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TALES OF THE SOUTH PACIFIC






THE SOUTH PACIFIC

I wisu I could tell you about the South Pacific. The way it actually
was. The endless ocean. The infinite specks of coral we called islands.
Coconut palms nodding gracefully toward the ocean. Reefs upon which
waves broke into spray, and inner lagoons, lovely beyond description. I
wish I could tell you about the sweating jungle, the full moon rising
behind the volcanoes, and the waiting. The waiting. The timeless,
repetitive waiting.

But whenever I start to talk about the South Pacific, people intervene.
I try to tell somebody what the steaming Hebrides were like, and first
thing you know I'm telling ahout the old Tonkinese woman who used
to sell human heads. As souvenirs. For fifty dollars!

Or somebody asks me, “What was Guadalcanal actually like?” And
before I can describe that godforsaken backwash of the world, I'm ram-
bling on about the Remittance Man, who lived among the Japs and sent
us radio news of their movements. That is, he sent the news until one
day.

The people intervene. The old savage who wanted more than any-
thing else in the world to jump from an airplane and float down to
earth in a parachute. “Alla same big fella bird!” he used to shout.
ecstatically, until one day we took him up and shoved him out. Ever
afterward he walked in silence among the black men, a soul apart,
like one who had discovered things best hidden from humanity.

Or T get started on the mad commander who used to get up at two
o’clock in the morning and scuff barefooted over the floors of his
new hut. “Carpenter! Carpenter!” he would shout into the jungle
night. “There’s a rough spot over here!” And some drowsy enlisted man
would shuffle from his sweating bunk and appear with sanding blocks.
“See if you can get those splinters out, son,” the commander would
say softly.

Take the other night up in Detroit. Some of us were waiting for
a train. The air in the saloon was heavy. For more than an hour a
major told us about his experiences with Patton in Africa, in Sicily,
and in France. He used great phrases such as: “vast deplovment to the
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east,” “four crushing days into Palermo,” “a sweeping thrust toward
the open land south of Paris,” “a gigantic pincers movement toward
the heart of Von Rundstedt’s position.”

When he had won the war, he turned to me and asked, “What was
it like in the Pacific?” I started to reply as honestly as I could. But
somehow or other I got mixed up with that kid I knew on a rock
out there. Twenty-seven months on one rock. Heat itch all the time.
Half a dozen trees. Got involved in the bootlegging scandal. Helped

 repair a ship bound for the landing at Kuralei. And then he got a cable-
gram from home.

“Why, helll” the major snorted. “Seems all he did was sit on his ass
and wait.”

“That’s exactly it!” I cried, happy to find at last someone who
knew what I was talking about.

“That’s a hell of a way to fight a war!” he grunted in disgust, and
within the moment we had crossed the Rhine and were coursing the
golden tanks down the autobahnen.

But our war was waiting. You rotted on New Caledonia waiting for
Guadalcanal. Then you sweated twenty pounds away in Guadal wait-
ing for Bougainville. There were battles, of course. But they were
flaming things of the bitter moment. A blinding flash at Tulagi. A day
of horror at Tarawa. An evening of terror on Kuralei. Then you relaxed
and waited. And pretty soon you hated the man next to you, and you
dreaded the look of a coconut tree.

I served in the South Pacific during the bitter days of ’41 through ’43.
I was only a paper-work sailor, traveling from island to island, but I
did get to know some of the men who actually directed the battles. There
was Old Bull Halsey who had the guts to grunt out, when we were
taking a pasting, “W¢’ll be in Tokyo by Christmas!” None of us be-
lieved him, but we felt better that we were led by men like him.

I also knew Admiral McCain in a very minor way. He was an ugly
old aviator. One day he flew over Santo and pointed down at that
island wilderness and said, “That’s where we’ll build our base.” And
the base was built there, and millions of dollars were spent there, and
everyone agrees that Santo was the best base the Navy ever built in
the region. I was always mighty proud of McCain, for he was in
aviation, too. ’

Then there was little Aubrey Fitch who fought his planes in all the
battles and banged away until the Japs just had to stop coming. I
knew him later. I saw Vandegrift, of the Marines, who made the
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landing at Guadal, and bulldog General Patch who cleaned up that
island and then went on to take Southern France.

Seeing these men in their dirty clothes after long hours of work
knocked out any ideas I had of heroes. None of them was ever a hero
to me. It was somewhat like my introduction to Admiral Millard Kester,
who led the great strike at Kuralei. I was in the head at Efate, a sort
of French pissoir, when I heard a great swearing in one of the im-
provised booths. Out came a rear admiral with the zipper of his pants
caught in his underwear. “Goddamned things. I never wanted to buy
them anyway. Sold me a bill of goods.”

I laughed at his predicament. “Don’t stand there gawking. Get
someone who can fix these zippers,” he snapped, only he had a lot of
adjectives before the infuriating zippers. I went into the bar.

“Anybody in here fix a zipper?” I asked, and a chief machinist said
he thought he could, but he was drunk and all he did was to rip the
admiral’s underwear, which made me laugh again. And finally my
laughing made Admiral Kester so mad that he tore off both his pants
and his underwear and ripped the cloth out of the offending zipper
and threw it away. Even then the zipper wouldn’t work.

So there he was in just a khaki shirt, swearing. But finally we got a
machinist who wasn’t drunk, and the zipper was fixed. Then Admiral
Kester put his pants back on and went into the bar. Fortunately for
me, he didn’t know my name then.

There were the men from the lesser ranks, too. Luther Billis, with
doves tattooed on his breasts. And good Dr. Benoway, a worried, friendly
man. Tony Fry, of course, was known by everybody in the area after his
brush with Admiral Kester. The old man saw Fry’s TBF with twelve
beer bottles painted on the side.

“What in hell are those beer bottles for, Fry?” the admiral asked.

“Well, sir. This is an old job. I use it to ferry beer in,” Tony replied
without batting an eyelash. “Been on twelve missions, sir!”

“Take those goddam beer bottles off,” the admiral ordered. Tony
kept the old TBF, of course, and continued to haul beer in it. He was
a really lovely guy.

They will live a long time, these men of the South Pacific. They had
an American quality. They, like their victories, will be remembered as
long as our generation lives. After that, like the men of the Confederacy,
they will become strangers. Longer and longer shadows will obscure
them, until their Guadalcanal sounds distant on the ear like Shiloh
and Valley Forge.

3



CORAL SEA

I am always astonished when an American says, “The Coral Sea? Where
is that? I never heard of the Coral Sea.” Believe me, Australians and
New Zealanders know all about it. The battle we fought there will
be in their history books for some time. Perhaps I can explain why.

In mid-April of 1942 I was one of a small group of officers who went
ashore on the extreme eastern tip of Vanicoro Island, in the New
Hebrides. We carried with us a broadcasting station, enough food for
two months, and twelve enlisted men who knew how to repair PBY’s.
It was our intention to make daily reports on the weather and what-
ever vther information we obtained. The airplane repair men were to
service any flying boats forced down in our large bay.

Admiral Kester personally saw us off in the tiny tramp steamer which
took us north from Noumea. “We can’t go back any farther,” he told
us. “Take zlong plenty of small arms and ammunition. If the worst
should come, destroy everything and head for the high hills of Vani-
coro. I don’t think they can track you down there. And you can de-
pend on it, men. You can absolutely depend on it. If you can stay
alive, we'll be back to get you. No matter what happens!”

Ensign Aberforce, our radio expert, hurried out from the meeting
with Admiral Kester and somehow or other stole an emergency pint-
sized radio transmitter. “If we go up into the hills, we'll be of some
use. We'll broadcast from up there.” Each of us strapped a revolver to
his belt. We were a rather grim crew that boarded the rough little ship.

At Vanicoro we were thrown out upon a desolate, jungle-ridden bay
where mosquitoes filled the air like incense. Of those who landed that
day, all contracted malaria. No one died from it, but eleven men ulti-
mately had to be evacuated. The rest of us shivered and burned with
the racking fever. Not till later did we hear about atabrine.

We built lean-to’s of bamboo and coconut fronds. A few venture-
some natives came down from the hills to watch us. In silence they
studied our rude efforts and then departed. Centuries ago they had
learned that no one could live among the fevers of that bay. Never-
theless, our shacks went up, and on the evening of our arrival Aber-
force broadcast weather reports to the fleet.

Six times a day thereafter he would repair to the steaming shack,
where jungle heat was already eating away at the radio’s vitals, and
send out his reports. On the eighth day he informed Noumea that we
had withstood our initial Jap bombing. A Betty came over at seven
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thousand feet, encountered no antiaircraft fire, dropped to two thou-
sand feet, and made four runs at us. Radio and personnel escaped dam-
age. Two shacks were blown up. At least the Japs knew where we
were. After that we were bombed several more times, and still no lives
were lost. By now we had dug a considerable cave into the side of a
hill. There we kept our precious radio. We felt secure. Only a landing
party could wipe out the station now. The second, smaller set we buried
in ten feet of earth. A direct hit might destroy it. Nothing less would.

As men do when they have been frequently bombed, we became sus-
picious of every plane. So we ducked for foxholes that afternoon when
our lookout cried, “Betty at four thousand feet.” We huddled in the
sweating earth and waited for the “garummmph” of the bombs. In-
stead, none fell, and the Betty slowly descended toward the bay.

Then a fine shout went up! It wasn’t a Betty at all. It was a PBY! It
was coming in for a water landing! It was a PBY!

The lookout who had mistaken this grand old American plane for
a Betty was roundly booed. He said it was better to be safe than sorry,
but none of us could believe that anyone in the American Navy had
failed to recognize the ugly, wonderful PBY. Slowly the plane taxied
into the lagoon formed by coral reefs. Since none of us had experience
with the lagoon, we could not advise the pilot where to anchor. Soon,
however, he had decided for himself, and ropes went swirling into
the placid waters.

Our eager men had a rubber boat already launched and went out
to pick up the crew. To our surprise, a New Zealand flying officer
stepped out. We watched in silence as he was rowed ashore. He jumped
from the rubber boat, walked stiffly up the beach and presented him-
self. “Flight Leftenant Grant,” he said. Our men laughed at the way
he said leftenant, but he took no notice of the fact.

His crew was an amazing improvisation. One Australian, three New
Zealanders, four Americans. The Allies were using what was available
in those days. Our officers showed the crew to their mud-floored quarters.

“I'm reporting for patrol,” Grant said briefly when he had deposited
his gear. “The Jap fleet’s on the move.”

“We heard something about that,” I said. “Are they really out?”

“We think the entire southern fleet is on the way.”

“Where?” we asked in silence that was deep even for a jungle.

“Here,” Grant said briefly. “Here, and New Zealand. They have
eighty transports, we think.”

We all breathed rather deeply. Grant betrayed no emotion, and we
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decided to follow his example. “I should like to speak to all of my
crew and all of your ground crew, if you please.” We assembled the
men in a clearing by the shore.

“Men,” Grant said, “I can’t add anything which will explain the
gravity of our situation. That PBY must be kept in the air. Every one
of you take thought now. How will you repair any possible damage
to that plane? Find your answers now. Have the materials ready.” He
returned to his quarters.

We did not see much of Grant for several days. His PBY was in
the air nine and ten hours at a stretch. He searched the water con-
stantly between the New Hebrides and Guadalcanal. One night he
took off at 0200 and searched until noon the next day. He and his men
came back tired, red-eyed, and stiff. They had done nothing but fly
endlessly above the great waters. They had seen no Japs.

In the last few days of April, however, action started. We were
heavily bombed one night, and some fragments punctured the PBY.
Early the next morning men were swarming over the flying boat as
she rode at anchor in the lagoon. That afternoon she went up on patrol.
As luck would have it, she ran into three Jap planes. The starboard
rear gunner, a fresh kid from Alabama, claimed a hit on the after Jap
plane. The Japs shot up the PBY pretty badly. The radio man, a
youngster from Auckland, died that night of his wounds.

Grant came to our quarters. “The Japs are out. Something big is
stirring. I must go out again tomorrow. Mr. Aberforce, will you ride
along as radio man?”

“Sure,” our expert laughed. “I think I can figure out the system.”

“I'll help you,” Grant said stiffly. There was no mention of the radio
man’s death, but in the early morning the leftenant read the Church
of England service over a dismal mound on the edge of the jungle.
Some native boys who now lived near us were directed to cover the
grave with flowers. There the radio man from New Zealand, a little
blond fellow with bad teeth, there he rests.

That afternoon there was further action. Grant sighted a collection
of Jap ships. They were about 150 miles northwest of the Canal and
were coming our way. All transports and destroyers. The heavy stuff
must be somewhere in The Slot, waiting for the propitious moment.

Aberforce blurted the news into his microphone. He added that
Jap fighters were rising from a field on some near-by island to attack
the PBY. We heard no more. There was anxiety about the bay until we
heard a distant drone of motors. The PBY limped in. It had received
no additional bullets, but it was a tired old lady.
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Grant called the ground force to attention as soon as he landed. “It
is imperative,” he said in the clipped accents which annoyed our men,
“that this plane be ready to fly tomorrow. And you must show no lights
tonight. The Nips will be gunning for us. Hop to it, lads!” He turned
and left. The men mimicked his pronunciation, his walk, his manner.
All that night our men urged one another, “Hop to it, lad] Come, now,
there! Hop to it!”

It was difficult to like Grant. He was the type of New Zealander who
repels rather than attracts. He was a short man, about five feet eight.
He was spare, wore a bushy mustache, and had rather reddish fea-
tures. He affected an air of austere superiority, and among a group of
excitable Americans he alone never raised his voice, never displayed
emotions.

Unpleasant as he sometimes was, we had to respect him. That eve-
ning Aberforce, for example, told us three times of how Grant had in-
sisted upon going closer, closer to the Jap vessels. “The man’s an ice-
berg!” Aberforce insisted. “But it’s grand to ride with him. You have
a feeling he’ll get you back.” Grant, in the meantime, sat apart and
studied the map. With a thin forefinger he charted the course of the
gathering Jap fleet. Inevitably the lines converged on the New Hebrides
. « . and on New Zealand. Saying nothing, the flight leftenant went out
along the beach.

“Throw a line, there!” he called. “I'll have a look at how you’re doing.”
It was after midnight before he returned.

Early next morning there was a droning sound in the sky, and this
time our watch spotted the plane correctly as another PBY. It circled
the bay and landed down wind, splashing heavily into the sea. We were
accustomed to Grant’s impeccable landings, in which the plane actually
felt for the waves then slowly, easily let itself into the trough. We
smiled at the newcomer’s sloppy landing.

The plane taxied about and pulled into the lagoon. “Tell them to
watch where they anchor!” Grant shouted to the men on his plane.
“Not there! Not there!” He looked away in disgust and went into his
quarters. A moment later, however, he was out in the early morning
sunrise once more. A youthful voice was hailing him from the beach.

“I say! Grant!” A young flight officer, a New Zealander, had come
ashore.

“Well, Colbourne! How are you?” The friends shook hands. We
were glad to see that Colbourne was at least young and excitable. He
was quite agitated as he took a drink of coffee in our mess hut.

“We won’t come ashore,” he said. “We must both go out at once.
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There is wretched news. The entire Jap southern fleet is bearing down
upon us. You and I must go out for the last minute look-see. This
may be the day, Grant. We've got to find where the carriers are. I
have orders here. They didn't send them by wireless. But fellows!
There’s a chance! There really is! I understand Fitch and Kester are on
the move. I don’t know with what, but we’re going to fight!” The
young fellow’s eyes sparkled. After the long wait, we would fight. After
Pearl Harbor and Manila and Macassar and the Java Sea, we would
go after them. After one string of crushing defeats upon another, the
American fleet, such as it was, would have a crack at the Japs!

“What is happening at home?” Grant asked, apparently not moved
by the news.

Colbourne swallowed once or twice. “They are waiting,” he said
grimly. “It has been pretty well worked out. The old men—well, your
wife’s father and mine, for example. They are stationed at the beaches.
They know they dare not retreat. They have taken their positions now.”
He paused a moment and took a drink of our warm water. We waited.

“The home guard is next. They've been digging in furiously. They
occupy prepared positions near the cities and the best beaches. The
regular army will be thrown in as the fighting develops. Everyone has
decided to fight until the end. The cities and villages will be destroyed.”
He paused and tapped his fingers nervously against his cup.

“Many families have already gone to the hills. Cars are waiting to
take others at the first sign of the Jap fleet. My wife and the kiddies have
gone. Your wife, Grant, said to tell you that she would stay until the
last.” Grant nodded his head slowly and said nothing. Colbourne con-
tinued, his voice sounding strange and excited in the hot, shadowy hut.
We leaned forward, thinking of Seattle, and San Diego, and Woon-
socket.

“The spirit of the people is very determined,” Colbourne reported. “A
frightful Japanese broadcast has steeled us for the worst. It came
through two nights before I left. A Japanese professor was describing
New Zealand and how it would be developed by the Japs. North
Island will be a commercial center where Japanese ships will call regu-
larly. South Island will be agricultural. Wool and mutton will be sent to
Japan. Maoris, as true members of the Greater East Asia Coprosperity
Sphere, will be allowed special privileges. White men will be used on
the farms. The professor closed with a frenzied peroration. He said
that the lush fields, the wealth, the cities were in their grasp at last.
The day of reckoning with insolent New Zealanders was at hand. Im-

mortal Japanese troops would know what to do!”
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No one said anything. Grant looked at his wrist watch. “It’s 0630,”
he said. “We'll be off.” He started from the hut but stopped. “Aber-
force,” he asked, “will you handle the radio again?”

Aberforce, somewhat subdued, left the hut. Colbourne and Grant
went down to the rubber rafts and were rowed to their planes. The
newcomer was first to take off. He headed directly for the Canal. Then
Grant taxied into free water. His propellers roared. Slowly the plane
started along the smooth water. Then it raised to the step, like a duck
scudding across a still pond. It poised on the step for a moment and
became airborne. It did not circle the bay, but set out directly for the
vast Coral Sea.

All day we waited for news. I helped to code and transmit the weather
reports Aberforce should have been sending. About noon a cryptic
message came through the radio. It was apparently Grant, using a
new code. Later a plain-word message came from the south. It was true.
The Jap fleet was heading for our islands!

I issued the last rounds of ammunition. We dug up the tiny trans-
mitter and drew rough maps of the region we would head for. Re-
luctantly we decided that there would be no defense of the beach. Each
of us studied the native boys suspiciously. What would they do when
the Japs came? Would they help track us down?

At about four o’clock in the afternoon Colbourne’s PBY came back.
His radio was gone, so he rushed to our set and relayed a plain-code
message to the fleet: “The Jap fleet has apparently formed. What
looked like BB’s steamed from Guadalcanal. Going westward. No car-
riers sighted. Little air cover over the BB’s. But the fleet is forming!”
He then continued with a coded description of exactly what he had
seen. Before he finished, Grant’s plane came in. It was smoking badly.
The entire rear section seemed to be aflame. At first it seemed that
Grant might make his landing all right. But at the last minute the
crippled plane crashed into the sea. It stayed afloat for several minutes,
at the mouth of the lagoon. In that time Grant, Aberforce, and four of
the men escaped. The co-pilot was already dead from Jap fire. Two
men drowned in the after compartments.

We pulled the survivors from the sea. Aberforce was pale with cold
and fear, cold even in the tropics. Grant was silent and walked directly
in to consult with Colbourne, who stapped broadcasting. They con-
sulted their notes, compared probabilities and started all over again.
It was now dusk. When the message was finished, Grant went down
to the seaside with his crew and read once more the burial service. Aber-
force stood beside him, terribly white.
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That night we had a wretched scene at dinner. We didn’t serve the
meal until late, and as soon as we sat at table, Grant announced that
tomorrow he would fly Colbourne’s plane. To this Colbourne would
not agree. Grant insisted primly that it was his right and duty, as
senior officer. In the end Colbourne told him to go to hell. Grant had
crashed his damned plane and wrecked it and now, by God, he
wouldn’t get the other one. The younger man stamped from the room.
Grant started to appeal to us for a decision but thought better of it.

In the morning Colbourne and his crew set out. We never saw them
again. They submitted only one report. “Entire Jap fleet heading south.”

All day we sat by the radio. There was news, but we could make
nothing of it. That some kind of action was taking place, we were sure.
We posted extra lookouts in the trees. In midafternoon an American
plane, an SBD, lost from its carrier, went wildly past our island. It
crashed into the sea and sank immediately.

Two torpedo planes, also American, flashed past. Night came on. We
did not eat a regular meal. The cook brought in sandwiches and we
munched them. No one was hungry, but we were terribly nervous. As
night wore on, we gave up trying to work the radio. We had long
since surrendered it to Grant, who sat hunched by it, his hands cover-
ing his face, listening to whatever station he could get.

Finally, he found a strong New Zealand government transmitter.
We stood by silently waiting for the news period. A musical program
was interrupted. “It can now be stated that a great fleet action is in
progress in the Coral Sea, between forces of the American Navy and
the Japanese fleet. Elements of the Royal Australian Navy are also par-
ticipating. It is too early to foretell what the outcome will be. Fan-
tastic Japanese claims must be discounted. Word of the impending
action came this morning when monitors picked up a message from
a New Zealand Catalina which had sighted the enemy fleet.” The
broadcast droned on. “The nation has been placed on full alert. Men
have taken their places. In this fateful hour New Zealanders pray for
victory.”

At this last Grant impatiently snapped off the radio and left the hut.
Soon, however, he was back, hunched up as before. He stayed there
all night and most of the next day. By this time we had fabricated
another receiver. A wonderfully skilled enlisted man and I sat by it
throughout the day. Heat was intense, and a heavy stickiness assailed
us every time we moved. Once I looked up and saw Grant down by
the shore, watching the empty sky. He walked back and forth. I stopped
watching him when I heard the first real news we had so far received.

10



American fleet headquarters officially announced that the full weight
of the Jap fleet had been intercepted. A battle was in progress. Our
chances appeared to be satisfactory.

A wild shout from the other radio indicated that they had heard the
broadcast, too. Immediately fantastic conjecture started through the
camp. At the noise Grant walked calmly into my hut. “What is the
news?” he asked. I told him, and he left. But in a few minutes he was
back and elbowed me away from the set. For the rest of that day and
night he was there. Once or twice he drowsed off, but no one else
touched the radio for sixteen hours.

At about 1900, after the sun had set, we heard two pilots talking back
and forth. They were over the Coral Sea. They had lost their ship. Or
their ship had been sunk. They encouraged one another for many
minutes, and then we heard them no more.

At o500 the next morning a coded message came through calling
on all aircraft to be on the alert for Jap ships. This message goaded
Grant furiously. He stomped from the hut and walked along the beach,
looking at the spot where his PBY had gone down.

By now no one could talk or think. We had been three days in this
state of oppressive excitement. Three of our men lay dead in the bay;
an entire plane crew was lost. And we were perched on the end of
an island, in the dark. We were not even doing our minimum duty, for
our planes were gone. All we could do was sit and wonder. There was
much discussion as to what the cryptic message about Jap ships meant.
Could it be that the Japanese fleet had broken through? In anxiety
we waited, and all about the silent jungle bore down upon us with
heat, flies, sickness, and ominous silence.

At 1500 we intercepted a flash from Tokyo announcing our loss of
the Lexington, two battleships, and numerous destroyers. So frantic
were we for news that we believed. After all, we Aad heard those pilots.
Their carrier could have been sunk. The news flashed through our
camp and disheartened us further.

It was at 1735 that Grant finally picked up a strong New Zealand
station. An organ was playing. But something in the air, some despera-
tion of thought, kept everyone at Grant’s elbow, crowding in upon him.
Then came the fateful news: “Profound relief has been felt through-
out New Zealand. Admiral Nimitz has announced that the Jap fleet
has been met, extensively engaged, and routed.” A fiery shout filled the
hut. Men jumped and clapped their hands. The radio droned on:
“. . . losses not authenticated. Our own losses were not negligible.
Carrier aircraft played a dominant role. At a late hour today the Prime
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Minister announced that for the moment invasion of New Zealand
has been prevented.” Three Americans cheered wildly at this. The
New Zealand men stood fast and listened. “. . . so we have taken
the privilege of asking a chaplain of the Royal New Zealand Air
Force to express our gratitude . . .” Grant was drumming on the radio
with his fingers. He rose as the chaplain began to intone his prayer.
Others who were seated followed his example. There, in the silence
of the jungle, with heat dripping from the walls of the improvised hut,
we stood at attention. “. . . and for these divine blessings our Nation
and its free people . . .” One by one men left the hut. Then it began
to dawn upon them that the waiting was over. Someone began to shout
to a sentry up in the tree.

In disbelief he shouted back. Soon the land about the bay was echo-
ing with wild shouts. One young officer whipped out his revolver and
fired six salutes in violent order. Natives ran up, and the cook grabbed
one by the shoulders. He danced up and down, and the native looked
at him in wonderment. In similar bewilderment, two New Zealand
enlisted men—beardless boys—who had escaped from Grant’s wrecked
plane, looked over the waters and wept.

Grant himself disappeared right after the broadcast. Others hung
about the radio and picked up further wonderful news. Commentators
were already naming it the Battle of the Coral Sea. From Australia one
man threw caution far aside and claimed, “For us it will be one of
the decisive battles of the world. It proves that Japan can be stopped.
It proves that we shall be saved.”

Grant was late coming in to chow. When he appeared, he was neatly
washed and shaved. His hair was combed. In his right hand he held,
half hidden behind his leg, a bottle. “Gentlemen,” he said courteously,
“I have been saving this for such an occasion. Will you do me the
honor?” With courtly grace he presented the bottle to me and took his
seat.

I looked at the label and whistled. “It’s Scotch, fellows!” I reported.
“It’s a fine thing for a night like tonight!” T opened the bottle and passed
it to the man on my right.

“After you, sir,” that officer said, so I poured myself a drink. Then
the bottle passed and ended up before Grant. He poured himself a stiff
portion.

“I believe a toast is in order,” an American officer said. We stood and
he proposed, “To an allied victory.” Americans and New Zealanders
songratulated him on the felicity of his thought. Another Ametican
jumped to his feet immediately.
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“To the men who won the victory!” he said in a voice filled with emo-
tion. No one could censure his extremely bad taste. We knew it was
unseemly to be drinking when Colbourne, Grant’s fellow pilot, and so
many men were missing, but we had to excuse the speaker. It was
Ensign Aberforce. After that display no more toasts were given.

Instead we sat around the hut and talked about what we thought had
happened, and what would happen next. It might be months before
we were taken off Vanicoro. Through all our discussions Grant sat si-
lent. He was, however, drinking vigorously. From time to time someone
would report upon late radio news, but since it was favorable news,
and since one doesn’t get whiskey very often on Vanicoro, we stayed
about the table.

At about 2300 the radio operator got a Jap broadcast which he turned
up loud. “The American fleet is in utter flight. The American Navy
has now been reduced to a fifth-rate naval power. Our forces are re-
grouping.” At that last admission everyone in the room cheered.

It was then that Grant rose to his feet. He started to speak. Surprised,
we stopped to listen. We knew he was drunk, but not how drunk. “To-
day,” he began in a thick voice. “Today will undoubtedly be remembered
for years to come. As the gentleman from Australia so properly ob-
served, this was one of the decis— . ..” He stumbled badly over
the word and dropped his sentence there.

“If you have not been to New Zealand,” he began, and then lost that
sentence, too. “If you were a New Zealander,” he started over with a
rush, “you would know what this means.” He took a deep breath and
began speaking very slowly, emphasizing each word. “We were ready
to protect the land with all our energy . . .” His voice trailed off. We
looked at one another uneasily. “From the oldest man to the youngest
boy we would have fought. It was my humble duty to assist in prepar-
ing the defenses of Auckland. I issued several thousand picks, crow-
bars, and axes. There were no other weapons.” He reached for his
whiskey and took a long, slow drink.

“My own wife,” he resumed, “was given the job of mobilizing the
women. I urged her to go to the hills . . .” He fumbled with his glass.
“In fact, I ordered her to go, but she said that our two children . . .”
He paused. It seemed as if his voice might break. A fellow New Zea-
lander interrupted.

“I say, Grant!”

Leftenant Grant stared at his subaltern coldly and continued: “There
are some of us in New Zealand who know the Japs. We know their
cold and cunning ways. We know their thirst for what they call
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revenge.” His voice grew louder, and he beat the table. “I tell you, we
know what we have escaped. A heel of tyranny worse than any English
nation has known!” He shouted this and upset his glass. Two officers
tried to make him sit down, but he refused. He upset another glass de-
fending himself from his friends. We wanted to look aside but were
fascinated by the scene. Grant continued his speech.

“Gentlemen!” he said with a gravity one might use in addressing
Parliament. “Especially you gentlemen from our wonderful ally. I
pray to God that never in your history will you have an enemy . ..
will you have an enemy so near your shores!” He paused and his voice
took on a solemn ring as if he were in church. His drunkenness made
the combined effect ridiculous. “I pray you may never have to rely
upon a shield like this.” He surveyed the tiny shack and our inadequate
materials. We followed his eyes about the wretched place. The radio
that was pieced together. The improvised table. The thin pile of am-
munition. Grant’s voice raised to a shout. “A shield like this!” he cried.
He exploded the word this and swept his right arm about to indicate
all of Vanicoro. As he did so, he lost his balance. He grabbed at a
fellow officer. Missing that support, he fell upon the table and slipped
off onto the floor. He was unconscious. Dead drunk.

MUTINY

WHaEeN I returned to Noumea from the island of Vanicoro, Admiral
Kester called me into his office. He had one of the rooms near the
gingerbread balcony on Rue General Gallieni. He said, “We were
lucky at Coral Sea. It’s the next battle that counts.” He waved his hand
over the islands. His finger came to rest, I remember, on a large island
shaped like a kidney, Guadalcanal.

“Some day we’ll go into one of those islands. When we do, we've
got to have a steady flow of planes from New Zealand and Australia.
Now look!” Spreading his fingers wide he dragged them down the
map from Bougainville, New Georgia, and Guadal. He brought them
together at Santo. “We have Santo. We'll keep it. It’s the key. And we
can supply Santo from Noumea. But if we ever need planes in an
emergency, we must be able to fly them up to Noumea from New
Zealand and Australia.” He slashed his thumb boldly from Guadal-
canal to Auckland. “That’s the life line.

“Now if you'll look at the air route from Noumea to Auckland you'll
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see a speck in the ocean not far from the route from Australia to
Noumea. That speck’s an island. It’s vital. Absolutely vital!” His chin
jutted out. His stubby forefinger stabbed at the map. The vital speck
was Norfolk Island.

There is no other island in the South Pacific like Norfolk. Lonely
and lost, it is the only island in the entire ocean where no men lived
before the white man came. Surrounded by gaunt cliffs, beat upon
endlessly by the vast ocean, it is a speck under the forefinger of God,
or Admiral Kester.

“You’'ll find some Americans down there,” the admiral continued.
“Building an airstrip. They’re bogged down. Look.” He handed me a
dispatch from Norfolk: “TWO SITES CHOSEN X OPPOSITION
TO BETTER SITE TERRIFIC X CAN WE IGNORE LOCAL
WISHES X ADVISE X TONY FRY X.”

“This man Fry,” the admiral remarked, “is a queer duck. One of
the best reserves I've seen. He wouldn’t bother me with details unless
something important had developed. Obviously, we can ignore local
opinion if we have to. The Australian government has placed respon-
sibility for the protection of Norfolk squarely on us. We can do what
we damned well want to. But it’s always wisest to exercise your power
with judgment. Either you do what the local people want to do, or
you jolly them into wanting to do what you’ve got to do anyway.”

He studied the map again. “They’re the life lines.” His broad thumb
hit Guadal again. “We've got to have an airstrip on Norfolk. And a big
one.” He turned away from the map. “Now you run on down to Nor-
folk. Take the old PBY. And you tell Fry you have my full authority to
settle the problem. Don’t make anyone mad, if you can help it. But
remember the first job: Win the war!”

The old PBY flew down from Noumea on a day of rare beauty. We
did not fly high. Below us the waves of the great ocean formed and
fled in golden sunlight. There was a fair breeze from Australia, as if
that mighty island were restless, and from the Tasman Sea gaunt
waves, riding clear from the polar ice cap, came north and made
the sea choppy. The winter sun was low, for it was now July. It hurried
across the sky before us.

After six hours I saw a speck on the horizon. It grew rapidly into
an island, and then into an island with jagged cliffs. Norfolk was be-
low us. I remember clearly every detail of that first view. Not much
more than ten square miles. Forbidding cliffs along all shores. A prom-
inent mountain to the north. Fine plateau land elsewhere.

“Oughtn’t to be much trouble building an airstrip there,” I mused
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aloft. “Run it right down the plateau. Throw a cross strip about like
that, and you have an all-wind landing area. Looks simple. This guy
Tony Fry must have things screwed up.”

“We'll land in that little bay,” the pilot said.

“I don’t see any,” I replied.

“Between the cliffs,” he said.

I looked, and where he pointed there was a small bay. Not protected
from the sea, and terribly small. But a bay. “The waves look mighty
high to me,” I said.

“They are,” he laughed. “Damned high.”

He went far out to sea and came in for his landing. But he had too
much speed and zoomed over the island, climbing rapidly for an-
other attempt. We came roaring in from the tiny bay, sped over a
winding hill road leading up to the plateau and then right down
the imaginary line I had drawn as the logical location for the air-
strip. It was then that I saw the pines of Norfolk.

For on each side of that line, like the pillars of a vast and glorious
cathedral, ran the pine trees, a stately double column stretching for two
miles toward the mountain. “My God,” I whispered to myself. “That’s
it. That’s the problem.”

We flew to sea once more, leveled off and again tried the tricky
landing. Again we had too much speed. Again we gunned the old PBY
over the hill road, up to the plateau and down the pines of Norfolk.
We were so low we could see along the dusty road running between the
columns. An old woman in a wagon was heading down to the sea.
She looked up sharply as we roared overhead. And that was my first
view of Teta Christian.

We landed on the third try, bouncing our teeth out, almost. A tall,
thin, somewhat stooped naval officer waved to us from the crumbling
stone pier. It was Lt. (jg) Tony Fry, dressed in a sloppy shirt and a pair
of shorts. He greeted us when we climbed ashore and said, “Glad to
have you aboard, sir. Damned glad to have you aboard.” He had
twinkling eyes and a merry manner. “Now if you'll step over here to
our shed, I'll make the welcome more sincere.”

He led us through the crowd of silent islanders to a small stone cow
shed not far from the pier. “But this cow shed is built of dressed stone,”
I said. “It’s better than you see back home.”

“I know,” Tony said. “The convicts had to be kept busy. If there was
nothing else to do, they built cow sheds.”

“What convicts?” I asked.

“Gentlemen, a real welcome!” Tony produced a bottle of Scotch. 1
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learned later that no one ever asked Tony where or how he got his
whiskey. He always had it.

“This island,” he said to me as we drank, “is the old convict island.
Everything you see along the shore was built by the convicts.”

“From where?”

“From Australia. England sent her worst convicts to Australia. And
those who were too tough for Australia to handle were sent over here.
This isn’t a pretty island,” Fry said. “Or wouldn’t be, if it could talk.”

“Well!” I said, looking at Tony. “About this airstrip?”

He smiled at me quizzically. “Admiral Kester?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He smiled again. “You came down here to see about the airstrip?”
I nodded. He grinned, an infectious, lovely grin showing his white
and somewhat irregular teeth. “Commander,” he said. “Let’s have one
more drink!”

“I have a terrible premonition that the trouble is that row of pine
trees,” I said as he poured.

Fry didn’t bat an eye. He simply grinned warmly at me and raised
his glass. “To the airstrip!” he said. “Thank God it’s your decision,
not mine.”

At this moment there was a commotion outside the shed. “It’s Tetal”
voices cried. A horse, panting from his gallop, drew to a halt and
wagon wheels crunched in the red dust. A high voice cried out, “Where
is he? Where’s Tony?”

“In there! In with the new American.”

“Let me in!” the high voice cried.

And into our shed burst Teta Christian, something over ninety.
She had four gaunt teeth in her upper jaw and two in her lower. Her
hair was thin and wispy. But her frail body was erect. She went im-
mediately to Tony. He took her by the hand and patted her on the
shoulder. “Take it easy, now, Teta,” he said.

She pushed him away and stood before me. “Why do you come here
to cut down the pine trees?” she asked, her high voice rising to a wail.

“T...”

But Tony interrupted. “Be careful what you say, commander. It’s
the only adequate site on the island.”

“You shut up!” old Teta blurted out. “You shut up, Tony.”

“I merely came down to see what should be done,” I said.

“Well, go back!” Teta cried, pushing me with her bony hand. “Get
in the airplane. Go back. Leave us alone.”

“We'd better get out of here,” I said. “Where do I bunk?”
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“That’s a problem,” Fry said, whimsically. “It’s a damned tough
problem.”

“Anywhere will do me,” I assured him. “Why not put up with you?
I'll only be here one night.”

Tony raised his eyebrows as if to say, “Want to bet on that?” He
laughed again. “That’s what the problem is, commander. I sort of don’t
think you should live with me.” He fingered his jay-gee bar on his col-
lar flap. “T...1...

“Hm!” I said to myself. “Woman trouble. These damned Yanks. Let
them get anywhere near a dame. I suppose Fry has something lined
up. Officers are worse than the men.”

“Very well,” I said aloud. “Anywhere will do.”

I reached for my single piece of luggage, a parachute bag battered
from the jungle life on Vanicoro. As I did so a chubby young girl of
fifteen or sixteen came into the shed and ran up to Tony in that strange
way you can spot every time. She was desperately in love with him.
To my utter disgust, I noticed that she was vacant-eyed and that her
lower jaw was permanently hung open.

“This is Lucy,” Fry said, patting the young girl affcctlonately on the
shoulder. Lucy looked at me and grinned. “Hello,” she said.

“We could find quarters for you in the old convict houses,” Tony
suggested. “Down here along the shore.”

I felt a bit sick at my stomach: American officers and native women.
“If the convict houses are as well built as this shed, I'll be in luck,” I
said.

“Oh, they’re much finer construction,” he assured me.

“Why don’t you get in the plane and fly back ?” old Teta whined.

“I can drive you over in the jeep,” Fry suggested.

“I'm much more interested, really, in surveying the island,” I said.
“Let’s just drop the bag and get going.”

“You tell him, Tony,” Teta wailed. “You tell him the truth!”

Fry wiped his forehead. I found out later that he perspired more
than any man in the Pacific. He was always looking for a cool spot or
someone else to do his work. “Now look, Teta. You run along. Get us
some orangeade fixed up. Get us a nice dinner for tonight.” He reached
in his pocket and pulled out what change he had. Mostly pennies.
“Have you a buck?” he asked me. I gave him one. “You take this,
Teta, and scram!” He slapped her gently on the bottom and pushed her
out of the shed. We followed and climbed into his jeep. Lucy was
already sitting in front.

“No, Lucy!” Fry said. “You'll have to get in back.” As the girl
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climbed over the seats, Tony returned to the shed to speak to a group
of sullen native men. In this instant a young Army lieutenant hurried
up to the jeep.

“Boy, are we glad to see you?” he blurted out. “It’s about time some-
body came down here to straighten things up. We were all ready to
start building the strip when Fry called the whole thing off. You got to
be firm, commander,” he whispered. “Stop all this damned nonsense.
That old Teta is the worst of the lot.”

I looked over my shoulder at Lucy. She was sitting there quietly, say-
ing nothing, hearing nothing. “Don’t bother about her, commander,”
the lieutenant said. “She’s crazier than a bedbug.” Fry left the shed and
the Army man hurried off.

“That was the big prison,” Tony said as we drove up the red road
from the pier. “And that’s Gallows Gate. They used to hang prisoners
there for everyone to see. Had a special noose that never tightened
up. Just slowly strangled them. They didn’t tie their feet, either. Some
of them kicked for fifteen minutes. Kept guards standing about with
clubs and guns. Sometime I'll tell you about what happened one day
at a hanging here.”

I studied the superb gate. The lava rock from which it was built was
cleaner and fresher, more beautifully cut and matched than in 1847,
when the magnificent structure was built. Proportioned like the body
of a god, this gate was merely one of hundreds of superb pieces of con-
struction. There were walls as beautiful as a palace at Versailles, old
houses straight from the drawing boards of England, towers, block-
houses, salt works, chimneys, barns, a chapel, granaries, and lime pits,
all built of gray lava rock, all superb and perfect. They clustered along
the foreshore of Norfolk Island in grim memory of the worst convict
camp England ever fostered. They moaned beneath the Norfolk pines
when winds whipped in at night, for they were empty. They were
dead and empty ruins. They were not rotting by the sea, for they
were stronger than when they were built. But they were dead and deso-
late.

“I can never go past this one without stopping,” Fry said. “It seems to
cry out with human misery.” We climbed out of the jeep beside an ex-
quisite piece of building. “If you want to,” Fry said to Lucy. “Come
along.” The girl scrambled out and stood close to Fry as we studied the
officers’ bath house.

“They were afraid to swim in the sea,” he said. “Sharks. And too
many officers were drowned there by the prisoners. They’d hide behind
rocks and drag the officers under the waves. So this was built.” The
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bath house was a small building beside the road. Twenty steps or more,
perfectly carved out of rock, descended to a flagstone bath possibly
twenty-four feet square. The western end of the bath dipped slightly
so that water would run free to the ocean.

The bath was a superb thing, walled with matched rock, patiently
built in the perfection of men who had endless time. But it was not the
bath which captivated Tony’s imagination and my horror. It was the
conduit by which the water of a little stream was diverted into the
bath. This tunnel was six feet high. It was dug completely through the
base of a small hill about three hundred feet long. It was paved with
beautiful stone. It was arched like the most graceful portico ever built.
Down the roof of the three-hundred-foot conduit were keystones of
perfect design. And all this was buried under a hill of dirt where
no man would ever see.

I studied it in horror. I thought of the endless hours and pain that
went into its building, the needless perfectionism, the human misery,
when a pipe would have done as well. Tony and Lucy stood beside me
in the dank place as I studied the exquisite masonry. Fry spoke in the
grim silence: “And when any of the stone dressers or skilled masons
died, the governor sent word back to England. And the word was
passed along. Then judges kept a sharp lookout for stone masons. Some
were sent here for life because they stole a rabbit.”

When Tony dropped me off at my quarters he coughed once or
twice. “I'm terribly sorry to leave you down here,” he said. “But I think
this is best.” Lucy was crawling over the seats to the front of the jeep.

“This will do me,” I said.

“I'd have you up to my diggings,” he continued. “But it would be
embarrassing. It would be terribly embarrassing to you. That’s the mis-
take I made. You see, I board with old Teta Christian. She’d love to have
you stay with her. The soul of hospitality. But if you did, she’d cap-
ture you the way she has me.”

“The pine trees?” I asked.

“Yes,” he replied. “The only good site on the island.”

“Then why don’t you cut them down and build the strip ?”

Fry looked at me for more than a minute. His eyes were clear and
joking. He had a sharp nose and chin. He was about thirty years old
and didn’t give a damn about anyching or anybody. He was taking
my measure, and although I was his superior officer I stood at attention
and tried to pass muster. Apparently I did. He punched me softly on
the arm. “You see, commander,” he said. “Old Teta Christian is the
granddaughter of Fletcher Christian, the mutineer. All those people
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at the pier were Bounty people. They don’t push around easy.” He
winked at me and left. Lucy leaned over and blew the horn as he
backed the jeep into a tight circle.

“Bounty people!” I said to myself. “So this is where they wound up
when they left Pitcairn Island? This paradise!”

And it was a paradise! Oh, it was one of the loveliest paradises in the
vast ocean. Untouched by man for eons, it grew its noble pine trees
hundreds of feet high and always straight. It developed a plateau full
of glens and valleys to warm the heart of any man. It grew all manner
of food and protected its secrets by forbidding cliffs. I came to Norfolk
for a day. I stayed a week, and then another. And I lived in a paradise,
cool, fresh, clean, and restful after the mists of Vanicoro.

Late that afternoon Tony drove down for me. I said, “We’ll look the
two sites over and I can fly back in the morning.”

“Now don’t rush things, commander,” Tony replied. “We can study
the island tomorrow. Old Teta asked a few of the Bounty people in
for dinner. They want to meet you. Purely social.”

“Fry, I don’t want to be brusque about this, but the reason I'm down
here is that Admiral Kester is pretty well browned off at the shilly-
shallying. There’s a war on!”

“That I'm aware of,” Tony replied. “I'm in it.”

“So if you don’t mind, I'd like to see the two sites right now. Then,
if we have time, we'll stop by the old woman’s.”

“Very well,” Fry said. I was glad to see that Lucy was not waiting
for us in the jeep. The fat little moron was becoming somewhat un-
nerving. But as we drove past the deserted ruins of the prison, she
ran out into the road. “We better take her along,” Tony said. “She never
says much.” So he stopped the jeep and Lucy climbed in back.

“The first site,” Tony said, “is at the northwestern tip of the island.
Up by the cable station.” We drove along the shore road to reach the
place. Inland I could see one sweeping valley after another, each with
its quota of pine trees tall against the late afternoon sky.

The location we had come to visit was disappointing indeed. To
the east and south the mountain encroached on the potential field.
Landings would be difficult. Cliffs prohibited much more than a four
thousand foot runway. Any cross runway for alternate winds was out
of the question. “Not much of a location for an airstrip,” I said.

“Not too good,” Tony agreed. “Want to see the other?”

“I'd like to,” I answered. He drove south from the cable station
until he came to a sight which made me blink my eyes. There, on this
lonely island, was a chapel, a rustic gem of architecture. It was built of
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wood and brown stone among a grove of pines. It was so different in
spirit from the precise, brutal buildings on the water front that I must
have shown my surprise.

“The old Melanesian Mission,” he said. “From this spot all the
Hebrides and Solomons were Christianized. This is where the saints
lived.”

“The saints?” I asked.

“Yes. Lucy’s great-uncle was one. He went north from here. To an
island called Vanicoro. The natives roasted him alive. And during his
torment he kept shouting, ‘God is love. Jesus saves.’ The old men of
the village decided there must be something to his religion after all.
They set’out in canoes to a near-by island and brought another mission-
ary back. A whole village was converted. There were lots of saints
around here.”

“Was he . . .” I inclined my head toward the rear seat.

“Sure. They all are, more or less. Listen to names at the party to-
night. Christian, Young, Quintal, Adams. Do they mean anything to
you?”

“The mutincers from the Bounty?” 1 asked. Old Matthew Quintal
was a favorite of mine. I could not believe that his descendants lived
and remembered that unregenerate scoundrel.

“That’s right. And Nobbs and Buffet, the missionaries that followed.
The mutineers have been intermarrying for more than a hundred years.
I guess they’re all a little nuts.” The frankness of Fry’s comment startled
me. I turned to look at Lucy, expecting to find her in tears. She grinned
at me, with her mouth open.

“This is the other site,” Fry said. We were on a little hill. Before us
spread the heart of the plateau, with the pines of Norfolk laid out along
an ideal runway.

“T saw this from the air,” I said. “Ideal. We can even run a six thou-
sand foot auxiliary strip for alternate landings.”

“That’s right,” Tony agreed.

“Let’s get going tomorrow,” I suggested.

“Good idea. Let’s eat now.” Tony threw the jeep into low and started
slowly down the hill. When he reached the bottom, Lucy cried out,
“Blow the horn! Blow the horn!” Fry did not obey, so Lucy leaned
over the seat and pushed the button for about a minute. From a ram-
shackle house a host of children ran into the dusty road beside the
crawling jeep. “It’s Lucy! It’s Lucy!” they screamed. “It’s Lucy in
the jeep!” Our chubby moron grinned at them, threw them kisses,
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and twisted the horn button. Then she sat back in her seat quietly and
said no more.

When we were past the half-ruined house, Tony threw the jeep into
high and we hurried toward old Teta’s farm. In doing so, we had to
enter the avenue of pine trees down which I had seen Teta hurrying that
morning. As we passed under their vast canopy noise from the jeep
was muffled. Eighty feet above us, on either side, tree after tree, the
pines of Norfolk raised their majestic heads. There was a wind from
the south, that wind which sweeps up from the Antarctic day after day.
It made a singing sound among the pines. Nobody said anything, not
Tony nor I nor Lucy.

I was not unhappy when we turned off the road of the pines and
into a little lane. It led past some ruins that, in the midst of the South
Pacific, were breath-taking. Above me rose what seemed to be a large
portion of an aqueduct that might have graced the Appian Way.

“What’s that?” I cried.

“Part of a series of stables,” Tony replied. “The convicts were build-
ing it for the governor’s horses when the lid blew off the island.” 1
looked at the fantastic stables. Graceful curved archways, ten or a dozen
in number, had been erected in the 1850’s. Now they stood immaculately
clean, the stone finished with exquisite care, and arches proportioned
like the temples of ancient Rome.

“For his horses?” I asked.

“That’s right,” Tony said. “He had to think of something to keep
all the stone masons busy.”

I studied this grotesque folly. Imperial ruins in Carthage and Syra-
cuse I could understand. But this massive grandeur lost in the heart
of a tiny island ages of time from anywhere . . .

Two hundred yards from the end of the stables we entered a gar-
den filled with all kinds of flowers, shrubs, and fruit trees. This was
Teta Christian’s home. “When the Bounty folk first came here, com-
mander,” she said in her high thin voice, “my father, Fletcher Christian,
chose this place for his farm. He liked the view down that valley.” She
drew the curtain aside and showed me her prospect, a valley of lovely
pine trees, a thin stream, and curves lost in the vales that swept
down to the sea. “My father, Fletcher Christian, planted all this land.
But I put in the orange trees.” It was uncanny, oranges growing so
luxuriantly beside the pines. It was like having a citrus grove in Minne-
sota, difficult to comprehend.

“When my father, Fletcher Christian, came to this island,” she said,
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“he and Adams Quintal looked over the land. Am I boring you, com-
mander?”

“Oh, no! Please, go ahead. I'm very interested.”

“He and Adams Quintal looked over the land. Nobbs Buffet and
Thomas Young were along. They decided that they would not live
along the shore. That was prison land.”

“Were there no prisoners there?” I asked.

“Oh, no! After the great mutiny all the prisoners were taken away.
Two years later they gave the empty island to us. I am the last person
living who came here from Pitcairn,” she moaned on. “I was five years
old when we sailed. I remember Pitcairn well, although some people
say you-can’t remember that far back.” She lapsed into the strange Pit-
cairn dialect, composed of sea-faring English from the Bounty modified
by Tahitian brought in by girls the mutineers had stolen. Her friends
argued with her for a moment or two in the impossible jargon. They
were Quintals and Nobbs and Buffets and endless Christians.

“They still don’t believe me,” Teta laughed. “But I remember one day
standing on the cliffs at Pitcairn. It was right beside the statue of the
old god my father found when he came to Pitcairn . . .” Her mind
wandered. I never knew whether the original Christian, that terrible-
souled mutineer, was her grandfather or her great-grandfather, or
someone even farther back.

“So my father, Fletcher Christian, and Adams Quintal decided that
they would have nothing whatever to do with the prison lands. Let
them die and bury their dead down there. Let those awful places go
away. My father, Mr. Fletcher Christian, was a very good man and
he helped to build the Mission which you saw today. He would not
take any money for his work. My father said, ‘If the Lord has given
me this land and this valley, I shall give the Lord my work.” Am I boring
you with this talk, commander?”

I assured her again and again that night that I was not bored by
the memories of Norfolk Island. I made my point so secure that she
promised to visit me in the morning and to show me the records of
the first settlement of the mutineers. Accordingly, at ogoo the jeep
drove up to my quarters. Tony and Lucy were in front. Old Teta sat
in the back. “We'll just go down the road a little way,” she said. She
led us to the largest of the remaining prison buildings. It was hidden
behind a wall of superb construction. This wall was more securely
built, more thoroughly protected with corner blockhouses and ram-
parts, than the jail itself.

“What did they keep in here?” I asked. “The murderers?”
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“Oh, nol” she said in a high voice of protest. “The jail keepers lived
in here.”

“But that twenty-foot wall? The broken glass?”

“To keep the prisoners out. In case they mutinied. They did, too.
All the time. This was an island of horror,” she said.

Up past the postoffice old Teta led us, up two flights of stairs and
into a large, almost empty room. It was the upper council chamber,
and upon its walls rested faded photographs of long-dead Christians,
Buffets, Quintals, and members of the other families. Lucy stood on
one foot and studied their grim faces.

Teta, however, went to an old cupboard built into the wall. From it
she took a series of boxes, each thick with dust and tied with red
string. She peered into several boxes and finally selected one. Bang-
ing it on the table until her white hair was lost in a cloud, she said,
“This is the one.” From it she took several papers and let them fall
hrough her idle hands onto the table. I picked up one. A petition from
Fleteher Christian to the governor. “And I therefore humbly beg your
permission to let my white bull Jonas run wild upon the common
landet'f he can get to plenty of cows, he will not have a bad temper,
and since he is the best bull on the island, everybody will be better off.”
It was signed in an uncertain writing much different from the petition.

“This is the one,” Teta said. It was another petition signed by Fletcher
Christian, Adams Quintal, Nobbs Buffet and Thomas Young: “Be-
cause God has been kind in his wisdom to bring us here, it is proposed
that an avenue of pine trees that grow upon this island and nowhere
else in the world be planted and if we do not live to see them tall our
children will.” The petition was granted.

“I ought to go out to survey the field,” I said.

“Well, you needn’t go till afternoon,” Tony replied. “Tell the PBY
to lay over another day. Some of the villagers are having a picnic lunch
for us.”

I attended. The more I heard of Teta’s stories the more interested 1
became. After we had eaten and I had consumed half a dozen oranges
she said, “Would you like to see the old headstones? In the ceme-
tery?”

I was indeed interested. She led me to the cemetery, this old, old
woman who would soon be there herself. It lay upon a gently rising hill-
side near the ocean. “In this section are the Bounty people,” she said.
There were the white headstones, always with the same names: Quintal,
Young, Adams, Christian. “I am a Quintal,” she said. “I married this
man.” She pointed to the gravestone of Christian Nobbs Quintal. Be-
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side it were the inevitable tiny stones: “Mary Nobbs Quintal, Aged
3 Mos.” “Adams Buffet Quintal, Aged 1 Yr.” “Nobbs Young Christian
Quintal, Aged 8 Mos.”

“My father, Fletcher Christian, is buried over there,” she said. “He’s
not really buried there, either. He was lost at sea. And down here are
the convict graves. This corner is for those that were hung.” I studied
the dismal relics. “Thomas Burke, Hung 18 July 1838. He struck a
guard and God struck him.” “Timothy O’Shea, Hung 18 July 1838.
He killed a guard. May God have Mercy on his Soul.” The tragic story
of hatred, sudden death, breaks, and terrible revenge was perpetuated
in the weathering stones. “Thomas Bates, Worcester, America, 18 Yrs.
Old.” The rest was lost.

“They buried the mutineers over here,” old Teta whined.

I looked at the close cluster of graves. English peasant names, Irish
peasants. “What did they do?” I asked.

“These are the men who killed the guards and buried their bodies in
the bridge. There where we had our picnic. Bloody Bridge.”

“They hung them all?”

“All of them. They hung them with the slow knot. The last man
fainted, so they waited till he came back. A prisoner cried out against
this, and they beat him till he died.” She looked over the graves to the
restless sea. “My father, Fletcher Christian, said he wanted none of
their bloody buildings. So the Bounty people tore down the houses
we were given along the shore. When my father said that.”

It was now too late for me to inspect the airstrip that day, so I told
the PBY pilot to take off early next morning and return to Noumea
without me. I would send a dispatch when I got my work done. That
night I sat in Teta’s house by the ruined stables and listened as she
told us about the days on Pitcairn. “My father, Fletcher Christian,”
she said, “was known as the leader of the mutineers. But Captain Bligh
was a very evil man. My father told me that Mr. Christian had to do
what he did. There are some who say it is a shame Tahitian girls went
to Pitcairn, too, but my father, Fletcher Christian, said that if Tahitian
girls didn’t go, who would? And that is a question you cannot answer.
I am half Tahitian myself. Nobody in our family has ever married
outside the mutiny people. That is, the Pitcairn people. A lot of people
think this is bad.” She spoke to her island friends in Pitcairn, and they
laughed.

“Tetal” a Mr. Quintal said. “You're drinking too much of the lieuten-
ant’s rum. You'’re getting drunk.”
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Teta leaned over and patted Fry on the arm. “Drinking a little rum
isn’t getting drunk,” she said. Fry poured her some whiskey. To Teta
everything from a bottle was rum, a relic of the old sea-faring days.

“What we are laughing about, commander, is a funny old man came
here some time ago. Measured all our heads. He was a German. He
made pictures of who everybody married and then proved we were all
crazy people. His book had pictures, too. I was one of the people that
wasn’t crazy, but Nobbs over there,” and she pointed to an islander,
“his picture was in the front of the book. He was very crazy!”

“You might as well stay here the night,” Fry said, but I disagreed.
I preferred to sleep in my own quarters. “As you wish.” We got into
the jeep and Lucy climbed in back.

“Blow the horn! Blow the horn!” she cried as we crept past the
ramshackle house. This time Tony blew the horn for her. Into the
darkness tumbled a dozen childish forms. They screamed in the night,
“It’s Lucy! It’s Lucy! In the American jeep!” In the darkness I could
almost hear dumb Lucy grinning and laughing behind me.

I went up to the proposed airstrip next morning and surveyed the
job that lay ahead. Tony was not visible, but the energetic young Army
lieutenant was wheeling his tractors into position with help supplied
by the Australian government. “Well,” he said. “I guess we’re ready to
go now.”

I was about to nod when I looked over toward the Norfolk pines and
there was old Teta. She was in her wagon, the reins tied to the whip.
Just watching. “You can start clearing away the brush,” I said.

“But the trees, commander!”

“We'll wait a few days on that,” I said.

“But damn it all, commander! It will take us a long time to get
those trees down. We can’t do anything till that’s done.”

“I want to look over that other site, first. We can get that land
cheaper.”

“But my God!” the lieutenant cried. “We been through all that
before.”

“We'll go through it again!” I shouted.

“Yes, sir,” he replied.

I walked over to study one of the trees. It was six feet through the
base, had scaly bark. Its branches grew out absolutely parallel to the
ground. Its leaves were like spatulas, broad and flat, yet pulpy like a
water-holding cactus. In perfect symmetry it rose high into the air.
I thought, “It was a tree like this that Captain Cook saw when he
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inspected Norfolk. He was the first man, white or black, ever known
to visit the island. It was a tree like this that made him say, ‘And the
hospitable island will be a fruitful source of spars for our ships.’”

“I'm going down to the Mission,” old Teta said as she drove up.
“Would you like to ride along?” I climbed into her wagon. When we
drove past Lucy’s corner, that grinning girl saw us. Quick as an animal
she ran to her own horse and vaulted into the saddle. Whipping him
up with her heels, she soon caught up to us.

“Going to the Mission?” she asked.

“Come along,” the frail old woman said. “Lucy’s a good girl,” Teta
said. “She’s not too bright.”

At the Mission we tied the horse and Lucy let hers roam free. The
chapel was even lovelier than I had thought from the road. Inside, it
was made of colored marble, rare shells from the northern islands, wood
from the Solomons, and carvings from the Hebrides. Not ornate, it was
rich beyond imagination. Gold and silver flourished. Each pew end
was set in mother-of-pear] patiently carved by some island craftsman.
Scenes from Christ’s life predominated in the intaglios, but occasion-
ally a free Christian motif had been worked out. The translucent shell
spoke of the love that had been lavished upon it.

The windows perplexed me. They reminded me of something I had
seen elsewhere, but the comparison I made was so silly that I did not
even admit it to myself.

“The windows,” Teta said, “were made by a famous man in Eng-
land and sent out here on a boat.”

“Good heavens!” I said, “it is Burne-Jones.” How wildly weird his
ascetic figures Jooked in that chapel.

“Bishop Patteson built this chapel,” old Teta whined on. But her
memories were vague. She got the famous Melanesian missionaries all
confused. She had known each of them, well. Selwyn and Patteson and
Paton.

“My brother, Fletcher Christian, went up north with good Bishop
Selwyn,” she said. “They went to Vanicoro where my uncle, Fletcher
Christian, was burned alive. He converted a whole village by that. He
was a very saintly man. My brother was also named Fletcher Christian.
That tablet up there is to him, not to my uncle. My brother came home
one day and knelt down. It was right after my father died at sea. He
said, that is my brother Fletcher Christian said, ‘I am going to follow
God! T am going with Bishop . . .)” She faltered. “‘I am going with
Bishop Patteson.” He went up north to an island right near Vanicoro.
Bali-ha'i. He was a very good missionary. Bishop Paton said of him,
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‘Fletcher Christian rests with God!” He rests with God because the
natives shot at him with a poisoned arrow. They shot him through the
right arm. He got well, at first, but blood poisoning set in, and Bishop
Patteson knew he was going to die. They prayed for my brother for
three days, and all that time he twisted on the ground and cried out,
‘I am saved! I am washed in the blood of the Lord.” And for three days
he cried like that, and his jaws locked tight shut and he cried through
his teeth, ‘God is my salvation!” And on the fourth day he died.” Teta
sat in the now-empty Mission, deserted because its function was ful-
filled. Its word had been carried north to all the islands.

“I remember in Pitcairn,” she said. “We were all sick and had no
medicine. The medicine of Tahiti had been forgotten, because we had
no herbs. We had no food, either. My father, Fletcher Christian, went
to a meeting. They decided that we must leave Pitcairn. Everybody. Not
only those that wanted to go, but everybody. When we got here we
were happy for a while. Enough food, at least. But in two years many
of us wanted to go home. Back to Pitcairn. Some of the families did
go back.” Teta thought of the far-away people. “I always wanted to go
back. My mother, she was a Quintal, she wanted to go home very
much. But my father, Fletcher Christian, wouldn’t hear of it. He said,
‘God in His wisdom brought us to these flowering shores. God meant
us to stay here.” We never went with the others.”

Back at my quarters that afternoon I was in a confusion of thoughts.
No one could tell how urgently we might need the airstrip on Norfolk,
nor how soon. Suppose the Japs defeated us in some great battle in the
Hebrides! In such an event the airstrip on Norfolk might be essen-
tial to our life itself. Thought of this steeled me to the inescapable
conclusion. The pines of Norfolk must go. An end to this silly non-
sense!

I walked slowly down to the old stone cow shed where the Army
had its headquarters. “We'll start in the morning,” I told them. “Get
the trees out of there.”

“It’s only three now, sir,” the eager young lieutenant said. “We could
get a couple down this afternoon!”

“Time enough in the morning,” I said. “Get your gear ready.”

“It’s been ready for two weeks,” he said coldly.

I felt honor-bound to tell the islanders that the irrevocable decision
had been made. I planned to do so that evening, at Teta’s. I climbed
the dusty road from the prison camp to the free lands and the pine-filled
valleys. Fry must have been sleeping that afternoon, as he frequently
did, for Lucy clattered past me on her horse, riding like a centaur,
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raising a fine hullabaloo. She would tear past going in one direction,
then stop, wheel her big horse, and rush by me the other way. She kept
this up for eight or ten sallies, never saying a word.

When I reached the avenue of pines my resolution wavered. I said,
“I can’t permit this thing! The loveliest monument in the South Pacific
completely destroyed. No, by God! I'll do everything I can. Up to the
hilt. I've got to!” And I hurried back to the prison lands, the com-
pressed, pain-saddened shore, and sent an urgent dispatch to Admiral
Kester. It was a long one. Gave the dimensions of the two fields. Told
him that the north field could have no cross runway and would be
hampered by the small mountain. I said there was great opposition
to the central field. I closed the dispatch as follows: “REQUEST PER-
MISSION PROCEED NORTH FIELD.”

I did not go to Teta’s for dinner. I missed dinner, and was not aware
of that fact. About ten o’clock that night I got my answer. It was brief,
and in it I could hear many oaths from the admiral such as: “What are
those damned fools doing down there?” and “By God, why can’t they
look at the goddam facts and make up their minds?” His dispatch
had its mind made up: “RE UR 140522 X NEGATIVE X REPEAT
NEGATIVE X KESTER.”

But the dispatch relieved me. I clutched it in my hand and walked
up the hill to the plateau where the Bounty people lived. I walked
down the long avenue of trees and thought, “You are not dying by
my hand.” At the side road I turned toward Teta’s house, and to my left
were the grim yet lovely stables. “The stone masons had been sentenced
for life. They were already out here,” Tony had said. “They had to be
kept busy doing something.” Against the rising moon the stables of
Norfolk stood silent in solemn grandeur, each stone delicately finished,
each mortised joint perfect.

Teta and Tony were alone, drinking rum. Lucy, of course, sat in a
corner and watched Tony all night. “My father, Fletcher Christian,
was a very good sailor,” Teta said. “It was a great pity for this island
when he was killed at sea. It was at the Cascade Landing. There are
only two places where boats can possibly land on Norfolk. It reminds
me of Pitcairn in that respect. My grandfather, Fletcher Christian, said
that if a man could sail in and out of Pitcairn Island, he was indeed a
sailor. I have been told my father was the best sailor on either island,
but he was killed at sea. At Cascade Landing, which is very rough and
brutal. A very bad place to land in any weather. The waves crushed
his boat and threw him on the rocks. Right at the landing. Then pulled
him back out to sea and we never got the body. I think we could have
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found the body, but there were no other sailors as brave as my father,
and no one searched for him until the storm was over.”

“Bad news,” I said. Tony poured old Teta another drink. Lucy came
to the table and asked for some rum. “No, Lucy!” Tony said. “You
go back and sit down.”

“From Noumea?” Tony asked.

“Yes. I wired the admiral.”

“I know,” Tony said. “I did the same thing.”

“He made the decision,” I said.

“I know,” Tony replied. “I passed the buck to you. And you passed
it to the admiral.”

“Teta,” I said quietly. “We start to take the trees down tomorrow.”

The old mutineer looked at me and started to speak. No words came.
She licked her six gaunt teeth and took a big drink of rum. “I remem-
ber when my father, Fletcher Christian, planted those trees,” she said.
“I ran along beside the men. They laid out two lines. There was no
road there, then. Four men stood with poles and my father said to
Adams Quintal—it was his son Christian Nobbs Quintal that I mar-
ried. We were married by a missionary from the mission. Bishop
Patteson married us, and then he took my brother, Fletcher Christian,
up to the islands, where the young man died of blood poisoning. Tony,
my brother, died with his jaws tied shut with bands of iron. He could
only speak through his teeth.” The old woman dropped her head on
her hands. The lamp threw an eerie glow upon her white hair.

“She’s drunk again,” Lucy said. “Too much rum.”

“Lucy!” Fry said. “I told you to sit over there and not talk.”

“We'll have to start tomorrow. In the morning,” I said. I waved the
dispatch at him.

“You don’t have to prove it to me, commander,” Fry chuckled. “I
know what you feel, exactly. It’s the islanders you’ve got to prove it to.
Save the dispatch for them.”

I don’t know who spread the word. I can’t believe it was Teta, and
Lucy was sitting tight-lipped in the corner when I left. Perhaps the is-
landers heard it from the Army. At any rate, early next morning a crowd
of people gathered at the pine trees. As I approached with the Army
engineers, Nobbs Quintal, whose photograph had served as the frontis-
picce to the book which proved that all Norfolk Bounty people were
degenerate, tipped his hat and asked me if he could speak. I clenched
my hands and thought, “Here it comes!”

“Commander,” Nobbs Quintal said. “We know the trees have to go.
We know there’s war. My son is at war. In Egypt. Old Teta has five
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grandsons in the Army. We know you've tried to change the airport.
We heard about your message yesterday. But won’t you wait one
more day? We want to take some pictures of the trees.”

They had an old box camera and some film. An American soldier
had a pretty good miniature camera, and an Australian had a very good
French job. All morning they took pictures of the trees. The Quintals
and the Christians and Nobbses and all the others stood beneath the
trees, drove wagons along the dusty road, and made family groups.
About noon Nobbs Quintal went over by the stables and hitched up
Teta’s wagon. The old woman appeared between the trees and looked
sadly into space as she was photographed with various families and
alone. The reins were wrapped about the whip post. Saliva ran into the
corners of her mouth from the six teeth. Her white hair reflected the
dim sunlight that pierced the green canopy. She was the last of the Pit-
cairn people.

All film was used up by two o’clock. The last shots were taken of
Teta Christian, Tony, and me. On the very last shot Lucy ran from
the crowd to stand beside Tony. In that picture her head almost covers
Teta’s, but the old woman leaned sideways in the wagon and peeked
from behind my shoulder.

The engineers moved in. With rotary saws they cut part way through
the first tree. Then two bulldozers shoved against the trunk. The great
pine broke loose and almost imperceptibly started to fall. As it did so,
it caught for a moment, twisted in the air like a soldier shot as he runs
forward. The tree twirled, mortally wounded, and fell into a cloud of
dust. Three more were destroyed in that manner.

The island people said nothing as their living cathedral was dese-
crated. The old Bounty people watched the felling of the trees as simply
one more tragedy in the long series their clans had had to tolerate.

“You'll have to move back,” the Army engineers said. “We've got to
blast the stumps.”

We moved to a safe distance and watched the engineers place sticks
of dynamite among the roots of each fallen tree. Then a detonator was
attached and the wires gathered together at a plunger box. The charge
was exploded, but nothing much happened. Just some dirt and dust in
the air, with a few fragments of wood. It was not until the bulldozers
came back and nudged the stumps that we saw what had happened.
The roots had been destroyed. Like old hulks of men who can be
pushed and bullied about the slums of a large city, the stumps of Nor-
folk were pushed and harried into a dump.

I could not go back to Teta’s that night. I was lonely, and miserable
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in my loneliness. I stayed with some Australians who had built their
camp near the line of trees. “It’s a bloody shime,” one of them said
in barbarous Anzac cockney. “One bloody line of trees on the bloody
island, and we put the bloody airport there!”

Our thoughts were broken by a crashing explosion outside. We rushed
to the door of our tent and saw in the moonlight a cloud of dust rising
by the trees.

“Fat’s in the firel” an Australian cried.

We hurried across the field to where the explosion had taken place.
We found one of the smaller bulldozers blown to bits. Dynamite.
“Those dirty bastards!” an Army engineer said. Then, in true mili-
tary fashion, he got busy proving that it wasn't his fault. He shouted,
“These things were supposed to be guarded. Sergeant! Didn't I tell
you to have these guarded?” He ran toward some lights shouting,
“Sergeant! Sergeant!”

I left the Australians and headed for the stone stables. As I did so, I
caught a glimpse of a woman running ahead of me. I hurried as fast
as I could and overtook fat Lucy. I grabbed her by the shoulders and
started to shake her, but she burst into a heavy flow of tears and blub-
bered so that I could make nothing of her answers. I turned, therefore,
toward old Teta’s house and did so in time to see her door open and
close. “Come along, Lucyl” I said. She scuffed her bare feet in the
dust behind me.

In Teta’s house Fry and the old woman were drinking rum. Teta
was not puffing, but she scemed out of breath. Fry had obviously not
moved for some time. “My father, Fletcher Christian,” Teta said,
“always told us that it did not matter whether you lived on Norfolk Is-
land or Pitcairn Island so long as you lived in the love of God. My mother
did not believe this. She said that this island was very good for people
who had never lived on Pitcairn. But she could not see how a little
more food and steamers from Australia could make up for the life we
had on Pitcairn. She said that she would rather live there, on the cliff
by the ocean, than anywhere else in the world. But when my father died
at sea, she had a chance to go back to her home on Pitcairn. A boat
was going there. I begged her to go on the boat, and take us all. But
she said, ‘No. Fletcher is buried out there at sea. My place is here.’
It was shortly after this that my brother, Fletcher Christian, was killed
up north. Like my father he was a very saintly man. But the religion
in the family was all in the men. Not the women. Although I did
know Bishop Paton. He was a fine man.”

The old woman droned on and on until it was obvious to me that
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she was drunk again from too much of Tony’s rum. Toward morning
she left us and went into her bedroom. I sat drumming my fingers on
the table and Tony said, “Come on! We'll drive Lucy home.”

“I don’t want to go home!” she cried.

“Get in the jeep!” Tony commanded, adding in a low voice, “You've
done enough for one night.”

The crazy girl climbed in behind us. At the hill Tony drove very
slowly and pushed on the horn. The reaction was delayed, but when
it came it was more explosive than before. Kids from everywhere piled
out of the old house and came screaming in the night. “It’s Lucy!”
they shouted. “Lucy comin’ home in the American jeep!”

“So she blew up the bulldozer?” I asked.

“That’s right,” Tony said sleepily. “She and Teta.”

“Fry,” 1 said coldly. “Those two women could never in a milliop
years figure out how to explode dynamite.” A guard stopped us.

“Good evening, commander,” he said. “Saboteurs about. Blew up a
half-track.”

“They couldn’t figure it in a million years, Tony.”

“It was an old bulldozer anyway,” Fry said as we drove back to
Teta’s. “Something somebody in the States didn’t want. Commander, I
can just see him, rubbing his hands and saying, ‘Look! I can sell it to
the guv’mint. Make money on the deal, too. And it’s patriotic! You
can’t beat a deal like that!” Well, his tractor did a lot of good.”

“We need that bulldozer for the airstrip.”

“I don’t think you do,” Tony replied. “As a matter of fact, 'm damned
sure you don’t. Because that’s the one that broke down this afternoon
and the Army man said it couldn’t be fixed.” He brought the jeep to
a stop by Teta’s fence.

“Fry,” I said. “You could be court-martialed for this.”

Tony turned to face me. “Who would believe you?” he asked.

“By God, man,” I said grimly. “If I had the facts I'd press this case.”

“With whom?” he asked. “With Ghormley? With Admiral Kester?
You tell your story. Then I'll tell mine. Can you imagine the look on
Kester’s face? There was an old, useless bulldozer. A couple of women
blew it up as a last gesture of defiance. A woman ninety and a crazy
girl. That story wouldn’t stand up. Especially if I said how you came
here to do a job and just couldn’t make up your mind to knock down
a few trees. It’s too fantastic, commander. Kester would never believe
that.”

“I could understand your helping them, in peacetime,” I said. “But
this is war.”
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“That’s when people need help, commander!” Fry said quietly. “Not
when everything is going smoothly.”

“It’s all so damned futile,” I said, looking away toward the stone
stables. “Blowing up one bulldozer.”

“Commander,” Fry said with quiet passion. “Right now I can see it.
Some sawed-off runt of a Jew in Dachau prison. Plotting his escape.
Plotting to kill the guards. Working against the Nazis. One little He-
brew. You probably wouldn’t invite him to your house for dinner.
He smells. So futile. One little Jew. But by God, I'm for him. I'm on
his side, commander.” Fry punched me lightly on the shoulder. I hate
being mauled.

“These people on Norfolk can’t be dismissed lightly,” he continued.
“They’re like the little Jew. Some smart scientists can come down here
and prove they’re all nuts. But do you believe it? We took down a
map the other day, Teta and I. We figured where her grandsons are
fighting. She can’t remember whether they’re grandsons or great-
grandsons. All the same names. They’re in Africa, Malaya, India, New
Guinea, England. One was at Narvik. Crete. They may be stupid, but
they know what they want. They knew what they wanted when they
knocked that Nazi Bligh off his ship. They knew what they wanted
when they turned their backs on the prison lands. Refused convict
homes all ready waiting for them. The saints knew what they wanted
when they went north as missionaries. I'm on their side. If blowing up
a broken bulldozer helps keep the spirit alive, that’s OK with me.”

Tony submitted a vague report on the bulldozer. I endorsed it and
sent it on to my own files in Noumea. I don’t know where it is now.
When Fry handed it to me he said, “Doesn’t it seem horrible? The
trees all down. We don’t destroy one single memento of the prison
days. Not one building do we touch. The airstrip runs twenty yards
from the stone stables, but they’re as safe as the Gallows Gate. We
won't touch a rock of Bloody Bridge, where they buried the murdered
guards, nor that obscene officers’ bath. But the cathedral of the spirit,
that we knock to hell.”

“Fry,” I said. “The Melanesian Mission’s safe.”

“That lousy thing!” Fry shouted. “A rustic English mission built on
a savage island. A rotten, sentimental chapel with Burne-Jones’ emaci-
ated angels on an island like this. If you wanted to build an airstrip,
why couldn’t you have built it over there? Let the real chapel stand?”

“My father, Fletcher Christian,” Teta said on my last night, when
graders were working by flares to speed the airstrip. “He told us that
God meant to build Norfolk this way. A man has to love the island
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to get here, because there are no harbors and no landings. My father
said, ‘A man has to fight his way ashore on this island!’ That’s what he
was doing when the boat crashed on the rocks. Am I boring you with
this, commander?”

AN OFFICER AND A GENTLEMAN

It was oo bad that Ensign Bill Harbison joined the Navy. He was
tall and slim. He wore his uniform superbly, had a small black mus-
tache, a slow deep voice, and a fine manner. He had a sharp mind. In
almost any group he was outstanding.

But in the Navy he was merely another ensign. And no matter how
good he was, he would stay an ensign for about a year. Then he, and
every other ensign, would be promoted. The ill-kempt, stupid, lazy
officers would be promoted, just like him. It was too bad. In the Army
Bill would surely have been a lieutenant-colonel. In the Air Corps he
might even have become a full colonel.

Of course, Bill would never remotely consider shifting to the Army;
that would be little better than being an enlisted man. He might bitch
about the fact that he could progress no faster than farm boys from
Iowa and plodding clerks from East St. Louis. But he loved the Navy.

Inwardly, Bill admitted that he was good. He had ample reason to
think so. In college he had been a master athlete. Had played basket-
ball in the Mountain States, where the game is rough and fast. His
height and grace made him a star. In the six times he appeared in
Madison Square Garden he outshone the competition. He was a crack
tennis player, a bit of a golfer, a wizard at table tennis, and a good first
baseman. In his studies he was also quite a man. Not an honor student,
but he got far more A’s than C’s. He was a member of the best fra-
ternity, a welcomed guest at the sororities, and a popular man among
the younger set in Denver, Salt Lake, and Albuquerque. He was, in
short, the kind of man the Navy sought. He was an officer and a
gentleman.

In Albuquerque Harbison married the daughter of a wealthy fam-
ily. She was a Vassar graduate and found Bill a fine combination of
dashing Western manhood and modest cultural attainment. He at
least knew what the Atlantic Monthly was. That was more than could
be said for the rest of her suitors. And he could write the sweetest
letters.
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Bill was working for her father when the war started. Two evenings
a week he ran a boys’ club, where the roughest kids in Albuquerque
met and worshipped the lithe athlete who taught them how to play
basketball and keep out of trouble. When he volunteered for a com-
mission, these tough kids collected more than $35 and bought Bill a
watch.

Lenore was pleased when Bill got his commission. She thought he
deserved to be more than an ensign. But she liked being able to say
to her friends, “My husband, who is in the Navy . . .” or “Bill finds
Navy life . . .” She had to admit that even though her brother did get
a higher rank in the Army, it was rather nice to be a Navy wife.

Lenore followed Bill to Dartmouth, where he took his indoctrina-
tion in freezing weather, and then on to Princeton, where she knew
dozens of other young Vassar graduates. Her father gave her money
for rooms at the Princeton Inn. There she kept open house for hun-
dreds of young married women whose husbands were taking the
Princeton course in small boats and Diesel engines.

Lenore Harbison graced Princeton in the way that Bill had graced
Denver and Albuquerque. She was doubly sorry to find Bill’s stay at
Princeton drawing to an end. It meant that her man was on his way
to sea. It meant their wonderful days were over. Sadly she packed her
things and waited in her sunny rooms for Bill to come back after the
end-of-term review.

Bill hurried across the campus to take her to the train. He was
solemn, but he was handsome in his blue uniform and white-covered
cap. The gold on his sleeve, the brilliant buttons, and the carefully
tied black tie graced his thin, sharp body. Lenore doubted if ever
again he would appear so handsome.

Bill was quiet when he kissed her. He liked her flattering comments
on his appearance. He had his orders! They took him to the South
Pacific! Together they traced out the long Navy sentences. “To what-
ever port ComSoPac may be located in.”

“The sentence dangles!” Lenore said, half crying.

“I wonder what it means?” Bill said half aloud. “I wonder what kind
of small boats they have out there?”

And so, like millions of others, Bill and Lenore trekked across con-
tinent to San Francisco, waited there in the steam and flurry of the
grand old city, and went their separate ways. Lenore returned to an
empty Albuquerque. Bill reported in at Noumea.

All the way across the Pacific he hoped that ComSoPac “had some-
thing good for him.” He thought of what he might do in a staff job.
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Travel about and check up on units that were slacking off. Might be
flag secretary to an admiral. Might get on some pretty important com-
mittee. Might help to draft orders and sit on flag courts-martial. There
was practically nothing available to an ensign that Bill overlooked, and
to play safe, he also considered jobs usually assigned to full lieutenants
and even commanders.

He was not, therefore, prepared when he was assigned as recreation
officer to a small unit in Efate! In fact, he was astonished and asked
frankly if some mistake had not been made. “No, there’s no mistake.”
He heard the words in complete disbelief. It was not until he went
aboard an ugly Dutch freighter heading north from Noumea that he
accepted his temporary fate.

The freighter was slow and dirty. It had a roll that kept him seasick.
Harbison hated every minute of his trip to Efate. He was even more
disgusted when he found that he was stationed, not at Vila, the capital
town of the New Hebrides, but miles away. He was stuck off in a
remote corner of a remote island with a useless job to do. Ensign Bill
Harbison, USNR, had found his Navy niche. And he did not like it.

He could do his work with one hand tied behind his back. He had
some enlisted men to keep happy. He had two assistants to help him.
In addition he did some censoring and once a month he had to audit
the accounts of the Wine Mess. After he got his job organized, he
found that he had to work about half an hour a day and censor letters
for about twenty minutes. The rest of the time was his own.

Landbased Aircraft Repair Unit Eight, his unit was called. In Navy
style it was LARU-8. Enlisted men knew it as URIN-8. It had no clear-
cut duties, no job. It was waiting. One of Bill's friends ran a crash
boat, in case an airplane should go down at sea. Another sat for hours
cach day in a tower, in case an airplane should need to establish radio
communication. Another officer with eighty men waited in case certain
types of planes should land and need overhaul. A friend waited with
another eighty men to service another kind of plane, in case it should
land. A doctor was present in case sickness should break out. A skipper
and his exec kept things on an even keel and filled out reports that
everything was in readiness, in case . . .

At the end of three weeks Harbison applied for transfer. “T'o what?”
his skipper, a fat, bald, easy-going duck hunter from Louisiana asked.
“Some activity that needs a man like me,” Harbison said frankly.

“What can you do?” the skipper asked.

“Small boats. Landing craft. Anything.”
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The skipper looked at the handsome young man before him. “Better
relax, son!” he said. “You're doing a fine job here. Boys all like you,
Better relax!”

“But I came out here to fight a war, sir!” Bill insisted. He wasn’t
afraid to press a point with the Old Man. The skipper was mighty
easygoing.

“You'll never get anywhere in the Navy that way, son,” the Old Man
said quietly. “Most young men find you get along much better taking
things as they come. If they want you to pilot a battleship into Truk,
they’ll come and get you!” The Old Man chuckled to himself. “They’ll
know right where you are! As a matter of fact, Bill, you'll be right
here on Efate! Taking care of LARU-8.”

Such manner of doing business appalled Harbison. Again in five
weeks he applied for transfer, and again he was advised to tale it easy.
“You can write out the letter if you wish,” the Old Mar svggested.
“But I'll tell you frankly what I'll do. I'll write at the bottom, ‘First
Endorsement: Forwarded but not approved.” Don'’t yau cee that we
can’t have every young feller deciding what he can do and can’t do?
You're needed where you are. You're a good influence in LARU-8.
Everything’s going along smoothly. Now don’t upset the apple cart.
By the way, you ought to come hunting with rie one of these days.
We're going up to Vanicoro!”

But Bill had no taste for hunting. And especially he had no taste
for the Old Man. As a matter of fact in 21l the complement of his unit,
officers and enlisted men alike, he found no one with whom he could
be truly congenial. Day after day he read the stupid letters of his men
and listened to the stupid conversations of his fellow officers. He got
so that he dreaded the pile of letters that appeared on his desk each
morning:

Dear Bessie,

Just like you said your getting fat but I dont mind because if your fat there
will be more of you to love. Goodness nos somebody must be getting the food
god nos we aint.

He could shuffle through a dozen of them and not find one intelli-
gent letter. Of course, when he did find one, he ignored it and refused
to think, “Here is a human being like me. He thinks and feels and hates
to be here. He reacts the way I do. Strange, he must be a lot like me.”

Bill never saw human dignity in the letters he read. They all fell
into the slightly ridiculous, largely naive classification:
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Dear Mom,

You tell Joe that if he wants to go through with it and join the Navy he
had better get used to handling his temper cause the first time he lets go at
a chief or an officer hes going to learn what for and it aint going to be like
flying off the handle at me because in this mans Navy they play for keeps.
You tell Joe that and it will save him a lot of trouble.

The officers were no better. The crash boat skipper was a moron.
Thank heavens no pilot lost at sea had to depend on him! The op-
erations officer came from some hick town in Kentucky, and the
engineering officer was an apple-knocker from upstate New York.
Only Dr. Benoway was of any interest, and he was largely ineffectual.
Harbison thought of Benoway as a mild-mannered, unsuccessful small
town doctor who had joined the Navy as the easy way out of financial
difficulties. “Probably makes more now than he ever did before!” Bill
reasoned.

If it were not for sports Bill might have lost his sanity. But on the
diamond or basketball court he was superb. Enlisted men loved to watch
him play or to play with him. They put two men on him in basketball,
and still he scored almost at will. They played on an open concrete
court which Bill helped them to build. Even on its rough surface Bill
could dribble and pivot so easily that he got away for one basket after
another. In a way, it pleased the men to see him score against their
own team mates. “Boy,” they would write home. “Have we got a
smoothie on our staff? He was All-American and set Long Island U
on its ear last year in the Garden!”

Unlike most naval officers in the South Pacific, Bill kept in fine
condition. There was no fat on his stomach muscles. He kicked a
football half an hour a day, played an hour of basketball, went swim-
ming for two hours in the morning, and usually found time for some
badminton in the afternoon. But it was volleyball that captured his
enthusiasm!

At first Harbison ridiculed the game. Wouldn’t play it. But that
was before he was inveigled into a match against the old hands. He
played on a green team. Against him were the Old Man and Benoway
plus four other officers. Bill smashed the round ball furiously, but
he found to his surprise that the fat Old Man usually popped it into
the air right where Dr. Benoway could tap it out of reach. This went
on all afternoon, and Bill said to himself, “Say, there’s something to
this game!”

From then on he studied it in earnest. He found a place on the
Old Man’s team. He played on one side of the skipper and Benoway
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played on the other. Patiently and with great skill the Old Man
would push the ball high and near the net. Bill would smash it for a
point. He thought he was getting pretty good until one day the Old
Man couldn’t play. A stranger took his place, and that afternoon Bill
missed most of his shots. He thought at first he was off his game. Then
he realized with astonishment that the Old Man was unbelievably
good as a “setter-upper.” From then on he, Benoway, and the Old
Man formed an invincible team. “Have we got a fine volleyball team?"
the men wrote home. “Usually we play the officers, and mostly they
win. But when we get a game with some other team, we have a mixed
team. We haven’t lost yet!”

Shortly after Bill learned to play volleyball, he made junior grade
lieutenant, automatically. He was chagrined at the promotion, espe-
cially when he read in a letter from home that Lenore’s brother Eddie,
who had joined the Army, was already a captain! The news made
Bill restless. He wanted to be doing something. There was great activity
in the air. Things were happening in the world, and he was sitting on
Efate, sunning himself, becoming a volleyball champion.

Tormented by the inchoate drives of a healthy young man who has
left a beautiful wife at home, Bill went impatiently to the Old Man.
“Won't you reconsider now?” he asked. “I'd like to get farther north.”

“But Bill, we need you here,” the skipper replied. “If you went, we’d
only have to find somebody else. Our unit specifies a recreation officer.
We'd have to have a replacement, and where would we find one as
good? Don’t you see, Bill? You want to break up a smooth team. And
what better job would you get? We leave you to yourself. You're your
own boss. And you have everybody’s respect. I can’t let you go. It
would only mess us up!”

From then on Bill Harbison started to relax in earnest. He missed
breakfast because he wanted to stay slim. Appearing at his recreation
shack about nine o'clock he would eat a papaya with a bit of lime
juice. His admiring assistants supplied them from the near-by jungle.
By ten he was through with censoring and ordinary routine. He would
then have a catch with any men who might be around. At ten-thirty
he would head for the beach four miles away, and there he would lie
in the sun, perhaps swim a while, perhaps dive with the deep-sea
mask his men had made him. At eleven-thirty he would return to his
hut, shower, rub his feet with talcum, and lie on his sack until twelve-
thirty. After lunch he would sleep until two, when he might play
some badminton or read. At four sharp he would appear at the volley-
ball court and warm up for the afternoon game. In the evenings he

41



would attend the movies and after that have a beer in the Officers’ Club.
He usually went to bed at ten o’clock.

Each week he read Time, Life, the Denver Post, and at least two
good books. He listened to news broadcasts four times a day from Aus-
tralia on a radio set his men had built for him, and once or twice a
week he tried to get Tokyo Rose, whom he found most amusing.
He wrote a long letter to his wife every other day, and received one
from her every day.

Bill's main contributions to LARU-8 were his splendid personal
appearance, which everyone envied and some tried to copy, his neat-
ness and bearing as an officer, and the fact that he found a French
plantation owner who would butcher steers at regular intervals. Thanks
to Bill, his fellow officers ate some of the finest food in the South Pacific.
They had fresh papaya, those excellent pepsin melons, fresh limes and
lemons, fresh oranges, fresh pineapple, fresh corn on the cob, and
steak at least once a week. As a matter of principle Bill insisted that the
Officers’ Mess must never have steak more than twice before the en-
listed men had it once. They got the tougher cuts, it was true, but a
steer gave only so many filets.

In nine more months Bill would be a full lieutenant. In ten more
months he would be eligible to return to the States. Everything would
have turned out all right for Bill if a slight accident hadn’t intervened.
Nurses came to Efate!

They came late one afternoon, on the other side of the island. They
were Navy nurses and were attached to a hospital that was temporarily
established on Efate. They arrived with inadequate provisions and
among the would-be gallants on the island a great rush developed as to
who would help them first and most. An Army unit provided cots and
blankets. One of the airfields found a refrigerator. Eight electric fans,
valuable as rubies, were given the nurses outright as a gift. But Bill
Harbison topped them all. He got a small truck, butchered a steer, got
twelve bushels of fresh vegetables and set out for the hospital.

He drove up to the locked gate of the nurses’ quarters and started to
shout. “Here’s the butcher boy! Come and get it!” From their windows
the nurses looked down at the strange sight below. “Isn’t he cute?”
several of them whispered to one another.

“Here it is, girls!” Bill shouted, and soon his truck was surrounded
by the nurses. They were hungry. Their stores had not yet been un-
packed. They had been living on meager rations.

“Where’s the kitchen?” he cried. Suddenly, after all the indifferent
months on Efate, he felt good. He was smiling and almost excited.
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The girls led him off to a big, empty wooden structure that would one
day be the mess hall.

“Light up the stoves!” he cried merrily. “We’ll have a steak fry
right here. See if you have any salt.” The nurses made a quick survey
and provided salt, a few onions, some bread, some potatoes and a surly
mess attendant.

“You can’t fool around in here,” he whined.

“The lieutenant brought us some food!” one of the older nurses said.

“He ain’t got no right in here,” the attendant replied.

“Look, Oscar!” Harbison said. Some girls giggled. “How do you
suppose I could start that fire? *Cause listen, Oscar. If T get it started,
you get a steak!”

The attendant snarled something. He was a thin, small man and
disliked everybody. “Mess hall won’t be opened for two more days,”
he said. “And you better quit fooling around here, too.” He stood de-
fiantly by the stoves as he spoke.

“All right, Oscar!” Harbison cried. “You keep the stoves! We'll keep
the steaks. Grab some of this stuff, girls!” With that he started throw-
ing pots and pans to nurses who caught them. “We’ll have a barbecue
outside!” he announced.

“You'll get into trouble for this,” the attendant said dolefully.

“It’s our funeral!” Harbison replied. All his lethargy was gone. Here
was something to do, and it was fun! He led the nurses out of the
forbidden mess hall and into the edge of the jungle beneath some large
trees. Acting as general manager, he directed them to build a fire and
cut long sticks. Then, with some rocks, he built several grills, and
before long steaks and onions and dehydrated potatoes were cooking.
Bill showed the girls where to find papayas and how to select the ripe
ones. Soon the smell of sizzling steaks, expertly cut by Harbison,
filled the air. A fat doctor, catching a whiff of the delectable odor,
waddled out to see what was going on. Pretty soon another followed,
and before long a collection of doctors and nurses stood around the
four fires.

Harbison acted as toastmaster, chef, and fireman. He was a delight-
ful man for such an affair, and he bore himself with distinction. The
steaks were good. One doctor had three. Bill ate sparingly of one choice
filet. A young nurse prepared it for him, and he thanked her graciously.

There were, among the nurses, several attractive girls. They looked
lovelier, perhaps, than they were, for Bill had seen no white women
for some time. They were witty and neat, two wonderful attributes
for any girl; and they were exotic, standing as they did at the very
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edge of the jungle. Bill watched them as they ate. Some wore slacks
becomingly; others wore seersucker dresses, and one or two wore
mixed clothes. Three were in white uniform, for they had official
duties. Bill particularly liked the manner in which many of the girls
wore bandanas to control their hair. They looked doubly colorful
against the dull green of the jungle.

It is probable that several of the young nurses would have enjoyed
knowing Bill Harbison. But Bill was already married and had no wish
to set up illicit amours of any kind on the side. He smiled at the girls,
showed courtesies to the women, and was the very spirit of a naval
officer to all. When the party was over, he helped pack the remaining
steaks in the ice box. As he drove off, the nurses clustered about his
truck and thanked him again. Bill smiled at everyone, waved his hand
out the side and started back over the hill to his camp. “He was nice,”
one of the nurses said to another. “Not like those Army men. They
bring you a fan or something and think it’s an introduction to spend
the night.”

When the hospital was established Bill became a frequent visitor.
He would bring the nurses things, take them swimming in large
groups, show them how to build equipment they needed, and introduce
them to his circle of acquaintances. He became a familiar sight on
the hospital grounds, but never in the manner of other officers who
came, gaped at the pretty nurses, and started a flirtation immediately.
Harbison, it might be said, flirted with the entire hospital staff. He
never told any of the girls that he was married, but he conducted him-
self as if he were. That made him doubly intriguing.

In time Bill naturally gravitated toward two or three nurses in par-
ticular, and after the first month of mass gallantry he had selected for
himself one nurse to whom he paid special attention. It was she who
first ate at Bill’s mess; it was she who accompanied him on the boat
trip to Vanicoro.

She was, it might have seemed, the least likely of all candidates for
the honor. Her name was Dinah Culbert, a woman about 42 years
old, from some nondescript place in Indiana. She was taller than the
average nurse, quiet, not good looking. She had minor intellectual
pretensions, and she worshipped Bill. Thus, in one deft maneuver,
Bill accomplished what would have eluded many a lesser man. He had
a feminine cheering section without danger of emotional complica-
tions.

No one can say what the precise arrangement was between Bill
Harbison and Dinah Culbert. Two good looking young nurses who
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would have enjoyed going places with Bill were sure it meant he was
a pansy. Three shrewd gals on Wing Three got half the diagnosis
correct: He’s got a mother-complex and will probably never get mar-
ried. One little fluff who was soon sent back to the States said, “I don’t
care what’s wrong with him. I think he’s cute!”

There was much for an officer and a nurse to do on Efate. There
were boat trips to near-by islands, trips inland toward the volcanoes
of Vanicoro, pig roasts, fishing for tuna and barracuda, visits to native
villages, work in carpentry shops, and swimming. Sometimes in the
evening there were informal dances, and every night there was some
officers’ club to visit for light conversation and cokes, or beer, or
whiskey. But most of all, over your entire life there hung the great
Pacific tropics. At night you would be aimlessly driving home and sud-
denly, around a bend you would come upon a vista of the ocean, framed
in palm trees, under a moon so large and brilliant that the night seemed
day! Or again, driving along the shore your jeep would reach a point
where ocean spray spumed across the road and engulfed you in a mil-
lion rainbows. Or hiking into the jungles for ivory nuts you might
meet a naked native with his naked wives and children, walking some-
where, going to do some unimportant thing. The tropics never left
you, and in time you accustomed yourself to them. They were a vast
relaxation, nature growing free and wild. An officer and a nurse in
such surroundings usually fell in love.

There was one nurse, for example, who was escorted everywhere
by a weak-chinned naval ensign. She did not like him, but he was a
kindly young man. One night driving home from a dance he unex-
pectedly turned a bend in the road and there before them, across the
ocean, the volcanoes on Vanicoro were in eruption! Great lights played
from the jagged cones, and pillars of ashen cloud spiraled into the
darkness. The nurse had never seen anything so magnificent, and on
the impulse of the moment put her head on the ensign’s shoulder. He
kissed her. “It was strange,” she said afterward. “No chin. That’s a
funny kiss.” She never went with the young ensign again.

It is not certain whether Bill and Dinah ever saw the volcanoes in
eruption. It is not even certain that they ever kissed. There was some
speculation on this point, but no one knew anything definitely. Had
not Lenore Harbison’s brother Eddie been promoted to a major in
the Army, Bill and Dinah might have gone on for many more months
in their fine aimless manner.

But when Bill heard that Eddie, who was his own age, had been
jumped to a major, he could not restrain himself. “Why is it,” he
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asked himself over and over again, “that a guy can go up so fast in one
service and not in another? Eddie’s a good boy, but he hasn’t half my
stuff. This is a damned raw deal!” He brooded over the situation for
several days and called Dinah to tell her he wouldn’t be able to take
her to the beach. He stayed in his sack for the better part of two days,
reading War and Peace. He didn’t even get up for his meals. Just am-
bled down to the shack and ate some papayas and canned soup his men
provided. He played no volleyball and did not go swimming. He was
disgusted with everything. He wrote to his wife every day for six days
and tried to get the poison out of his system. But when he was done
two facts remained: He was getting nowhere, and he had given up a
good life in Albuquerque to do so.

The thought of Dinah Culbert infuriated him. He had been playing
a game, that was all. He closed War and Peace, which he could not fol-
low anyway, and thought of good old Aunt Dinah. He was ashamed
of himself, a young man of twenty-three escorting a woman of forty.
From that moment in his own mind he never referred to Dinah as any-
thing but Grandmom. He even used the word aloud once or twice, and
soon it was common gossip at the hospital that Bill Harbison, the fine
naval lieutenant, had joked about Aunt Dinah as his Grandmom.

Otherwise Bill let Dinah down easily. He took her to lunch at the
restaurant in Vila once more, took her to dinner at his own mess, had
drinks with her at the hospital club, and that was all. Dinah was not
dismayed. When rumor first reached her that he had called her his
grandmother, there was a sharp pang of unbelief. Then she laughed,
right heartily. She was a nurse and no dumb cluck. She thought she
knew pretty well what Bill’s trouble was. “I pity the next girl he goes
with,” she said to herself.

The next girl was Nellie Forbush. She was a slender, pretty nurse
of twenty-two. She came from a small town in Arkansas and loved
being in the Navy. Never in a hundred years would Bill Harbison have
noticed her in the States. She wouldn’t have moved in his crowd at all.
In Denver she would have lived somewhere in the indiscriminate
northern part of the city, by the viaduct. In Albuquerque she would
have lived near the Mexican quarter. But on the island of Efate where
white women were the exception and pretty white women rarities,
Nellie Forbush was a queen. She suffered no social distinctions.

Military custom regarding nurses is most irrational. They are made
officers and therefore not permitted to associate with enlisted men.
This means that they must find their social life among other officers.
But most male officers are married, especially in the medical corps.
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And most unmarried officers are from social levels into which nurses
from small towns do not normally marry. As a result of this involved
social system, military nurses frequently have unhappy emotional ex-
periences. Cut off by law from fraternizing with those men who would
like to marry them and who would have married them in civilian
life, they find their friendships restricted to men who are surprisingly
often married or who are social snobs.

Bill Harbison did not stop to formulate the above syllogism when
he started going with Nellie Forbush. Yet in his mind he had the
conclusion well formulated. Put into words it began, “What the helll
If I'm going to waste three years of my life . . .” It went on from there
to a logical end. Nellie Forbush just happened to be around when
the decision was reached.

Bill was lovely to her. He took her swimming and gasped when
he saw her for the first time in a swimming suit. She wore a gingham
halter and a pair of tight trunks with only a suggestion of a flared
ballet skirt. She did not bathe. She dived into the ocean and swam with
long easy strokes to the raft. Perched upon the boards, she shook her
bobbed hair free of water and laughed. “Some difference,” Bill thought.
“Not much like Grandmom!”

Nor was she much like Grandmom driving home along the narrow
road through the coconut plantation. It was still daylight, but shadows
were so thick it seemed like evening. Bill pulled the jeep to the side
of the road and kissed his beautiful nurse. It was no chivalrous kiss.
It was a kiss born of seeing her the most lovely person on the beach.
It was a long, helpless kiss, and both officers found it thrilling and
delicious.

After that there were many more swims and even more kisses. Bill
wasn’t around LARU-8 much after that. If Nellie had any free time,
he was sure to be somewhere with her. Since he ate no breakfast he
might be absent from meals several days in a row. His men found no
difficulty in doing the work he was supposed to do. Late at night he
would censor his mail, so that fellow officers came to expect a thin
light from his bunk at two or three in the morning. He rarely rose
from his sack before ten. He was still slim, browner than before, and
fastidious in dress. He played no basketball, and volleyball only occa-
sionally. Long hours at the beach kept him in shape.

Twice after he started going with Nellie he went to his skipper
and asked for a transfer to some unit farther north. The first time
the Old Man simply said no! On Bill’s second visit, however, the skip-
per asked him to sit down. “I know how you feel, Bill,” the chubby,
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jovial Old Man said. “You want to get out and win the war. We all
do, and maybe we'll get a chance . . . later. There’s some talk that
LARU-8 may be in on the next big strike. But the point is this, Bill.
Even if LARU-8 sits right here for the duration, that’s not your prob-
lem. You're in the Navy now. You'll be called to action when you’re
needed.” The Old Man looked hard at Bill. “If you don’t mind my
butting in, young feller, don’t mix your Navy life and your private
life. Don’t expect to use LARU-8 to help you settle personal problems!”
He half smiled at Bill and returned to fixing his fishing rod.

It was after this second refusal that Bill scared Nurse Forbush. They
were driving home from a wienie roast on the beach and he took a
back road through the coconuts. Nellie was not unhappy about this,
for she had grown to love the handsome lieutenant. She was surprised,
however, when he insisted that she leave the jeep. He had a blanket
with him, and before Nellie knew what had happened, she found her-
self wrestling with him on the ground. She succeeded in pushing him
away, but his renewed attempt was more successful. He ripped her
dress and brassiere.

“Billl” she cried softly. “Billl Stop! What’s the matter?”

He paid no attention to her entreaties but kept clawing at her
underwear. In desperation she grabbed a coconut and swung it with
all her strength against his head. She did not knock him out, but she
did stun him. He staggered around for a minute and then realized
what had happened. He came back to where Nellie was mending her
clothing with illtied knots.

She was neither crying nor nervously hysterical. She was merely
shocked beyond words. Bill stood silently by until she was ready to
leave. Then he helped her to her feet and picked up the blanket.

“We'd better go,” she said.

They drove home in silence. Bill tried to say something once or twice
but couldn’t. Besides, his head ached where the coconut had crashed.
At the armed gate to the nurses’ quarters Bill said a stiff goodnight.
“I'm sorry,” he added. Nellie said nothing, and disappeared between
the guns of the two guards.

Nellie tried to go to sleep in the long corridor used as a dormitory
by the younger nurses. She couldn’t. While she lay there wondering
what she ought to do, she saw a light coming from Dinah Culbert’s
room. Instinctively, and without much forethought, Nellie went in to
see Dinah.

“Hello!” the latter said pleasantly. “Been up late?”

“Yes,” Nellie answered. “I see you are, too.”
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“It is rather late for me,” Dinah replied. “I'm trying to plough
through War and Peace” -

“Lots of people read that book out here,” Nellie said naively.

“Yes,” Dinah said sweetly. “At least they start it. I'm going to be the
one that finishes it.”

“Dinah,” Nellie said hesitatingly. “May I bother you for a minute?”

“Of course, my dear. What is it?”

“It’s about Bill,” Nellie said. “Bill Harbison.”

“What about Bill?” Dinah asked, pulling her long lounging gown
about her knees.

“I’m in love with him, Dinah. Very much.”

“That’s nothing to worry about, Nellie. Bill’s a fine young man.”

“I wondered if you could help me, Dinah?”

The older woman instinctively went on the defensive. “I wonder
what’s happened,” she thought. Aloud she said, “Of course, my dear.
What's up ?”

“Is Bill married?”

Dinah thought, “It is serious, isn’t it?” She answered, “I don’t know,
Nellie.”

“I thought you might,” the lovely girl in the soft nightgown replied.

“No, Nellie,” the older woman explained. “You see, when I went with
Bill, whether or not he was married was of no consequence. How
could it possibly have interested me? I never deluded myself with
even the faintest suspicion that we might fall in love.” She paused and
then added, “Of course, if you really want to know all you have to do
is call his commanding officer.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that!” Nellie gasped.

Dinah smiled and thought, “You couldn’t do that! No! But you could
take a chance on your whole life. That’s all right! Girls, girls! No
wonder I never got married. I guess God made a mistake and gave me
a brain!”

Nellie persisted. “Dinah?” she asked. “What do you think?”

“Darling, I told you. I don’t think anything. But I will tell you
something that I thought a couple of months ago. You might not like
it, but here it is. When Bill stopped taking me places he was in a foul
mood. I said to myself, ‘God help the next girl he goes with.’ If I'm
not mistaken, you're that next girl.”

“What did you mean?” Nellie asked, half shuddering at Dinah’s
cold statements.

“I don’t know, Nellie. I think it was something like this. Bill Harbi-
son went with me only to fill a need in himself. It was unnatural, and

49



I knew it. But it was fun. I now go with several older men whom I met
through Bill. I bear him no grudges at all. But I never deceived myself
for a moment that Bill was the handsome, winsome, gallant boy he
played at being. He’s just like you and me, Nellie, a huge bundle of
neuroses which this climate makes worse.”

“I know that, Dinah,” Nellie said. “I feel it in myself, sometimes.
But what did you mean about God helping me? That’s what I've got
to know.”

“I meant that it was just as unnatural for Bill to go with you as it
was for him to go with me. Bill is a snob. Nellie, you may not like
this, but it would be as impossible for Bill to marry you as it would be
for him to marry me. That's why it doesn’t make any difference
whether or not he’s married. But if you want to know, I can make
some discreet inquiries among my friends. Although, of course, it
wouldn’t be exactly easy for me to do so.” She smiled.

“I know what you mean, Dinah. I think I know all of what you mean.
Thanks for talking.” The handsomely built young girl folded her
nightgown about her thin waist and left. Dinah watched her go.

“She thinks I'm jealous of her,” the older woman mused. “I wonder
what happened tonight? Probably tried to rape her.” She sighed, from
what cause she did not know, and returned to War and Peace.

Next morning Bill was at the hospital. Before she went to sleep
Nellie had decided not to see him if he called, but when she looked
down from her window and saw him standing penitently by his jeep,
she hurried down. They went for a drive and Bill apologized. “Seeing
you so beautiful on the beach made me lose my head,” he said.

She was on the point of asking him if he were married. But she
didn’t. All over the world at that moment men torn from their homes
were meeting strange girls and falling in love with them. On every
girl’s tongue was the question she almost never asked: “Are you mar-
ried?” At first she reasoned, “Well, we’re not in love, so it doesn’t mat-
ter.” Later she reasoned, “We love one another, so it doesn’t really
matter.” In strange ways they discovered that their lovers were married
men, or in jubilation they found they were not. But rarely did they ask
the simple question: “Are you married?” For they knew that most men
would tell them the truth, and they did not wish to know the truth.

So Nellie did not ask. Instead, she did a very foolish thing. She told
him about Charlie Benedict back home who worked in a store and
wanted to marry her. He was 4-F and miserable about it. He wrote
her the funniest letters. Poor Charlie! Instead of the plan’s working
as she thought it might, Bill said nothing about marriage. Instead he
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pulled her to him and almost crushed her with kisses. “My darling!”
he whispered. Then, in a delirium of love, he calmly proceeded to do
what twelve short hours before she had hit him over the head with a co-
conut for doing. He had her partly undressed when a native unexpect-
edly came along the unused road.

With great relief and yet with some regrets, Nellie recovered her de-
termination and hastily dressed. She sat in the jeep with her head in
her hands. Her short hair, attractive and brown, fell in cascades over
her fingers. Her world was in turmoil. Then, suddenly she knew what
she should do. The sunlight falling between the interstices of the leaves
helped her make up her mind.

“Bill,” she said simply. “I love you very much. Desperately. You know
that. I want you, and I'm not afraid of you.”

Harbison leaned back against his jeep seat, his eyes filled with the
lovely girl. He hardly knew what was happening, the blood was pound-
ing in his ears so strongly. His hand reached for her firm, bare knee
and rested there a moment. Then she pushed it away. She put her
own hand on his cheek.

“Bill,” she asked directly. “Do you love me?” In reply he clutched
her to him in a long kiss and started fumbling at her clothes again.

“Bill,” she insisted. “Tell me. Is there any chance that we might
one day get married? When the war’s over?”

The words knocked Bill’s head back. The damned girl was propos-
ing to him! What was happening here? He swallowed hard and looked
at her, a common little girl from some hick town. What did she think
was going on? This was a furious turn of events!

Nellie saw that Bill was dumbfounded. “I'm sorry, Bill,” she said,
keeping her hand against his cheek. In a torment of conflicting pas-
sions Bill thought of that cool hand, the soft breasts, the waiting knees.
Now the sunlight was on him, too, and he scarcely knew what to do.
He knew Nellie was his for the asking, but damn it all she was nothing
but a little country girl. Hell, he wouldn’t look at her twice in the
States.

“And besides,” he said to himself with great resolution. “After all I
am an officer!” That decided it. He pushed Nellie’s hand away from his
check.

“I'm married,” he said. “I thought you knew.”

Nellie heard the words like hammers upon her brain. “I'm married!”
‘That was it, but so much was ended with those words. She looked at
Bill and in her heart thanked him for telling her the truth. She leaned
over and kissed him. “Thanks, Bill,” she said. “Now let’s go back.”

51



On his way home from the hospital Lt. (jg) Bill Harbison, USNR,
who would soon be a full lieutenant if he didn’t drop dead, felt pretty
pleased with himself. The silly girl was obviously in love with him,
and he had turned her down. He could have had her for a whistle.
He slapped himself in the stomach. He was disturbed. He could feel
a thin line of fat attacking him. “All this party business and nurses,”
he said as the jeep bounced along. “Soft living. I better get back to
kicking that football in the afternoon.”

THE CAVE

In THosE fateful days of 1942 when the Navy held on to Guadalcanal
by faith rather than by reason, there was a PT Boat detachment sta-
tioned on near-by Tulagi. It was my fortune to be attached to this
squadron during the weeks when PT Boats were used as destroyers
and destroyers were used as battleships. I was merely doing paper
work for Admiral Kester, but the urgency of our entire position in the
Solomons was so great that I also served as mess officer, complaints
officer, and errand boy for Lt. Comdr. Charlesworth, the Annapolis
skipper.

The job of Charlesworth’s squadron was to intercept anything that
came down The Slot. Barges, destroyers, cruisers, or battleships. The
PT’s went out against them all. The Japs sent something down every
night to reinforce their men on Guadal. The PT’s fought every night.
For several weeks, terrible, crushing weeks of defeat, the defenses of
Guadalcanal rested upon the PT’s. And upon Guadal rested our en-
tire position in the South Pacific.

I have become damned sick and tired of the eyewash written about
PT Boats. I'm not going to add to that foolish legend. They were rot-
ten, tricky little craft for the immense jobs they were supposed to do.
They were improvised, often unseaworthy, desperate little boats. They
shook the stomachs out of many men who rode them, made physical
wrecks of others for other reasons. They had no defensive armor. In
many instances they were suicide boats. In others they were like hu-
man torpedoes. It was a disgrace, a damned disgrace that a naval
nation like America should have had to rely upon them.

Yet I can understand their popularity. It was strictly newspaper stuff.
A great nation was being pushed around the Atlantic by German
submarines. And mauled in the Pacific by a powerful Jap fleet. Its
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planes were rust on Hickam Field and Clark Field. Its carriers were on
the bottom. Americans were desperate. And then some wizard with
words went to work on the PT Boat. Pretty soon everybody who had
never seen a real Jap ship spitting fire got the idea our wonderful little
PT’s were slugging it out with Jap battleships. Always of the Kongo
Class.

Well, that crowd I served with on Tulagi in 1942 knew different. So
far as I ever heard, none of my gang even sank a Jap destroyer. It was
just dirty work, thumping, hammering, kidney-wrecking work. Even
for strong tough guys from Montana it was rugged living.

The day I started my duty with the PT Boats we were losing the
battle of Guadalcanal. Two American warships were sunk north of
Savo that night. Eight of our planes were shot down over Guadal, and
at least fifteen Jap barges reached Cape Esperance with fresh troops.
Toward morning we were bombed both at Tulagi and at Purvis Bay.
A concentration of Bettys. At dawn a grim bunch of men rose to
survey the wreckage along the shore.

Lt. Comdr. Charlesworth met me at the pier. A stocky, chunky,
rugged fellow from Butte, Montana. Stood about five feet nine. Had
been an athlete in his day. I found him terribly prosaic, almost dull.
He was unsure of himself around other officers, but he was a devil in
a PT Boat. Didn’t know what fear was. Would take his tub anywhere,
against any odds. He won three medals for bravery beyond the call
of duty. Yet he was totally modest. He had only one ambition: to be
the best possible naval officer. Annapolis could be proud of Charles-
worth. We were.

“We got by again,” he said as we studied the wreckage of the night
before. “Any damage to the gasoline on Gavutu?”

“None,” his exec replied.

“Looks like some bombs might have hit right there beside that buoy.”

“No, sir. One of the PT’s hit that last night. Tying up.”

Charlesworth shook his head. “How do they do it?” he asked. “They
can hit anything but a Jap barge.”

“Sir!” an enlisted man called out from the path almost directly
above us on the hillside. “V.I.P. coming ashore!”

“Where?” Charlesworth cried. As an Annapolis man he was terribly
attentive when any V.IP.s were about. He had long since learned
that half his Navy job was to fight Japs. The other half was to please
“very important persons” when they chanced to notice him. Like all
Annapolis men, he knew that a smile from a V.I.P. was worth a direct
hit on a cruiser.
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“In that little craft!” the man above us cried. Probably someone aboard
the small craft had blinkered to the signal tower. Charlesworth straight-
ened his collar, hitched his belt and gave orders to the men along the
shore. “Stand clear and give a snappy salute.”

But we were not prepared for what came ashore. It was Tony Fry!
He was wearing shorts, only one collar insigne, and a little go-to-hell
cap. He grinned at me as he threw his long legs over the side of the
boat. “Hello, there!” he said. Extending a sweaty hand to Charles-
worth he puffed, “You must be the skipper. Y’get hit last night?”

“No, sir,” Charlesworth said stiffly. “I don’t believe I know you, sir.”

“Name’s Fry. Tony Fry. Lieutenant. Just got promoted. They only
had one pair of bars, so I'm a little lopsided.” He flicked his empty
collar point. It was damp. “Holy cow! It’s hot over here!”

“What brings you over?” Charlesworth asked.

“Well, sir. It’s secret business for the admiral. Nothin’ much, of
course. You'll get the word about as soon as I do, commander,” Fry
said. “I hear you have a cave somewhere up there?”

“Yes, we do,” Charlesworth said. “Right over those trees.” Above us
we could see the entrance to the cave Fry sought. Into the highest hill
a retreat, shaped like a U, had been dug. One entrance overlooked
the harbor and Purvis Bay, where our big ships were hidden. The
other entrance, which we could not see, led to a small plateau with a
good view of Guadal and Savo, that tragic island. Beyond Savo lay
The Slot, the island-studded passage leading to Bougainville, Rabaul,
Truk, and Kuralei.

“I understand the cave’s about ten feet high,” Tony mused.

“That’s about right,” Charlesworth agreed.

“Just what we want,” Tony replied. He motioned to some men
who were carrying gear in black boxes. “Let’s go, gang!” he called.

Charlesworth led the way. With stocky steps he guided us along a
winding path that climbed steeply from the PT anchorage where Fry
had landed. Hibiscus, planted by the wife of some British official years
ago, bloomed and made the land as lovely as the bay below.

“Let’s rest a minute!” Fry panted, the sweat pouring from his face.

“It’s a bit of a climb,” Charlesworth replied, not even breathing hard.

“Splendid place, this,” Fry said as he surveyed the waters leading to
Purvis Bay. “Always depend upon the British to cook up fine quar-
ters. We could learn something from them. Must have been great here
in the old days.”

As we recovered our breath Charlesworth pointed to several small
islands in the bay. “That’s where the Marines came ashore. A rotten
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fight. Those ruins used to be a girl’s school. Native children from all
over the islands came here.” I noticed that he spoke in rather stilted
sentences, like a Montana farmer not quite certain of his new-found
culture.

“It’'ll be a nice view from the cave,” Fry said. “Well, I'm ready again.”

We found the cave a cool, moist, dark retreat. In such a gothic place
the medieval Japs naturally located their headquarters. With greater
humor we Americans had our headquarters along the shore. We re-
served the cave for Tony Fry.

For once he saw the quiet interior with its grand view over the
waters he said, “This is for me.” He turned to Charlesworth and re-
marked, “Now, commander, I want to be left alone in this cave. If I
want any of you PT heroes in here I'll let you know.”

Charlesworth, who was already irritated at having a mere lieutenant,
a nobody and a reserve at that, listed as a V.I.P., snapped to attention.
“Lieut. Fry,” he began, “I'm the officer-in-charge . . .”

“All right, commander. All right,” Fry said rapidly. “I'm going to
give you all the deference due your rank. I know what the score is.
But let’s not have any of that Annapolis fol-de-rol. There’s a war on.”

Charlesworth nearly exploded. He was about to grab Fry by the
arm and swing him around when Tony turned and grinned that
delightfully silly smirk of his. Sunlight from the plateau leaped across
his wet face. He grinned at Charlesworth and extended a long hand.
“I’'m new at this business, commander,” he said. “You tell me what
to do, and I'm gonna do it. I just don’t want any of your eager beavers
messing around. They tell me over at Guadal that you guys'd take on
the whole fleet if Halsey would let you.”

Charlesworth was astounded. He extended his hand in something
of a daze. Tony grabbed it warmly. In doing so he engineered Charles-
worth and me right out of the cave. “Men bringin’ in the stuff,” he
explained.

This Fry was beyond description, a completely new type of naval
officer. He didn’t give a damn for anything or anybody. He was about
thirty, unmarried. He had some money and although he loved the Navy
and its fuddy ways, he ridiculed everything and everybody. He was
completely oblivious to rank. Even admirals loved him for it. Nobody
was ever quite certain what he was supposed to be doing. In time no
one cared. The important thing was that he had unlimited resources
for getting whiskey, which he consumed in great quantities. I've been
told the Army wouldn’t tolerate Fry a week.

We were several days finding out what he was doing on Tulagi. Late
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that afternoon, for example, we heard a clattering and banging in the
cave. We looked up, and Tony had two enlisted men building him a
flower box. That evening he was down in the garden of the old British
residency digging up some flowers for his new home. A pair of Jap
marauders came winging in to shoot the island up. Tony dived for a
trench and raised a great howl.

“What'’s the matter with the air raid system?” he demanded that
night at chow. “That’s why I like the cave. It’s safe! They'd have to
lay a bomb in there with a spoon!”

It soon became apparent that Charlesworth and Fry would not get
along. Tony delighted in making sly cracks at the “trade-school boys.”
Charlesworth, who worshipped the stones of Annapolis, had not the
ready wit to retaliate. He took no pains to mask his feelings, however.

It was also apparent that Fry was rapidly becoming the unofficial
commanding officer of the PT base. Even Charlesworth noticed that
wherever Tony propped his field boots, that spot was headquarters.
That was the officers’ club.

Settled back, Tony would pass his whiskey bottle and urge other men
to talk. But if there was anything pompous, or heroic, or ultra-Annapolis
in the conversation, Fry would mercilessly ridicule it and puncture
the balloons. The PT captains delighted to invite him on their mid-
night missions.

“Me ride in those death traps? Ha, ha! Not me! I get paid to sit
right here and think. That’s all I'm in this man’s Navy for. You don’t
get medals for what I do. But you do get back home!” Unashamedly
he would voice the fears and cowardice that came close to the surface
of all our lives. Men about to throw their wooden PT’s at superior
targets loved to hear Fry express their doubts. “Those sieves? Those
kidney-wreckers? Holy cow! I'd sooner go to sea in a native canoe!”

But when the frail little craft warmed up, and you could hear Packard
motors roaring through Tulagi, Tony would pull himself out of his
chair in the cave, unkink a drunken knee, and amble off toward the
water front. “Better see what the heroes are doing,” he would say.
Then, borrowing a revolver or picking up a carbine as he went, he
would somehow or other get to where Charlesworth’s PT was shov-
ing off.

“Room for a passenger?” he would inquire.

“Come aboard, sir,” Charlesworth would say primly, as if he were
back at San Diego.

Enlisted men were especially glad to see Tony climb aboard. “He’s
lucky!” they whispered to one another. “Guys like him never get killed.”
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Tony, or God, brought the PT’s luck one night. That was when
Charlesworth got his second medal. His prowling squadron ran smack
into some Jap AKA'’s south of Savo. Charlesworth was a little ahead
of the other PT’s when the Japs were sighted. Without waiting a mo-
ment he literally rushed into the formation, sank one and hung onto
another, dodging shells, until his mates could close in for the kill.

Tony was on the bridge during the action. “You handle this tub right
well, skipper,” he said.

“It’s a good boat,” Charlesworth said. “This is a mighty good boat.
A man ought to be willing to take this boat almost anywhere.”

“You did!” Fry laughed.

In the bright morning, when Charlesworth led his PT’s roaring
home through the risky channel between Tulagi and Florida, Tony
lay sprawled out forward, watching the spray and the flying fish.
“What a tub!” he grunted as he climbed ashore. “There must be an
easier way to earn a living!”

And if one of the enlisted men from Charlesworth’s PT sneaked up
to the cave later in the day, Fry would shout at him, “Stay to hell out
of herel If you want a shot of whiskey that bad, go on down to my
shack. But for God’s sake don’t let the commander see you. He’d eat
my neck out.” Whether you were an enlisted man or an officer, you
could drink Fry’s whiskey. Just as long as he had any.

We had almost given up guessing what Fry was doing when he
woke Charlesworth and me one morning about five. “This is it!” he
whispered.

He led us up to the cave but made us stand outside. In a moment an
enlisted radio man, Lazars, appeared. “Any further word?” Fry asked.

“None, sir,” Lazars said.

“Something big’s up,” Tony said in a low voice. We moved toward
the cave. “No,” Fry interrupted. “We had the boys rig a radio for you
over in that quonset,” he said. Dawn was breaking as he led us to a
half-size quonset at the other side of the plateau. When we stepped
inside the barren place Lazars started to tune a radio. He got only a
faint whine. He kept twirling the dials. It was cool in the hut. The sun
wasn’t up yet.

“It may be some time,” Frv said. The sun rose. The hut became
humid. We began to sweat. We could hear the metal expanding in
little crackles. New men always thought it was rain, but it was the sun.
Then you knew it was going to be a hot day.

Lazars worked his dials back and forth with patient skill. “No signal
yet,” he reported. Fry walked up and down nervously. The sweat ran
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from his eyes and dropped upon his thin, bare knees. Finally he stopped
and wiped the moisture from his face.

“I think this is it, Charlesworth,” he said.

“What?” the commander asked.

“We sneaked a man ashore behind the Jap lines. Somewhere up
north. He’s going to try to contact us today. Imagine what we can do
if he sends us the weather up there. News about the Jap ships! How’d
you like to go out some night when you knew the Japs were coming
down? Just where they were and how many. How would that be, eh?”
Tony was excited.

Then there came a crackle, a faint crackling sound. It was different
from the expansion of the burning roof. It was a radio signal! Fry put
his finger to his lips.

From far away, from deep in the jungles near Jap sentries, came a
human voice. It was clear, quiet, somewhat high-pitched. But it never
rose to excitement. I was to hear that voice often, almost every day for
two months. Like hundreds of Americans who went forth to fight
aided by that voice, I can hear it now. It fills the room about me as it
filled that sweating hut. It was always the same. Even on the last day
it was free from nervousness. On this morning it said: “Good morn-
ing, Americans! This is your Remittance Man. I am speaking from the
Upper Solomons. First the weather. There are rain clouds over Bou-
gainville, the Treasuries, Choiseul, and New Georgia. I believe it will
rain in this region from about ogoo to 1400. The afternoon will be
clear. It is now 94 degrees. There are no indications of violent weather.”

The lonely voice paused. In the radio shack we looked at one an-
other. No one spoke. Lazars did not touch the dials. Then the voice
resumed, still high, still precise and slow:

“Surface craft have been in considerable motion for the last two
days. I think you may expect important attempts at reinforcement
tonight. One battleship, four cruisers, a carrier, eight destroyers and
four oilers have been seen in this region. They are heading, I presume,
toward Kolombangara rendezvous. In addition not less than nineteen
and possibly twenty-seven troop barges are definitely on their way
south. When I saw them they were making approximately eleven
knots and were headed right down The Slot. I judge they will pass
Banika at 2000 tonight. Landing attempts could be made near Esper-
ance any time after 0200 tomorrow morning. You will be glad to know
that the barges appear to be escorted by heavy warships this time.
The hunting should be good.”

The speaker paused again. Charlesworth rubbed his chin and studied
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a map pasted on wallboard and hung from the sloping tin. No one
spoke.

“And for you birdmen,” the voice continued. “Four flights have set
out for your territory. They are in rendezvous at present. North of
Munda. I cannot see the types of planes at present. I judge them to be
about forty bombers. Twenty fighters. If that proportion makes any
sense. I'm not very good on aircraft. Ah, yes! This looks like a flight
down from Kieta right above me. Perhaps you can hear the motors!
Thirty or more fighter planes. Altitude ten thousand feet, but my
distances are not too accurate. I'm rather new at this sort of thing,
you know.”

The Remittance Man paused and then for the first time gave his
closing comment which later became a famous rallying cry in the
South Pacific: “Cheerio, Americans. Good hunting, lads!”

As soon as the broadcast ended Charlesworth dashed from the quon-
set and started laying plans for that night’s foray. At every subsequent
broadcast it was the same way. No sooner would the Remittance Man
finish speaking than Charlesworth would bound into action and move
imaginary PT’s all through the waters between Guadal and the Russells.
For him the Remittance Man was an abstract, impersonal command
to action.

But to Tony Fry the enigmatic voice from the jungle became an im-
mense intellectual mystery. It began on this first morning. After
Charlesworth had dashed down to the PT’s Fry asked me, “What do
you make of it?”

“Very clever intelligence,” I replied.

“Holy cow!” he snorted. “I don’t mean that! I mean this chap. This
fellow up there in the jungles. Japs all around him. How can he
do it?”

“He probably volunteered for it,” I replied.

“Of course he did!” Fry agreed with some irritation. “But what I
mean is, how does a guy get courage like that? I should think his
imagination alone would drive him frantic.”

“He’s probably some old duffer’s been out in the islands all his life.”

“I know who he is,” Fry said, kicking at pebbles as we walked over
to the cave. “Chap named Anderson. Trader from Malaita. An Eng-
lishman. But why did he, of all the men out here, volunteer? How can
he face that?” Tony gripped my arm. “A single man goes out against
an island of Japs? Why?”

We didn’t see Tony that day. He ate canned soup and beer in the
cave. That night the PT’s went out without him. They did all right,
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thanks to the Remittance Man. The Japs came down exactly as he said.
Charlesworth slipped in and chopped them up. The black year of
1942, the terrible year was dying. But as it died, hope was being born
on Guadalcanal and Tulagi.

Next morning at o700 all those who were not in sickbay getting
wounds and burns from the night before patched up were in the steam-
ing quonset. Promptly on time the Remittance Man spoke. Fry stood
close to the radio listening to the high-pitched voice extend its cheery
greeting: “Good morning, Americans! I have good news for you to-
day. But first the weather.” He told us about conditions over Bougain-
ville, Choiseul, and New Georgia. Flying weather was excellent.

“In fact,” he said, “flying looks so good that you shall probably have
visitors. Very heavy concentrations of bombers overhead at 1100 this
morning. If I can judge aircraft, not less than ninety bombers and fight-
ers are getting ready for a strike this morning. Some are in the air
ready to leave. They appear to be at 12,000 feet. Don’t bet on that,
though. I can’t say I've learned to use the estimating devices too well
yet. Let’s say not less than 10,000. Some fighters have moved in from
Bougainville. Look at them! Rolling about, doing loops and all sorts
of crazy things. There they go! It’s quite a circus. This will be a fine
day. Cheerio, Americans! Good hunting!” The radio clicked. There
was silence.

Immediately, Charlesworth called his men together. “They’ll want
some PT’s for rescue work!” he snapped. “If that man is right, this
may be a big day. A very big day. We'll put B Squadron out. Shove.
And don’t come home till you comb every shore about here. Pick
them all up! Get them alll” He hurried his men down to the shore.

A phone jangled. It was headquarters. “Admiral Kester wants the
PT’s out for rescue,” intelligence said.

“They’ve already left,” I reported.

“This Remittance Man,” Tony said when the others had gone. “Com-
mander, where do you suppose he is?”

“I thought Bougainville,” I said.

“No. I was studying a map. He’s on some peak from which he can
see Munda.”

“Maybe you're right,” I said. “He confuses his broadcasts nicely.”

“Don’t be surprised if he was on Sant’ Ysabel all the time,” Fry said.

But not then, nor at any other time, did he or any of us say what
was in our minds: How desperately the Japs must be searching for that
man! How fitful his sleep must bel How he must peer into every black
face he sees in the jungle, wondering, “Is this my Judas?”
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Tony and I went out into the brilliant sunlight to watch the miracle
below us. From the unbroken shoreline of Tulagi bits of green shrub-
bery pulled into the channel. Then camouflage was discarded. The
PT’s roared around the north end of the island. Off toward Savo. The
PT’s were out again.

“I've been trying to find out something about the man,” Tony con-
tinued. “Just a man named Anderson. Nobody knows much about
him. He came out here from England. Does a little trading for Burns
Philp. Went into hiding when the Japs took Tulagi. Came over to
Guadal and volunteered for whatever duty was available. Medium-
sized chap. You’ve heard his voice.”

At 1100 the first Jap plane came into view. It was a Zero spinning
wildly somewhere near the Russells. It flamed and lurched into the
sea. The battle was on!

For an hour and ten minutes the sky above Guadal and Tulagi was
a beautiful misery of streaming fire, retching planes, and pyres flaming
out of the sea. The Japanese broke through. Nothing could stop them.
We heard loud thunder from Purvis Bay. Saw high fires on Guadal.
Eight times Jap fighters roared low over Tulagi. Killed two mechanics
at the garage. But still we watched the breathless spectacle overhead.

Yes, the Japs broke through that day. Some of them broke through,
that is. And if they had unlimited planes and courage, they could
break through whenever they wished. But we grinned! God, we even
laughed out loud. Because we didn’t think the Japs had planes to
waste! Or pilots either. And mark this! When Jap pilots plunged into
the sea, The Slot captured them and they were seen no more. But when
ours went down, PT Boats sped here and there to pick them up.

So, we were happy that night. Not silly happy, you understand, be-
cause we lost a PT Boat to strafers. And we could count. We knew how
many Yank planes crashed and blew up and dove into the sea. But
nevertheless we were happy. Even when Tony Fry came in slightly
drunk and said, “That guy up there in the jungles. How long can he
keep going? You radio men. How long would it take American equip-
ment to track down a broadcasting station?”

There was no reply. “How long?” Fry demanded.

“Two days. At the most.”

“That’s what I thought,” he said.

Next morning at seven the Remittance Man was happy, too. “The
Japanese Armada limped home,” he reported in subdued exultation as
if he knew that he had shared in the victory. “I myself saw seven
planes go into the sea near here. I honestly believe that not more than
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forty got back. And now good news for one squadron. My little book
tells me the plane with that funny nose is the P-40. One P-40 followed
two crippled Jap bombers right into New Georgia waters. They were
flying very low. He destroyed each one. Then the Nips jumped him
and he went into the water himself. But I believe I saw him climb out
of his plane and swim to an island. I think he made it safely.”

The distant speaker cleared his throat and apparently took a drink
of water. “Thank you, Basil,” he said. “There will be something in
The Slot tonight, I think. Four destroyers have been steaming about
near Vella Lavella. Something’s on! You can expect another landing
attempt tonight. If you chappies only had more bombers you could do
some pretty work up here today. Cheerio, Americans! Good hunting!”

Charlesworth was more excited than I had ever seen him before. Jap
DD’s on the move! His eyes flashed as he spread maps about the
baking quonset. At 1500 Fry came down the winding path, dragging
a carbine and a raincoat along the trail. “Might as well see if you trade-
school boys can run this thing,” he said as he climbed aboard.

At 2300 that night they made contact. But it was disappointing. The
big stuff was missing. Only some Jap barges and picket boats. There
was a long confused fight. Most of the Japs got through to Guadal.
The PT’s stayed out two more nights. On the last night they got in
among some empty barges heading back to Munda. Got five of them.
Fry shot up one with a Thompson when the torpedoes were used up.
But the kill, the crushing blow from which the Japs would shudder
back, that eluded them.

On the dreary trip home Fry asked Charlesworth if he thought the
Remittance Man moved from one island to another in a canoe. “Oh,
damn it all,” Charlesworth said. “Stop talking about the man. He’s
just a fellow doing a job.”

Tony started to reply but thought better of it. He went forward to
watch the spray and the flying fish. As the boats straggled into Tulagi
he noticed great activity along the shore.

A PT blinkered to Charlesworth: “The coastwatcher says tonight’s
the night. Big stuff coming down!”

“What’s he say?” Fry asked.

“We’re going right out again,” Charlesworth said, his nostrils quiv-
ering.

Tony barely had time to rush up to the cave. He dragged me in after
him. It was my first trip inside since he had taken charge. I was sur-
prised. It looked much better than any of the quonsets. Spring mat-
tresses, too. “I told the men to fix it up,” Fry said, waving a tired hand



about the place. “Commander,” he asked quietly. “What did the . . .”
He nodded his head toward Bougainville.

“He was off the air yesterday,” I said. “This morning just a sentence,
‘Destroyers definitely heading south.” That was all.”

Tony leaned forward. He was sleepy. The phone rang. “Holy cow!”
Fry protested. “You been out three nights runnin’, skipper. You're
takin’ this war too hard.” There was a long pause. Then Fry added,
“Well, if you think you can’t run it without me, OK. But those Jap
destroyers have guns, damn it. Holy cow, those guys'd shoot at you
in a minute!”

They left in mid-morning sunlight, with great shafts of gold dancing
across the waters of Tulagi bay. They slipped north of Savo in the
night. They found nothing. The Japs had slipped through again.
Halsey would be splitting a gut. But shortly after dawn there was vio-
lent firing over the horizon toward the Russells. Charlesworth raced
over. He was too late. His exec had sighted a Jap destroyer! Full morn-
ing light. Didn’t wait a second. Threw the PT around and blazed
right at the DD. On the second salvo the Jap blew him to pieces. Little
pieces all over The Slot. The exec was a dumb guy, as naval officers
go. A big Slav from Montana.

Charlesworth was a madman. Wanted to sail right into Banika chan-
nel and slug it out. He turned back finally. Kept his teeth clenched all
the way home. When Fry monkeyed with the radio, trying to inter-
cept the Remittance Man, Charlesworth wanted to scream at him. He
kept his teeth clenched. A big thing was in his heart. His lips moved
over his very white teeth. “Some day,” he muttered to himself, “we’ll
get us a DD. That big Slav. He was all right. He was a good exec.
My God, the fools can’t handle these boats. They haven’t had the train-
ing. Damn it, if that fool would only stop monkeying with that radio!”

Tony couldn’t make contact. That was not his fault, because the Re-
mittance Man didn’t broadcast. Fry clicked the radio off and went
forward to lie in the sun. When the PT hove to at its mooring he
started to speak to Charlesworth, but the skipper suddenly was over-
whelmed with that burning, impotent rage that sneaks upon the living
when the dead were loved. “By God, Fry. Strike me dead on this spot,
but I'll get those Japs. You wait!”

Fry grinned. “I ain’t gonna be around, skipper. Not for stuff like that.
No need for me to wait!” The tension snapped. Charlesworth blinked
his eyes. The sun was high overhead. The day was glorious, and hot,
and bright against the jungle. But against the shore another PT was
missing.
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Back in the quonset Tony studied his maps, half sleeping, half drunk.
In the morning the cool voice of the Remittance Man reported the
weather and the diminishing number of Jap aircraft visible these days.
Fry strained for any hint that would tell him what the man was doing,
where he was, what his own estimates of success were. Charlesworth
sat morosely silent. There was no news of surface movements. It was a
dull day for him, and he gruffly left to catch some extra sleep.

Tony, of course, stayed behind in the hot quonset, talking about the
Remittance Man. “This Basil he mentioned the other day? Who is he?”
We leaned forward. For by this time Tony’s preoccupation with the
Englishman affected all of us. We saw in that lonely watcher something
of the complexity of man, something of the contradictory character
of ourselves. We had followed Tony’s inquiries with interest. We were
convinced that Anderson was an ordinary nobody. Like ourselves. We
became utterly convinced that under similar circumstances we ordinary
people would have to act in the same way.

Fry might ask, “What makes him do that?” but we knew there was
a deeper question haunting each of us. And we would look at one
another. At Charlesworth, for example, who went out night after night
in the PT’s and never raised his voice or showed fear. We would ask
ourselves: “What makes him do it? We know all about him. Married
a society girl. Has two kids. Very stuffy, but one of the best men ever
to come from Annapolis. We know that. But what we don’t know is
how he can go out night after night.”

Tony might ask, in the morning, “Where do you suppose he is now?”
And we would ponder, not that question, but another: “Last night.
We knew Jap DD’s were on the loose. But young Clipperton broke out
of infirmary so he could take his PT against them. Why?” And Clip-
perton, whose torpedoman was killed, would think, not of the Remit-
tance Man, but of Fry himself: “Why does a character like that come
down to the pier each night, dragging that fool carbine in the coral?”

And so, arguing about the Remittance Man we studied ourselves and
found no answers. The coastwatcher did nothing to help us, either.
Each morning, in a high-pitched, cheerful voice he gave us the weather,
told us what the Japs were going to do, and ended, “Cheerio, Americans!
Good hunting!”

I noticed that Charlesworth was becoming irritated at Fry’s constant
speculation about the coastwatcher. Even Anderson’s high voice began
to grate upon the skipper’s ears. We were all sick at the time. Malaria.
Running sores from heavy sweating. Arm pits gouged with little
blisters that broke and left small holes. Some had open sores on their
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wrists. The jungle rot. Most of us scratched all the time. It was no
wonder that Charlesworth was becoming touchy.

“Damn it all, Fry,” he snapped one day. “Knock off this chatter about
the Remittance Man. You're getting the whole gang agitated.”

“Is that an order?” Fry said very quietly, his feet on the table.

“Yes, it is. You’re bad for morale.”

“You don’t know what morale is,” Fry grunted, reaching for the
whiskey bottle and getting to his feet. Charlesworth pushed a chair
aside and rushed up to Tony, who ignored him and slumped lazily
toward the door of the quonset.

“You're under quarters arrest, Fry! You think you can get away with
murder around here. Well, you're in the Navy now.” The skipper didn’t
shout. His voice quivered. Sweat was on his forehead.

Fry turned and laughed at him. “If I didn’t know I was in the Navy,
you'd remind me.” He chuckled and shuffled off toward the cave. We
didn’t see him in the quonset ever again.

But it was strange. As the tenseness on Tulagi grew, as word seeped
down the line that the Japs were going to have one last mighty effort
at driving us out of the Solomons, more and more of the PT skippers
started to slip quietly into the cave. They went to talk with Tony.
Behind Charlesworth’s back. They would sit with their feet on an old
soap box. And they would talk and talk.

“Tony,” one of them said, “that damn fool Charlesworth is going to
kill us all. Eight PT’s blown up since he took over.”

“He’s a good man,” Tony said.

“The enlisted men wish you'd come along tonight, Tony. They say
you're good luck.”

“OK. Wait for me at the Chinaman’s wharf.” And at dusk Fry
would slip out of the cave, grab a revolver, and shuffle off as if he were
going to war. Next morning the gang would quietly meet in the cave.
As an officer accredited directly to Charlesworth I felt it my duty to
remain loyal to him, but even I found solace of rare quality in slipping
away for a chat with Tony. He was the only man I knew in the Pacific
who spoke always as if the destiny of the human soul were a matter
of great moment. We were all deeply concerned with why we voyagers
ended our travels in a cave on Tulagi. Only Fry had the courage to
explore that question.

As the great year ended he said, “The Remittance Man is right. The
Japs have got to make one more effort. You heard what he said this
morning. Ships and aircraft massing.”

“What you think’s gonna happen, Tony?” a young ensign asked.
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“They’ll throw everything they have at us one of these days.”

“How you bettin’?”

“Five nights later they’ll withdraw from Guadall”

The men in the cave whistled. “You mean . . .”

“It’s in the bag, fellows. In the bag.”

You know what happened! The Remittance Man tipped us off one
boiling morning. “Planes seem to be massing for some kind of action.
It seems incredible, but I count more than two hundred.”

It was incredible. It was sickening. Warned in advance, our fighters
were aloft and swept into the Jap formations like sharks among a school
of lazy fish. Our Negro cook alone counted forty Zeros taking the big
drink. I remember one glance up The Slot. Three planes plunging in
the sea. Two Japs exploding madly over Guadal.

This was the high tide! This was to be the knockout blow at Purvis
Bay and Guadal. This was to be the Jap revenge against Tulagi. But
from Guadal wave after wave of American fighters tore and slashed
and crucified the Japs. From Purvis our heavy ships threw up a wall
of steel into which the heavy bombers stumbled and beat their brains
out in the bay.

In the waters around Savo our PT’s picked up twenty American
pilots. Charlesworth would have saved a couple of Japs, too, but they
fired at him from their sinking bomber. So he blasted it and them to
pieces.

He came in at dusk that night. His face was lined with dirt, as if the
ocean had been dusty. I met him at the wharf. “Was it what it seemed
like?” he asked. “Out there it looked as if we . ..”

“Skipper,” I began. But one of the airmen Charlesworth had picked
up had broken both legs in landing. The fact that he had been
rescued at all was a miracle. Charlesworth had given him some mor-
phine. The silly galoot was so happy to see land he kept singing the
Marine song:

Oh we asked for the Army at Guadalcanal
But Douglas MacArthur said, “Nol”

He gave as his reason,

“It’s now the hot season,
Besides there is no USO.”

“Take him up to sickbay,” Charlesworth said, wiping his face.

The injured pilot grinned at us. “That’s a mighty nice little rowboat
you got there, skipper!” he shouted. He sang all the way to sickbay.

At dinner Charlesworth was as jumpy as an embezzler about to take



a vacation during the check-up season. He tried to piece together what
had happened, how many Japs had gone down. We got a secret dispatch
that said a hundred and twelve. “Pilots always lie,” he said gruffly.
“They’re worse than young PT men.” He walked up and down his
hut for a few minutes and then motioned me to follow him.

We walked out into the warm night. Lights were flashing over
Guadal. “The Japs have got to pull out of that island,” Charlesworth
insisted as we walked up the hill behind his hut. When we were on
the plateau he stopped to study the grim and silent Slot. “They’ll be
coming down some night.” To my surprise he led me to the cave. At
the entrance we could hear excited voices of young PT skippers. They
were telling Tony of the air battles they had watched.

We stepped into the cave. The PT men were embarrassed and stood
at attention. Tony didn’t move, but with his foot he shoved a whiskey
bottle our way. “It’s cool in here,” Charlesworth said. “Carry on, fel-
lows.” The men sat down uneasily. “Fry,” the commander blurted out,
“I heard the most astonishing thing this morning.”

“What was it?” Tony asked.

“This Remittance Man,” Charlesworth said. “I met an old English
trader down along the water front. He told me Anderson was married
to a native girl. The girl broke her leg and Anderson fixed it for her.
Then he married her, priest and all. A real marriage. And the girl is as
black . . . as black as that wall.”

“Well, I'll be damned!” Fry said, bending forward. “Where’d you
meet this fellow? What was he like? Holy cow! We ought to look
him up!”

“He said a funny thing. I asked him what Anderson was like and he
said, ‘Oh, Andy? He was born to marry the landlady’s daughter!’ I
asked him what this meant and he said, ‘Some fellows are born just
to slip into things. When it comes time to take a wife, they marry the
landlady’s daughter. She happens to be there. That’s all.””

The cave grew silent. We did not think of Jap planes crashing into
The Slot, but of the Remittance Man, married to a savage, slipping at
night from island to island, from village to hillside to treetop.

At 0700 next morning all of us but Fry were in the steaming quon-
set listening to the Remittance Man. We heard his quavering voice
sending us good cheer. “Good morning, Americans!” he began. “I don't
have to tell you the news. Where did they go? So many went south
and so few came back! During the last hour I have tried and tried to
avoid optimism. But I can’t hide the news. I sincerely believe the Nips
are planning to pull out! Yes. I have watched a considerable piling up
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of surface craft. And observe this. I don’t think they have troops up
here to fill those craft. It can mean only one thing. I can’t tell if there
will be moves tonight. My guess, for what it is worth, is this: Numerous
surface craft will attempt to evacuate troops from Guadalcanal tonight.
Some time after 0200.” There was a pause. Our men looked at one
another. By means of various facial expressions they telegraphed a com-
bined: “Oh boy!” Then the voice continued:

“You may not hear from me for several days. I find a little trip is
necessary. Planes are overhead. Not the hundreds that used to fly
your way. Two only. They are looking for me, I think.”

From that time on the Remittance Man never again broadcast at 0700.
He did, however, broadcast to us once more. One very hot afternoon.
But by then he had nothing of importance to tell us. The Japanese on
Guadal were knocked out by then. They were licking their wounds in
Munda. They didn’t know it at the time, but they were getting ready
to be knocked out of Munda, too.

The Remittance Man guessed wrong as to when the Japs would
evacuate Guadal. It came much later than he thought. When the at-
tempt was made, we were waiting for them with everything we had.
This time the PT boats were fortified by airplanes and heavy ships. We
weren't fighting on a shoestring this time.

I suppose you know it was a pretty bloody affair. Great lights flashed
through the dark waters. Japs and their ships were destroyed without
mercy. Our men did not lust after the killing. But when you’ve been
through the mud of Guadal and been shelled by the Japs night after
night until your teeth ached; when you’ve seen the dead from your
cruisers piled up on Savo, and your planes shot down, and your men
dying from foes they’ve never seen; when you see good men wracked
with malaria but still slugging it out in the jungle . . .

A young PT skipper told me about the fight. He said, “Lots of them
got away. Don’t be surprised if Admiral Halsey gives everybody hell.
Too many got away. But we’ll get them sometime later. Let me tell
you. It was pitch black. We knew there were Japs about. My squadron
was waiting. We were all set. Then a destroyer flashed by. From the
wrong way! ‘Holy God!’ I cried. ‘Did they slip through us after all?’
But the destroyer flashed on its searchlights. Oh, man! It was one of
ours! If I live to be a million I'll never see another sight like that.
You know what I thought? I thought, ‘Oh, baby! What a difference!
Just a couple of weeks ago, if you saw a destroyer, you knew it was a
Jap!’” The ensign looked at us and tried to say something else. His
throat choked up. He opened his mouth a couple of times, but no words
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came out. He was grinning and laughing and twisting a glass around
on the table.

Of course, one Jap destroyer did get through. As luck would have
it, the DD came right at Charlesworth. That was when he got his
third ribbon. It happened this way. We got a false scent and had our
PT’s out on patrol two days early. All of them. On the day the little
boats ripped out of Hutchinson Creek and Tulagi Harbor Charles-
worth stopped by the cave. “The boys say you're good luck, Tony. Want
to go hunting?”

“Not me!” Fry shuddered. “There’s going to be shooting tonight.
Somebody’s going to get killed.”

“We’re shoving off at 1630.”

“Well, best of luck, skipper.”

Tony was there, of course, lugging that silly carbine. They say he
and Charlesworth spent most of the first day arguing. Fry wanted to
close Annapolis as an undergraduate school. Keep it open only as a
professional school for training regular college graduates. You can imag-
ine the reception this got from the skipper. The second day was hot and
dull. On the third afternoon word passed that the Nips were coming
down. Fourteen or more big transports.

“Those big transports have guns, don’t they?” Tony asked at chow.

“Big ones.”

“Then what the hell are we doin’ out here?”

“We'll stick around to show the others where the Japs are. Then
we'll hightail it for home,” Charlesworth laughed.

“Skipper, that’s the first sensible thing you've said in three days.”

That night the PT’s were in the thick of the scramble. It was their
last pitched battle in the Solomons. After that night their work was
finished. There were forays, sure. And isolated actions. But the grand
job, that hellish job of climbing into a ply-wood tug, waving your arms
and shouting, “Hey fellows! Look at me! I'm a destroyer!” That job
was over. We had steel destroyers, now.

You know how Charlesworth got two transports that night. Laid them
wide open. He had one torpedo left at 0340. Just cruising back and forth
over toward Esperance. With that nose which true Navy men seem
to have he said to Fry and his crew, “I think there’s something over
there toward Savo.”

“What are we waiting for?” his ensign asked. The PT heeled over
and headed cautiously toward Savo. At 0355 the lookout sighted this
Jap destroyer. You know that one we fished up from the rocks of Iron
Bottom Bay for the boys to study? The one that’s on the beach of that
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little cove near Tulagi? Well, the DD they sighted that night was the
same class.

Tensely Charlesworth said, “There she is, Tony.”

“Holy cow!” Fry grunted. “That thing’s got cannons!”

This remark was what the skipper needed. Something in the way
Tony drew back as if mortally afraid, or the quaver in his voice, or the
look of mock horror on his thin face was the encouragement Charles-
worth wanted.

“Pull in those guts!” he cried. The PT jumped forward, heading
directly at the destroyer.

At 2000 yards the first Jap salvo landed to port. “Holy cow!” Fry
screamed. “They’re shooting at us!”

At 1800 yards three shells splashed directly ahead of the PT. One
ricocheted off the water and went moaning madly overhead. At 1500
yards the PT lay over on its side in a hard turn to starboard. Jap shells
landed in the wake. The PT resumed course. The final 500 yards was
a grim race. Jap searchlights were on the PT all the time, but at about
950 Charlesworth nosed straight at the port side of the destroyer and
let fly with his last torpedo.

I wish that torpedo had smacked the Jap in the engineroom. Then we
might have some truth to support all the nonsense they write about the
PT’s sinking capital ships. A little truth, at any rate. But the damned
torpedo didn’t run true. You'd think after all this time BuOrd could
rig up a torpedo that would run true. This one porpoised. The Jap
skipper heeled his tug way over, and the torpedo merely grazed it.
There was an explosion, of course, and a couple of the enlisted men
were certain the Jap ship went down. But Charlesworth knew differ-
ent. “Minor damage,” he reported. “Send bombing planes in search
immediately.” So far as we knew, our planes never found the Jap. We
think it hid in some cove in the Russells and then beat it on up to Truk.

Back at Tulagi our officers and men tried to hide their feelings but
couldn’t. Nobody wanted to come right out and say, “Well, we've licked
the yellow bastards.” But we were all thinking it. Tulagi was exactly
like a very nice Sunday School about to go on a picnic. Everybody
behaved properly, but if you looked at a friend too long he was likely
to break out into a tremendous grin. Fellows played pranks on one
another. They sang! Oh, Lord! How they sang. Men who a few days
before were petty enemies now flopped their arms around each other’s
necks and made the night air hideous. Even the cooks celebrated and
turned out a couple of almost decent meals. Of course, we starved for
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the next week, but who cared? The closest anyone came to argument
was when Charlesworth’s ensign ribbed a pilot we had fished from
The Slot. “If you boys had been on the job, you could have knocked
over a Jap DD.” A week earlier this would have started a fight. But
this time the aviator looked at the red-cheeked ensign and started
laughing. He rumpled the ensign’s hair and cooed, “I love you! I
love you! You ugly little son-of-a-bitch!”

But there was a grim guest at all of our celebrations. Fry saw to that.
He would come out of the cave at mealtime, or when we were drink-
ing. And he would bring the Remittance Man with him. He dragged
that ghostly figure into every bottle of beer. The coastwatcher ate
every meal with us. Officers would laugh, and Fry would trail the
ghost of that lonely voice across the table. The aviator would tell a
joke, and Tony would have the silent broadcaster laughing at his side.
He never mentioned the man, his name, or his duties. Yet by the look
on Fry’s face, we all knew that he was constantly wondering why the
morning broadcasts had not been resumed.

One night Charlesworth and I followed Tony to the cave. “Fry, god-
dam it,” the skipper began. “You've got me doing it, too!”

“What?”

“This coastwatcher. Damn it all, Fry. I wish we knew what had
happened to that chap.” The men sat on boxes in the end of the cave
toward the bay.

“I don’t know,” Tony said. “But the courage of the man fascinates
me. Up there. Alone. Hunted. Japs getting closer every day. God,
Charlesworth, it gets under my skin.”

“Same way with me,” the skipper said. “His name comes up at the
damnedest times. Take yesterday. I was down at the water front show-
ing some of the bushboys how to store empty gas drums. One of them
was from Malaita. I got to talking with him. Found out who this Basil
is that Anderson referred to one morning.”

“You did?” Fry asked eagerly.

“Yes, he’s a murderer of some sort. There was a German trader over
on his island. Fellow named Kesperson. Apparently quite a character.
Used to beat the boys up a good deal. This chap Basil killed him one
day. Then hid in the bush. Well, you know how natives are. Always
know things first. When word got around that Anderson was to be
a coastwatcher this Basil appears out of the jungle and wants to go
along. Anderson took him.”

“That’s what I don’t understand, skipper,” Fry commented. “The
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things Anderson does don’t add up to an ordinary man. Why would
a good man like that come out here in the first place? How does he
have the courage?”

Fry’s insidious questions haunted me that night. Why do good men
do anything? How does any man have the courage to go to war? I
thought of the dead Japs bobbing upon the shorelines of The Slot. Even
some of them had been good men. And might be again, if they could
be left alone on their farms. And there was bloody Savo with its good
men. All the men rotting in Iron Bottom Bay were good men, too. The
young men from the Vincennes, the lean Australians from the Can-
berra, the cooks from the Astoria, and those four pilots I knew so well
. . . they were good men. How did they have the courage to prowl
off strange islands at night and die without cursing and whimpers?
How did they have the courage?

And 1 hated Tony Fry for having raised such questions. I wanted
to shout at him, “Damn it alll Why don’t you get out of the cave? Why
don’t you take your whiskey bottles and your lazy ways and go back
to Noumea?”

But as these words sprang to my lips I looked across the cave at
Tony and Chariesworth. Only a small light was burning. It threw
shadows about the faces of the two men. They leaned toward one
another in the semi-darkness. They were talking of the coastwatcher.
Tony was speaking: “I think of him up there pursued by Japs. And
us safe in the cave.”

And then I understood. Each man I knew had a cave somewhere, a
hidden refuge from war. For some it was love for wives and kids back
home. That was the unassailable retreat. When bad food and Jap shells
and the awful tropic diseases attacked, there was the cave of love.
There a man found refuge. For others the cave consis