myself and unable to write of my experience.


On a very humid July day in New York, I inquired of a military policeman at the recruiting station – where the elevator was.  He asked me, in turn, what the hell my legs were for – to take the damned stairs.  If it were not for that small incident, I would be sitting in a dimly lighted mess room on the North Atlantic, trying to pass the time away writing my memoirs of a previous trip in which I was torpedoed.  As no story is complete without an autobiography, I will give you a brief glimpse of mine before telling you that M.P. made me decide to go to sea.


One of my earliest recollections as a small boy is the time when I was allowed to act as music stand for a visiting recruiting band that played stirring martial music for the village children and the few elders who dared to listen to a British band in Ireland in 1916.  Although very young, I prayed that the war would last long enough for me to attain military age and join the Army but, alas, I was born too late.  I lived in France prior to the present war, and as the years had not dimmed my eagerness to fight, I sensed the inevitable and obtained a pilot’s license in anticipation of coming events.  At the outbreak, I tried to enlist, but due to my being a United States citizen and the existing international complications, I was unable to carry out my uttermost desire to aid, and returned to the States to await developments.


When the U.S.A. entered the war, I thought my big chance to fight for the land of my adoption had come.  But I was doomed to disappointment.  I was told that I was too old for combat flying.  Then I tried the Navy and was rejected because of a slight under bite.  I wondered how an under bite could interfere with being a physically fit, perfectly good radio operator.


I decided to join the Army.  After sitting around the recruiting station for a couple of days, they eventually put a number tag around my neck and marched me with several others to the ferry which took us to Governor’s Island for our medical examinations.  We spent all day without food, going naked from office to office, where the various doctors jabbed us with needles and the military personnel bullied us around. When I was ushered into the psychiatrist’s office, he pounded me on the knee to test my reflexes and looked me in the eye for any mental disorders.  Then he asked me why I wanted to join the Army.  I replied: “Doctor, I must be crazy.”  He evidentially had no sense of humour because he scowled and said he was the one to decide that and, with a bang, stamped my papers accepted.  When, being herded with the others and marched back to the recruiting station to take the oath, I inquired from the M.P. where the elevator was, he told me abruptly to take the damn stairs, my frayed nerves could stand no more, and I replied “Soldier, when I walk up there and take the oath to become a member of your man’s Army, I will take orders from you and not until then”.  Then, instead of taking the stairs, I took the nearest exist to the street.  The fact that I had wasted so much time visiting the various recruiting offices did not improve my boss’s state of mind.  His business was already on the decline due to the war and I was not surprised to find a note in my pay envelope stating that my services were no longer required.  And this is where my story really begins.


With little money in my pocket, I sat in Battery Park New York reading a magazine someone had left on the bench.  I became interested in a wartime travelogue by a merchant seaman.  Suddenly, glancing up from the magazine, I became fascinated by the sight of a convoy steaming out to sea.


Hell, here I was looking for action!  Didn’t statistics show that the merchant marines alone lost more men than the combined Army, Navy and Marine Corps! I closed the magazine and determinedly headed for the War Shipping Administration office.  I secured all the necessary papers and then made the rounds of the various union halls, until I got a pier head jump on a ship completing the loading of T.N.T. at the munitions docks in New Jersey. The old timers did not want to take her out.  I wasn’t surprised when I saw her dilapidated condition.  She was covered with rust. Tied up off the New Jersey swamp lands, she could not do much damage if she accidentally did blow up.


Well, I had signed on the dotted line, and when you do that there is no turning back, especially on munitions ships during wartime.  Anyway, I asked for the job and was glad to get it.  Guards with sawed-off shot-guns were all over the place; and when they said no shore leave, they meant what they said.  On my way into the fo’castle, I paused to watch the loading of boxes into number 4 hold.  I inquired from a coloured steward what was in the boxes.  He said, “Brother, that’s T.N.T. an’ ev’y box ya see’s jes take one yare off ma life”. When I asked why he went to sea, he said, “Brudder, isn’ it a living?” I replied that there must be an easier way and he said “There ain’t no easy way nohow,  no place for the dark man,” and with much white showing in his eyes, he kept watching the loading as I went to find my quarters, trying to figure out that chap.  My fo’castle was occupied by two other hammocks, complete with life saving jacket, etc.  Neatly lashed underneath, the hammock was suspended over one of the seamen’s bunks, and he kept it swaying with his bare foot as he made the introduction. Texas Slim, Chow-hand Charlie: the dog was appropriately called Smiler.  He showed his teeth with a broad grin when happy.  He had survived two torpedoings with Slim.  I learned later that he could lap up beer with the best of them.  When I introduced myself as Garrett Plunkett Nally, they all laughed, and Slim said, “Don’t let your name embarrass you partner, we’ll fix that later.”


After stowing away my gear, I crawled into my upper bunk.  I was fascinated by the sun sinking behind the New York skyline, and I remarked, “What a beautiful sunset”.   They both laughed and I did not know why until the next day when they greeted me by the name of “Sundown”, a name that was to stick to me for the rest of the trip.


My first day on board was spent working on the rafts and receiving my life-saving equipment.  When the Captain issued me an old fur coat, I laughed and said, “You’re crazy, I won’t need that.”  He became furious and roared.  “I am not crazy, and what’s more I can prove it!” With that, he produced a soiled discharge from an insane asylum stating that he had been released and pronounced sane.  I made a hurried exit from his cabin listening to his bellow as I went out that he was the only one on board who could prove his sanity.


During my watch on deck, we sailed up the East River under the cover of darkness, taking advantage of the safety of Long Island Sound, getting, as it were, the feel of the guns, before going into the sub-infested North Atlantic.  I was on the fo’castle head lookout and I could recognise all the old familiar landmarks as we nosed our way cautiously up stream.  I could even see the old rooming house on East 51st Street where I had lived for several years.  The room that I had just vacated was brightly lit up, and I wondered what manner of person the new occupant was and what his thought were.  As I mused about life in the big city, Slim rolled up along the fo’castle head in the darkness to relieve me.    As the days passed, the weather grew increasingly cold as we held a northerly course, and I was glad to have that old fur coat up there on look out, seventy feet above the rolling deck in the little steel box called the crows nest, where the wind rises to a shriek and make you gasp as you try to breathe.  My job was to keep a sharp look out through the flying clouds above.   I could not put my hands in my pockets to warm them as I had to grasp the sides to balance myself and brace my back against the mast to offset the constant plunge and roll of the ship.  At each plunge, my ears seemed to plug as if going down in a giant elevator, and when she came out of her power dive, she shuddered like a wet dog, and I had to brace my knees against the sides to keep my balance.


Directly below, I could see my shipmates crouched as they peered over the gun turrets, their so’ westerns glistening from the icy spray.


Back aft, I could see the long white wake of the ship and the torn ensign of red and white stripes standing out straight in the wind.  I had quite a time hanging on to my so’ western and the meal I had just eaten.  I could always hear Slim’s familiar and filthy parody  of the troop ship leaving Bombay as he came up the cat lines singing to relieve me, and glad to go below to listen to the exploits of Charlie and others as they tried to out-do each other telling about their exploits all over the world.  By the time we reached Halifax, in Nova Scotia, I had learned each one’s past history and future ambitions, and glad to have a fling ashore and get away from it all.  


Halifax was a boom town, full of soldiers and sailors having a last fling before making the dangerous run.  Liquor sold for $20.00 a bottle and the Mounties and auxiliary police had quite a time quelling the many brawls along the waterfront where men waited for launches to take them to their ships.  I stopped in at the ‘Last Chance Café’ near the dock before boarding the last launch, and met Slim and Smiler.  Smiler was sitting on the end of the bar lapping up beer before the envying eyes of two waterfront mongrels looking in through the windows.  I had a sneaky feeling that Smiler had made a previous date, but was unable to keep it as he was already too far gone for love-making.


We managed to make the last launch, Slim singing song about the troop ship leaving Bombay and Smiler howling whenever he hit a high cord.  Most of the crew showed up at muster day with hangovers, and many with black eyes received in battles ashore.


The old timers seemed to have a seventh sense.  They always showed up as we were about to weight anchor, even if they had to creep up the gangway on hands and knees. Slim, Charlie and I had the 4 and 8 watch, and we sailed during our watch on deck.  I had the crow’s nest and I could see the river pilot’s face as he descended the ladder after taking us to the open sea.  He seemed happy to be getting off.


We were going on the most dangerous run in the world, loaded to the water-line with high explosives and we carried a deck load of planes – an additional incentive for the wolf-packs who waited out there for a long slow pull like ours.  We were told that we would have to make up with guts what we lacked in armament.  Our top speed was 8 knots.  A knot is a mile and 1/8; or as they say Belmont, a mile and a furlong.


There were thirty ships in the convoy – old rusty freighters and tankers.  They had been pressed into service by the Allied countries to replace the terrific loss taken by the subs.  Most of them had been obsolete Great War craft were not impressive as fighting ships.  They had light-calibre machine guns and some had no guns at all. We were on our way to meet the best that Hitler had to offer; but none would turn back even if given the chance.


The deck department would man the guns, and we were an intent, serious group when we received instructions in handling the pieces.  The machine-gunned lifeboats we saw each day bore grim evidence of what previous convoys went through.  I often wondered how much it would take to ignite the T.N.T. below, and I rehearsed putting on my rubber suit until I could put it on in nothing flat.  As the days passed, I learned to love the ships in convoy and I anxiously counted them each morning. From the crow’s nest, they reminded me of a brood of young ducklings under the watchful eyes of their elders, the corvettes that kept circling and advising us what to do.  The corvettes’ whistle is not unlike the hoarse quack of a mallard duck with young, and we went to starboard or port, depending on the number of quacks.  When danger seemed evident, the corvettes quacked several times and we scurried in wild confusion, zigzagging all over the place, belching smoke and thrashing white seas from our propellers, much like the flapper duck, unable to take wing.


The ship on our port side was a Greek freighter and followed Greek custom – carried her own live stock.  I could hear the roosters crow each morning.   It gave me a feeling of nostalgia and established a connection with my own Ireland, so far away.  As the days passed the weather grew colder. The numerous upturned life boats and oil slicks that bobbed past us on the waves did not help us feel less uneasy.


We must have been near the Arctic Circle when we had our first alarm.  I got to my station, the 50 millimetre gun, in time to see the Greek freighter go up in black, billowy smoke.  We peered through the night that was not night at all, but a weird twilight, until our eyes were red-rimmed. All we could see was floating debris and the bowed heads of seamen sustained by their life-jackets, floating past our wake.  We took pot shots at anything that resembled a periscope, and the light from our guns was reflected by the icebergs that took on grotesque shapes as they drifted past.  Slim remarked that if he were an artist and asked to paint, hell, he would paint that scene.  I thought that was good, as I looked around at my shipmates in their rubber suits and yellow hoods.  The strong, silent who professed to have no religion could be heard praying, while the meek, silent ones blasphemed.  We sought the safety of a fog-bank and became separated from the convoy.  We floundered around helplessly waiting for the “coup de grace” from the wolf pack that waited for strays like ours.


A corvette came alongside and asked over the microphone what ship and number.  We told him No. 13, and he replied in his metallic English voice, “Thirteen, eh? That’s something of a number, by Jove!”  That gave us all a laugh and seemed to break the tenseness.  He gave us the course to follow and warned us of the added danger of sea raiders reported in the vicinity.  He left us in a cloud of spray after saying:  “So awfully sorry and all that sort of thing!”  He could not stand by us; he had made contact with the subs and was off to drop depth charges.


After joining what was left of the convoy, we were given an outside position known as “coffin corner”.  There were just twelve of the original brood of ducklings left.  The intermittent fog gave us a false sense of security. I had a couple of hours’ sleep prior to going on watch and was having coffee. Charlie was playing poker with some of the jittery ones who could not sleep, and he asked me to raid the midship galley icebox as he had heard there was cold duck there.


I volunteered, and was on my way back when there was a violent explosion like the slamming of the gates of hell.


I was blown several feet in the air, but I landed running toward the forecastle for my rubber suit.  I could see a gaping hole where once the mess room had been.  Poor Charlie and the rest of the poker players never knew what hit them.  The forecastle felt very lonely and I felt jittery as I groped around in the darkness for my belongings.  The water was already sloshing around on the deck, as the ship rolled and shuddered at every depth charge dropped by the corvette.  The door banged shut and jammed tightly.  I said aloud, “What the hell is the use?”


I had just about given up hope when my hand rested on a little cross given to me years ago by my mother.  I clutched it and knelt in the water by my bunk to say a silent prayer.  That seemed to steady me somewhat, and I grasped for the fire hatchet and hacked my way through the escape panel.  I reached the boat deck which was in wild confusion.  Men cursed as they tried to release the last remaining life boat.  I helped Slim lower away and when the capacity-filled boat hit the water, he insisted that I go first.  There was no use or time arguing with Slim, so I reached for Smiler, but he showed his teeth in a snarl and in a not-familiar smile as he ran between Slim’s legs.


I slid down the man rope and luckily made the boat.  I had torn my rubber suit in doing so, and it would have filled with water and taken me under had I hit the sea.  I shoved off as quickly as possible to avoid the suction that would follow the sinking ship.  We took some rafts in tow in the darkness and with the dawn’s early light, I sighted Slim sitting on a raft with Smiler tucked inside his rubber suit kangaroo-fashion, showing all his teeth in a proud smile.


Slim was just as nonchalant as ever, as if he were on a surf board on the beach at Waikiki.  We were picked up eventually by the corvette and transferred on board a Panamanian oil tanker manned by men from the four corners of the earth.  The master was Irish and, recognising me as a fellow countryman, said, in a rich Irish brogue, “Sure ‘tis St. Patrick himself that will be protecting us from now on”.  That was the first indication I had of our whereabouts.


One beautiful moonlit night, I sighted land, and I knew it was Ireland when I heard the curlews cry off shore.  I could have cried with them as I remembered what I had gone through.  I speculated on the chances of the battered remnants of the brood of ducklings surviving that harvest moon – that self-same moon against which were silhouetted the ducks as they came to feed in the stubble now so near and yet so far away.  The moon that I had over me now resembled a huge leering monster and, as I gazed at it, I resolved never to shoot a duck again.  I would never have the heart to do so.


We hugged the Irish coast for two days. The white-washed thatched cottages seemed so peaceful and so much away from it all that I felt glad my country had stayed out of the war.  I had seen the cruel hideous side, and had heard the unforgettable agonizing cries for help come from that world of sea on which I had tried to survive for the past twenty-five days.


The war had lost its glamour.  With sighs of relief, we reached the mouth of the river which seemed to spew out small craft to meet us and give battle, if necessary, for the good England needed so desperately.  The villages along the riverbank looked heavenly to us, even in the rain, and we all looked forward to having a good time when we reached Hull.  There would be clean white sheets to sleep the clock around in, good fresh food, and old wine to take the chill out of our bones, and the Lancashire lassies would help us forget the nightmare we had been through.


Slim and I went ashore to look the town over, accompanied by Smiler between lamp-posts. We were disappointed to find that Hull was one of the most blitzed cities in England. We looked in vain for a place to sleep or eat, before finding a fish and chip café in which we had to make a two-shilling deposit on the cutlery before sitting at the table. The kindly Irish waitress seemed to sense our dejection and spoke to us.  We told her our troubles, her eyes filled with tears.  She bent over our table with her hands under her apron in a motherly fashion, and said, in a rich Irish brogue: “Ill not have ye sleeping in the street – no, that I could never do – for you’re with us in the war, and have come to help our lads.  T’is plenty of chairs that I have at home and my husband and I will feel honoured to have ye take the bed while we sit awhile.”  She gave us her address and called after us as we went out, “Ye have heard me now.  Mrs. McCarthy is the name, and I will be waiting” Yes, we heard her and are not liable to forget.


We left there feeling warm and fine and bumped our way along the streets crowded with soldiers and sailors.  You could not see your hand in the dark – just hear the clop, clop, of the soldiers’ hobbed-nailed boots which made occasional sparks on the cobblestones. We could have gone to the Red Cross; but sympathy and handout was not what we wanted.  So, we found an empty railway carriage pulled into a siding and slept there until we were awakened the next morning by a bobby.


I telephoned my mother in Ireland the next day, and tried to act as cheerful as possible, as I told her of English hospitality and “the uneventful trip across”.  It was worth the trip just to talk with her for the first time in several years and have her assurance that all would be well – and to know that she was praying for our safety.


The trip back was uneventful.  As we went through the narrows in New York, I was impressed by the number of autos on the Belt Parkway to Coney Island.  I wondered if they knew or cared about what we had been through or gave a thought to the tanker-men who went through seas of flaming hell to take the gasoline to them.  I must have looked a spectacle with my dishevelled clothes that I had slept in most of the trip and with several days’ growth of beard.


As I fought my way into the uptown subway with my sea bag in tow, a couple of Westside mink-attired ladies drew their coats tightly around them when I sat down.  Then made as much room for me as the crowded subway would allow, since they didn’t wish to be contaminated by touching me.  I could overhear their conversation.  They had released their chauffeurs for defence work and weren’t used to riding in subways to their bridge parties.  To their own way of thinking, they were making the supreme sacrifice and were the unsung heroines of the war.  But compared to Mrs. McCarthy’s soul, their mink coats and diamonds were shallow indeed.


After a good night’s sleep, I call a friend in Long Island who was preparing for the annual duck-shooting.  He invited me to come along.  Why yes, I would be there at the crack of dawn, and if the moon held high, I would take advantage of that too.  After all, resolutions were meant to be broken, and I had only forty-eight hours before shipping out again.

Epilogue


It is two years since the above was written, and I have been to sea ever since.  To write of my experiences now would seem childish as I pride myself on being an old timer.  However, I would like to mention an experience I had in “Frisco.”  I dropped into the Imbacadara café and as I sat at the bar, I overheard some Treasure Island sailors giving a bearded merchant-man a bad time.  They wanted to know why he wasn’t in uniform and accused him of being a draft dodger.  He replied, “I ain’t saying nothing mister, nothin’ at all.”


As I tried to place that familiar slow drawl, I felt a tug at my leg and looked down to see Smiler grinning up at me. 


We had quite a reunion.  Slim and Smiler had just survived their third torpedoing and had been on a raft for forty days in the South Pacific.  We drank toasts to the ships that brought us back safely and to the memory of the ones that were lost.  When we ran out of toasts, we drank to the sea itself; our livelihood, which even in peace time holds more than it’s share of hazards.


To the Johnny-come-lately, we gave the banner to carrying on in the parade.  The brass hats can have their stage door canteens denied us, and the “V” girls to dance with them.  “We ain’t saying nothing mister – nothing at all.”

