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		  Dudley Bernard Egerton Pope was born in Ashford, Kent on 29 December 1925. When at the tender age of fourteen World War II broke out and Dudley attempted to join the Home Guard by concealing his age. At sixteen, once again using a ruse, he joined the merchant navy a year early, signing papers as a cadet with the Silver Line. They sailed between Liverpool and West Africa, carrying groundnut oil.

		  Before long, his ship was torpedoed in the Atlantic and a few survivors, including Dudley, spent two weeks in a lifeboat prior to being rescued. His injuries were severe and because of them he was invalided out of the merchant service and refused entry into the Royal Navy when officially called up for active service aged eighteen. 

		  Turning to journalism, he set about ‘getting on with the rest of his life’, as the Naval Review Board had advised him. He graduated to being Naval and Defence correspondent with the London Evening News in 1944. The call of the sea, however, was never far away and by the late 1940’s he had managed to acquire his first boat. In it, he took part in cross-channel races and also sailed off to Denmark, where he created something of a stir, his being one of the first yachts to visit the country since the war. 

		  In 1953 he met Kay, whom he married in 1954, and together they formed a lifelong partnership in pursuit of scholarly adventure on the sea. From 1959 they were based in Porto Santo Stefano in Italy for a few years, wintering on land and living aboard during the summer. They traded up boats wherever possible, so as to provide more living space, and Kay Pope states:
 

	  ‘In September 1963, we returned to England where we had bought the 53 foot cutter Golden Dragon and moved on board where she lay on the east coast. In July 1965, we cruised down the coasts of Spain and Portugal, to Gibraltar, and then to the Canary Islands. Early November of the same year we then sailed across the Atlantic to Barbados and Grenada, where we stayed three years. 

		  Our daughter, Victoria was 4 months old when we left the UK and 10 months when we arrived in Barbados. In April 1968, we moved on board ‘Ramage’ in St Thomas, US Virgin Islands and lost our mainmast off St Croix, when attempting to return to Grenada.’
 

	  The couple spent the next nine years cruising between the British Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico, before going to Antigua in 1977 and finally St.Martin in 1979.

		  The sea was clearly in Pope’s blood, his family having originated in Padstow, Cornwall and later owning a shipyard in Plymouth. His great-grandfather had actually preceded him to the West Indies when in 1823, after a spell in Canada, he went to St.Vincent as a Methodist missionary, before returning to the family business in Devon. 

		  In later life, Dudley Pope was forced to move ashore because of vertigo and other difficulties caused by injuries sustained during the war. He died in St.Martin in 1997, where Kay now lives. Their daughter, Victoria, has in turn inherited a love of the sea and lives on a sloop, as well as practising her father's initial profession of journalism. 

		  As an experienced seaman, talented journalist and historian, it was a natural progression for Pope to write authoritative accounts of naval battles and his first book, Flag 4: The Battle of Coastal Forces in the Mediterranean, was published in 1954. This was followed in 1956 by the Battle of the River Plate, which remains the most accurate and meticulously researched account of this first turning point for Britain in World War II. Many more followed, including the biography of Sir Henry Morgan, (Harry Morgan’s Way) which has one won wide acclaim as being both scholarly and thoroughly readable. It portrays the history of Britain’s early Caribbean settlement and describes the Buccaneer’s bases and refuges, the way they lived, their ships and the raids they made on the coast of central America and the Spain Main, including the sack of Panama.

		  Recognising Pope’s talent and eye for detail, C.S. Forrester (the creator of the Hornblower Series) encouraged him to try his hand at fiction. The result, in 1965, was the appearance of the first of the Ramage novels, followed by a further seventeen culminating with Ramage and the Dido which was published in 1989. These follow the career and exploits of a young naval officer, Nicholas Ramage, who was clearly named after Pope’s yacht. He also published the ‘Ned Yorke’ series of novels, which commences as would be expected in the Caribbean, in the seventeenth century, but culminates in ‘Convoy’ and ‘Decoy’ with a Ned Yorke of the same family many generations on fighting the Battle of the Atlantic.

		  All of Dudley Pope’s works are renowned for their level of detail and accuracy, as well as managing to bring to the modern reader an authentic feeling of the atmosphere of the times in which they are set. 
 

		  ‘Expert knowledge of naval history’ — Guardian
 

		 “An author who really knows Nelson’s navy” —  Observer
 

		  ‘The best of Hornblower’s successors’ —  Sunday Times
 

		  ‘All the verve and expertise of Forrester’ —  Observer

	  
		  
				
                 

Dedication
  
  
    
  
	  In memory of my shipmates killed or wounded when Convoy

      SL 125 was caught in the ‘Great Blackout’.

			  
 

Author's Note

				Size and performance of U-boats varied with the type. The one described in this narrative is similar to one version of the Mark IX. The ‘Great Blackout’ occurred exactly as described: a convoy in which the author was serving was caught in it and attacked by a pack of ten U-boats with disastrous results. The criticisms of the Ministry of War Transport, previously the Board of Trade, are made from first-hand experience of their lamentable lifejackets and lifeboats which were probably responsible for more British seamen’s deaths than torpedo hits.

				Dudley Pope

				Yacht Ramage

				French Antilles

				 


Chapter One

				Yorke pulled down his tired-looking leather bag from the luggage rack, said a polite farewell to the old lady who had sat beside him in the train for the whole tedious and gritty night journey from Glasgow to London, and joined the crowd shuffling their way to the door at the end of the corridor. It had been a bitterly cold trip: the heat had never come on despite repeated assurances from the guard, and that combined with the blackout blinds ensured that the freezing air stayed stale.

				The old lady was intriguing: small (about the same size as Clare, which meant a fraction under five feet), with white hair cut short in a severe style which made it seem she was wearing a Greek helmet. The inevitable venerable but comfortable cashmere jersey worn above an old tweed skirt of a dark green and black tartan matched the silk scarf, which was a folded square knotted at the back in cowboy fashion, with the triangle of material in front. Her shoes were black brogues, the tongues of which showed that they were more familiar with saddle soap than patent polishes.

				Blue eyes, fading now; a thin and aristocratic nose which might have been carved from ivory. The lips had lost their colour but the rest of her features had the slight tan of a person who spent much time outdoors and showed that as a young woman she must have been one of the most beautiful in Scotland.

				At first glance it was hard to tell if she was very poor and keeping up appearances or very rich and completely unconcerned. They had spent the night spasmodically dozing and waking in the dull blue light to find that one or the other’s head had leaned to rest on a shoulder, and slowly, as was the way with Britons, they had begun to talk when the rattling of the train and sheer discomfort finally drove out sleep in a miasma of grit and locomotive smoke as it plunged through long tunnels.

				She had casually asked if he was just starting convalescent leave, and when he had said no she had nodded at his left hand, whose skin was purple and criss-crossed with scars which had just healed.

				No, he had been to sea since that happened, he told her and she asked no more: not because of the CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES poster above the seats opposite but because she was leaving him to explain or not, as he wished.

				Instead he asked her if she was coming down to London to shop. She had shaken her head ruefully. ‘No coupons left. And at my age fashion is comfort. This skirt  —   I remember I was wearing it when I took the younger boy off to boarding school. That must be twenty years ago!’

				For a few moments, although the blue eyes were looking at him, they were seeing only memories. Of that younger boy? What was he doing now, a grown man?

				‘And now I’m wearing it again.’ She might have been talking to herself: Ned was not sure.

				‘To meet him?’

				‘No, to collect his medals. And one for his bro.’

				She said ‘bro’ as a schoolboy might refer to his brother: obviously it was a familiar phrase in their family, and as an only child he felt envious for a moment.

				A mother collecting her sons’ gongs? That was strange. Normally, if the sons were serving abroad the local commander-in-chief presented them; if in Britain, most probably the King. He looked round at her, and she nodded, but with pride rather than sadness. ‘Posthumous,’ she said quietly, ‘both of them.’

				What medals, what service, what did they do? He would probably be at the next Investiture  —   a DSO for the Aztec affair, a DSC (so they told him) for this latest business. Should he mention it in case he saw her there? Yet if they met again what could one say to a woman who had given two sons in exchange for at least three medals?

				‘Both were pilots. The elder was at Cranwell when the war started,’ she said. ‘The younger was Volunteer Reserve. The elder flew through the Battle of Britain untouched. Spitfires. He finally commanded his squadron. He was killed two months ago. Intruder operations. It is such a long war.’

				Yorke nodded. ‘Their father?’

				‘He died a couple of months after the second boy. Now this old wreck,’ she tapped a knee with the index finger of her hand, ‘is left to farm 15,000 acres in the Highlands. Sheep mostly.’

				Again Yorke nodded: there was nothing to say. By now, at this stage of the war, it was a familiar story, whether the bereaved woman farmed 15,000 acres or took in neighbours’ washing. Death was very egalitarian.

				‘That’s the ribbon of the DSO you’re wearing.’ Not a question, just an observation. The preliminary, he realized, to a reference to her sons. ‘The eldest boy was invested in that, and he was awarded a DFC, too. Twenty kills. An ace,’ she said.

				He decided against mentioning that his DSO was the result of destroyer operations: she might ask details  —   although he thought not  —   but railway carriages were no place to discuss the Aztec affair, and the last business was sufficiently secret for even those in the know to keep silent.

				‘You’ll be married?’

				He shook his head. ‘Engaged, I think.’ As he was realizing how foolish the ‘I think’ must sound she nodded. ‘I know. My husband never proposed to me either: it was an unspoken thing.’

				Then he noticed that dawn had crept up beyond the blinds, and soon the train had started rattling into the grubby suburbs of London. Grubby from centuries of soot: battered from months of the Luftwaffe. Bombs had bitten ugly jagged gaps in terraces of houses, and where incendiaries had arbitrarily gutted factories and churches there were only blackened boxes. After the Great Fire of London, Christopher Wren had designed and built fifty-one churches, apart from St Paul’s. An appropriate time to remember an odd fact.

				She was being met, so she did not need any help with her luggage, she said, thanking him, and adding gently that, until his left hand had healed more thoroughly, he should avoid carrying old ladies’ baggage.

				And then he was being jostled along the platform. The small jagged potholes, as though someone had run amok with a pickaxe, were mementoes of the latest bomb splinters, and the bigger holes had been roughly touched up with cement. Ovaltine for Night Starvation, Peter the Planter and Mazzawattee Tea, Stephen’s Ink with its blue blot  —   the metal advertising signs were still high on the walls but rusty measles marks revealed where they had been peppered by bomb splinters.

				‘Thetrennowstendinginpletfondsevingisthe…’ The ghostly announcement reverberated across the station like an incantation. Foreign troops and old ladies sipping tea in the buffet cocked their heads alike in a hopeless attempt to understand what was being said and looked puzzled, defeated by the electrically amplified Essex accent or a bureaucratic fool who had never learned about punctuation. Experienced British travellers looked warily at the arrival and departures boards, usually discovering their train was being treated with the anonymity it did not deserve, so that harassed porters had to brush aside the anxious inquiries with hurried gestures.

				The locomotive at the head of their train gave a relieved sigh, as though it was going to sleep, and most of the passengers in front of Ned disappeared in a cloud of drifting steam. A small Polish officer, noticeable in his czapka and smartly tailored battledress, stood beside several suitcases and a kitbag, looking for a porter, as though off for a social weekend instead of joining a new unit after having fought his way across Europe, and only Ned noticed that he was wearing the Virtuti Militari, Pour le Mérite, the Polish equivalent of the VC.

				A ticket collector waited at the platform gateway, although all tickets had been taken on the train, and behind him two military policemen, red cap covers making them stand out like dowagers at a garden party, eyed the passing passengers. On the watch for deserters, men absent without leave? As Ned approached, one nudged the other and stepped towards him, blocking his way and giving a wrist-vibrating salute.

				‘Commander Yorke, sah?’

				He has seen the Brigade at work, Ned thought. ‘Yes?’

				‘Message from the h’Admiralty, sah. Would you telephone Capting Watts h’at once, sah?’

				‘Very well,’ Ned said, ‘thank you.’ And realized he had no pennies. ‘Can you change sixpence?’

				‘H’indeed, sah,’ the man said, diving into his pocket. Yorke realized that the military policeman had anticipated that Lieutenant Commander Yorke was bound to arrive bereft of pennies. As a sixpence was exchanged for copper coins each man eyed the other’s single medal ribbon. The military policeman had the Palestine General Service ribbon, indicating long service. Ned guessed that dilatory or nervous soldiers could offer few excuses to this MP that he had not heard many times before.

				Ned squeezed into a telephone kiosk (wondering why they always smelled of urine even though the men’s enormous lavatory was nearby), pushed in two pennies, dialled WHI 9000, and then asked for the extension.

				Captain Watts, head of the Royal Navy’s Anti-Submarine Intelligence Unit, was cheerful. ‘Thought I’d save you coming in. Today’s Thursday, so take the weekend off and start in again on Monday. You hoped you were finished with graphs, diagrams and statistics? Want to get back to sea duty, you say? Dammit, you’ve just been to sea! Anyway, this is an open line, so we’ll discuss that on Monday. Not that there’ll be any discussion. Well, Joan’s just put a note in front of me. Wish I could read her writing. Hold on a moment.’

				Ned could picture Watts at his battered desk deep down in the Citadel, the new and supposedly bombproof operational centre next to the Admiralty building, sitting beside the Mall and looking like a Foreign Legion fort which had lost its desert and was manned by Tuaregs wearing bowler hats and armed with umbrellas. Joan, the Wren officer who was Watts’ secretary but who seemed to keep the Unit functioning, would be explaining to Watts with ill-concealed impatience.

				‘You there? Yes, well, what Joan had written down in her execrable Roedean writing  —  ’ there was a pause, when obviously Watts had his hand over the mouthpiece, ‘well then, correction: it was Battle Abbey, she says. It seems to me she’s listed your social engagements for next week. She thought you’d like to make sure you had some clean collars and your shoes polished. Ready? Monday, here in the office; Tuesday, see the PM at teatime. That’s 5 p.m., so it means brandy time. You come with me. What about? This is an open line. Wednesday you work here like a peon. Thursday, Investiture. You can take two guests. Yes, yes, I’ve passed the word and she’s being given the day off. Friday, you’re back here, and you’ll be expected to stand us all a gin. Remind me to tell you about having a hook sewn on your uniform for Thursday. Why? Do you expect His Majesty to sew on the bloody medal? Only one hook, for the DSC. The DSO goes on a ribbon round your manly and well-scrubbed neck. That’s all for now. See you on Monday. You’ll be at Palace Street until then? Good.’

				Ned put down the telephone. Any conversation with Captain Watts was exhausting because he had a quick enough mind to anticipate most questions and answer them before they were asked.

				Mr Churchill on Tuesday, the Palace on Thursday. And he was home. Should he ’phone? No, he had a key, and if Captain Watts had made sure that Clare had a day’s leave from St Stephen’s Hospital to attend the Investiture with him and his mother on Thursday, news of his arrival would have been passed on. His left hand throbbed, as though there was too much blood in it. He had used it to hold the telephone, out of sheer habit, leaving his right hand free to write notes. Now it was slightly swollen, the skin purplish. Well, he had been warned to expect it.

				Ned joined the queue outside the station.

				 
He deliberately took his time paying off the cab, savouring Palace Street. The brick houses on one side, the malt smell from the brewery nearby. The brass doorknocker was polished (his mother refused to have a bell fitted: too shrill and unexpected, she said) and so was the letterbox. The cab driver flicked up the flag and drove off towards Victoria Street.

				He carried his bag to the door, felt for his key and as he reached towards the lock, the door slowly opened. He pushed his way into the house and Clare was in his arms.

				‘Your train came in hours ago,’ she said breathlessly.

				‘It could have been late!’

				‘But it wasn’t  —   I ’phoned the station.’

				‘Is Mother home?’

				‘No, she’s out until this evening.’

				He picked up his bag. ‘I’d love a bath.’

				She rubbed his cheek. ‘And you should shave first,’ she said, in a sentence which ended in a row of dots.

				‘Yes, ma’am.’

				‘Carry on, Commander. And congratulations on the halfstripe. Oh Ned,’ she said and burst into tears, ‘it really is you!’

				 
When he left the house on Monday morning after a weekend of the worst night bombing he had ever experienced  —   and made worse because Clare had to return to St Stephen’s on Saturday, beginning a week of night duty  —   it seemed that all of London must have been blown up or burned down. Daylight when it came seemed little more than faded night: black, grey and white smoke coiling up from burning buildings and drifting to join up in low clouds driven on by a west wind made him think of Pompeii, when three days had been black as night. The last days of London? No, it was so huge that it would take the Luftwaffe fifty years of night bombing to destroy it. What they were destroying were the buildings that made London unique: the Wren churches, the Queen Anne and Georgian houses, even the stone water troughs for horses, relics from Victorian charities. The House of Commons was gone; Members had to meet in the House of Lords now. Yet Westminster Abbey, St Margaret’s, St Paul’s, the Tower of London  —   all were still standing. And Big Ben. The light in the tower showing that the House was sitting was of course extinguished for the war. Curious how bombs missed the really ugly buildings…

				He turned right, up Buckingham Palace Road. As in Palace Street, odd sandbags, the sacking burned so that the sand spread into low and blackened pyramids, showed where incendiary bombs had landed in the road and on the pavement, and been stifled by sandbags placed by brave men risking blazing magnesium. Brave and usually middle-aged and elderly men who by day went about their ordinary business, running a local tobacconist’s working in an office, acting as caretaker of a building. And women, too. Last night as he hurriedly dumped one sandbag on an incendiary in the road (after making sure none was lodged in the roof), a figure in an air raid warden’s tin hat had called out encouragement while tackling another bomb, and it had been a woman.

				As he strode along it seemed only a few days ago that, fresh from hospital, he had first made his way through St James’s Park to the Admiralty to be given the task of finding out how ships in the middle of convoys were being torpedoed, apparently by phantoms. That had stayed a mystery until he went to sea in a convoy. Now, he wondered, what had Captain Watts in store for him? Nothing very exciting, from the sound of his voice on the telephone. Graphs and statistics of how many million tons of merchant ships were torpedoed last month, and how many million remained, and how long they would last at the present rapid rate of sinking and slow rate of construction.

				There was the same old gardener in St James’s Park collecting scraps of paper, stabbing them with a spear made of a broom handle with a nail at the end and then putting them in the sack slung across his shoulders on a piece of rope.

				‘Been away, then, guv!’

				‘Yes. I see you’re still busy.’

				‘Ah.’ He dug into a pocket as though he had been waiting to see Ned again. ‘You’re a naval man so you’ll be able to tell me what this is what I’ve just found.’

				Yorke walked towards him and took the proffered brass-coloured cone.

				‘Nose cap of an anti-aircraft shell.’

				‘Can I sell it?’

				Yorke laughed at the man’s uncomplicated approach. ‘Yes, I’m sure someone would like it as a souvenir.’

				‘Not you, though?’

				‘Afraid not.’

				‘Seen too many, eh guv?’ The old man gestured at the medal ribbon and then, catching sight of Yorke’s left hand, exclaimed, ‘’Ere, you just done that?’

				‘No, it’s quite a while ago now.’

				‘Didn’t notice it a’fore when I used ter see yer,’ he said, almost suspiciously.

				‘I was wearing a glove.’

				‘Ah, ’counts for it, dunnit? ’Fraid it’ll put off the girls, eh?’

				‘I suppose so. That’s how I felt then. Now you see I’m carrying my gloves!’

				‘’Ave to, doncher? All part of the uniform. But take my tip, guv, don’t worry about the girls. Them as’d be put orf, they ain’t worth bothering with anyway. Wounded, was you?’

				When Yorke nodded, the old man said, a complaining note in his voice, ‘You ain’t wearing a wound stripe. I ’ad two in the last lot, the proper war that was. Mortar bomb in the trench cut my legs up the first time. Got treated fer that in Boolong. Could see England on a fine day. Second one was a bullet  —   and a Blighty one, too! They sent me ’ome fer that and give me a pension, too. Wouldn’t fink I’m ticking over with one lung, wouldjer?’

				Yorke looked at his watch as he shook his head. The casual mention of a lung made him shiver. ‘I must be off!’

				‘’Ow much should I ask fer this?’ the old man asked, holding up the nose cap.

				‘I don’t know the going price. The guns fire a few thousand shells every night… Still, you might get a fiver from an American soldier. Or you might have to sell it for scrap!’

				The Citadel was easier to see now: the trees had finally surrendered all their leaves to the twin blasts of high explosive and the cold winds of early winter. Only the pigeons seemed unconcerned whether there was war or peace: lunchtime always brought people scattering welcome crumbs, and one old man in pince-nez, who seemed to have come straight out of the Pickwick Papers, was always sitting in the same seat at this time of the morning scattering corn to an eagerly pecking circle of birds. Plump sparrows which always seemed slightly grubby weaved among the pigeons like cocky corvettes working through a lumbering convoy. Who was the old man? Ned pictured him at home sitting in an armchair, a fez-shaped velvet smoking cap on his head, a blue velvet smoking jacket round his shoulders, and reading. It would be something by Sir Walter Scott, and he would be quietly puffing Digger Shag in a meerschaum and probably existing on an Indian Civil Service pension.

				And now Ned was almost abreast the Captain Cook statue, placed low as though Nelson’s column, beyond Admiralty Arch, had made the Board shy of honouring yet another of Britain’s heroes. That was one of the major faults of the Navy: it took the credit for the men like Cook and Nelson and Scott when the credit in fact was due to the country that bred them, since the Navy was anxious to forget its failures, the Hyde Parkers, Roddams, Manns, and so on, and was skilled at putting unearned gloss on its Ansons, St Vincents and Jellicoes.

				The messenger just inside the entrance recognized him and welcomed him back  —   but still wanted to examine his pass. The building with its mosaic floors, long corridors and high ceilings smelled as dusty as ever, a vast trap for hayfever victims. Then Ned turned off the corridor and down the steps to the thick steel doors and concrete of the Citadel, changing in half a dozen paces from the atmosphere of the ‘down funnel, up screw’ of the Victorian Navy slowly moving from sail to steam (and hating it) to the modern Navy with turbines spun by superheated steam.

				The thick piping along the walls: hot and cold water, sewage, air conditioning  —   it was all here, so that the low-ceilinged bowels of the Citadel resembled the inside of a ship. The only thing missing was the distant rumble and vibration of propellers and their shafts, and the garbled bellows coming over the loudspeakers which, in the modern Navy, replaced with electrical incoherence the garbled bellows of the sailing Navy’s bosun’s mates.

				He had reached his desk before Jemmy, the only person yet in the room, spotted him and leapt to his feet with a welcoming bellow.

				‘My hero!’ he exclaimed. ‘Hollywood wants to film us with you in the leading role: the Swedes are planting rows of turnips from sheer remorse; and keep your hands off Joan.’ With that his head jerked back with the nervous twitch that had inspired his nickname, derived from the Earl of Sandwich who was First Lord of the Admiralty in Samuel Pepys’ time and better known as Jemmy Twitcher, who was also a villain in John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera.

				‘How’s Clare?’ he continued. ‘Glad to see you back, no doubt, the poor misguided wench. Watch your Ma  —   Captain Watts has been taking her out to dinner!’

				‘My turn now,’ Ned said. ‘It’s wonderful to be back. I can’t tell you how I’ve missed all this paperwork and  —  ’ he waved at the piping along the walls and overhead  —   ‘all this tubing hissing and clanking and belching. And no one assassinates tea leaves like Joan, and I haven’t seen a good twitch in weeks.’

				Jemmy, thin-faced and with deepset eyes, gaunt of visage according to Joan, the Wren officer who was his mistress, had the kind of neck-twisting, head-jerking twitch that was a common sight in wartime, especially among air crews, submariners and men who served in the smaller fighting vessels (the large fighting vessels usually meant cruisers and upwards). It was usually a sign of an intelligent and imaginative man who had lived under intense mental strain for months on end, with the responsibility for the lives of many other men as well. Occasionally it led men to crack up. When this happened to the pilots of fighters, or a member of a bomber’s crew, the Air Ministry bundled the man out of sight and labelled his file ‘LMF’, lacking in moral fibre, a polite way of calling him a coward. The Navy in its lack of wisdom was accidentally more humane. Not understanding what was happening to the man but unable to admit that a naval officer could be a coward (not in the numbers who were being affected), it gave him a shore job. This often cured him by relieving the strain, so that bureaucratic stupidity achieved a cure beyond the abilities of the doctors at the great naval hospital at Haslar.

				Still, Jemmy looked less gaunt; his eyes were less sunken. Ned thought he had less of the ‘lean and hungry’ look of Cassius and more of the lean cat who had swallowed the canary  —   due no doubt to Joan.

				The door swung open and the Croupier walked in, a gangling young lieutenant whose every joint seemed too loose, as though nuts and bolts needed a quarter turn with a spanner. Had he been serving in a ship, his long curly hair would have had the First Lieutenant suggesting a haircut, not merely a trim. The Croupier pointed an accusing finger at Ned.

				‘You owe us double gins!’

				‘I’ll buy you gins, but I don’t know about “owing”!’ Ned said mildly.

				‘One of the oldest rules of ASIU,’ the Croupier said nonchalantly, ‘is that if you prove you’re right, then it’s doubles all round.’

				‘I’ve never heard of that one,’ Jemmy protested. ’I’d be paying every day because I’m so often right.’

				‘You haven’t heard of it because I’ve just made it up. Proposed, seconded, passed nem. con.’

				‘Nem. con?’ Jemmy asked suspiciously.

				‘Latin,’ the Croupier said airily. ‘Means unanimous. Do you want a free gin or not?’

				‘No such thing as a free gin,’ Jemmy grumbled. ‘Chap buys you a gin, he wants a favour, or you have to listen to his boring stories, or he’s lining up to pinch your girl. “You don’t get owt for nowt”, as our Yorkshire brethren say.’

				‘You had a bad weekend?’ the Croupier asked sympathetically. ‘This is no way to greet Ned. Welcome back, by the way. You’ve just made the ASIU into one of their Lordships’ star turns. Much good joss comes our way from Number Ten. In fact Uncle expects a bottle of brandy from the PM any moment.’

				‘He’s got it already, so Joan says,’ Jemmy commented.

				‘Ah well, not all of us get the between-the-sheets confidences of Uncle’s secretary. Nothing for Ned, then?’

				‘Well, he’s got another gong.’

				‘And I am due at Number Ten for tea tomorrow,’ Ned said. ‘I go with Uncle.’

				‘Tea!’ Jemmy snorted. ‘Well, knock off a handful of his cigars: I haven’t had a good smoke since Uncle Hubert left me his stock of Havanas in his will. Two gross of ’em. Never been able to touch a Havana since. I was fourteen at the time.’

				At that moment Joan came in, honey-coloured hair neatly tied back, her uniform well pressed, and with several tan-coloured dockets under her arm. ‘Ned! Welcome back! I’ve just been phoning Palace Street. Uncle is waiting impatiently, and here you are, gossiping with these derelict barrow boys!’

				Ned kissed the proffered cheek. ‘Lead me to him!’

				As he came into the room Ned thought that Captain Henry Watts looked as though he had just stepped out of a Noël Coward war film. Those slightly heavy features, black wavy hair (in which Ned noticed the first flecks of grey at the temples), rugby player’s build and excellently tailored uniform belonged on the bridge of a destroyer steaming at full speed on a cinema screen.

				‘Ah, Ned…’ The two men shook hands. Watts had commanded his own destroyer flotilla and sunk four U-boats. Yet he still looks rather raffish, which is ten years older than debonair, thought Ned. Another ten years and he’ll be combing his hair across the crown of his head to disguise the pink skin showing through like a maiden’s blush, and telling himself that the bright light over the shaving mirror, not Nature, is to blame.

				‘Coffee?’

				Ned shook his head. It was too early for Camp coffee poured from a bottle… For a man brought up on French coffee made in the French way, the artificial substitutes made unpleasant alternatives.

				‘Don’t be too sure. Tell him, Joan.’

				‘One of the merchant ships in your convoy was so delighted by the way you found that U-boat that the captain presented a case of Brazilian coffee beans to the convoy boys in Liverpool. They had the decency to send half of it down to us. Seems merchant ships stock up with the scarce items when they visit places like Brazil. Pity there was no ship in the convoy from New York: I could have done with a few more pairs of silk stockings.’ She looked down at her legs and raised her skirt an inch or two.

				‘They’re silk,’ Watts said.

				‘Yes,’ Joan said matter-of-factly, ‘but they don’t last for ever.’

				‘I bet Jemmy doesn’t know where you got those.’

				‘You always say you only bet on certainties, sir,’ Joan said demurely. ‘Jemmy’s glad to be allowed to inspect them.’

				‘Well, we can all do that,’ Watts observed.

				‘Can you?’

				Ned pictured Joan, wearing only black silk stockings and perhaps a matching brassière, a carefully hoarded pre-war French one (what did they call those special ones? Slings?).

				‘Very well, I’ll have some coffee,’ he said. ‘Black.’

				‘And you, sir?’

				‘Black for me, too, but not shiny,’ Watts said, and Ned knew he had not been alone in his fantasy. A glance at Joan showed she too knew the thoughts going through their minds.

				‘Two blacks,’ she said and walked over to plug in the battered electric kettle. She flicked on the switch. ‘And when you’re near a shop that sells children’s chemistry sets, we need some new filter papers for these.’ She gestured at the small metal coffee filters.

				‘How about grinding the beans?’ Watts asked anxiously, and explained to Ned: ‘I happened to have an old coffee grinder in the flat, but the lid can fly off. Makes an awful mess.’

				‘He speaks as though he cleans it up,’ Joan said sarcastically.

				‘More respect, Third Officer Barclay, or I’ll report to the Boss Wren that one of her eggs is addled.’

				‘If she knew one of her precious chicks was  —  ’

				‘Yes?’ Watts inquired as Joan paused. ‘You know a surprising amount about periscopes for a Wren who has never served at sea.’

				A blushing Joan gathered up the mugs. ‘I must go and wash up.’

				As the door shut behind her, Ned took a deep breath and before Watts had time to say anything said: ‘I want to apply for sea duty, sir.’

				‘Very well, all such applications have to be in writing, as you know. Address it to me and leave it with Joan.’

				Captain Watts was far too affable: he was speaking in a mild ‘Knock and it shall be opened unto you’ tone. Or had Ned misjudged the whole situation and would Watts in fact be glad to get rid of him? Had the convoy business been a naval success but, because of the revelation about the duplicity of the ‘neutral’ Swedes, a diplomatic disaster?

				‘So I’ll get back to sea, sir?’

				‘Oh no,’ Watts said cheerfully. ‘I shall reply that your application is dismissed  —   I’ll probably use some polite phrase like “cannot be acceded to”, which is the sort of bashi-bazouk babu jargon patented by the Civil Servants. Anyway, why the hurry to leave ASIU?’

				Ned shrugged his shoulders. ‘I just want to get back to sea, sir. After all, that’s what I’m trained for.’

				‘Listen,’ Watts said, suddenly impatient, ‘the way you waded through the dockets and finally solved that convoy business has got you a DSC. It took less than a month. If you’d been at sea in one of the King’s ships for that month, you’d have spent most of your time censoring the matelots’ mail, adding up mess chits or filling in the returns your predecessor let pile up or getting the additions to the Confidential Books up to date. In other words, my lad, while with ASIU you were helping to beat Hitler, but the rest of the jobs merely keep the Admiralty penpushers satisfied. Right?’

				‘I suppose so, sir,’ Ned said gloomily.

				‘Suppose?’ Watts exploded. ‘Listen, I was commanding a flotilla of destroyers when they hauled me in for this job. You were simply the number one of a destroyer, and when you finally took command as the senior surviving officer, you had it sunk under your feet by bombers. So now I command a desk and a bag of nuts, including you, Jemmy, the Croupier and the rest of them in that room. Yet their Lordships  —   and the Prime Minister, incidentally  —   reckon they’re getting a bargain.’

				He looked round at the kettle, which had begun to boil, and bawled: ‘Joan!’

				She walked in with three small aluminium filters. ‘No need to shout, sir.’ There was just enough emphasis on the ‘sir’ to make it a term of abuse. ‘Kettle takes exactly four minutes to boil…’

				Watts looked at Ned, his eyebrows raised: he was admitting that despite practising on his former wives, he could not win where women were concerned.

				As Joan poured hot water into the filter, spreading a tantalizing smell of fresh coffee across the room, Watts said casually: ‘I met your mother at a party at the Ancasters’ the other evening.’

				‘Did you, sir?’ Ned kept his reply equally casual.

				‘Yes. Remarkable company. She has a lively mind.’

				‘Gets it from her son, sir.’

				‘We went out to dinner afterwards,’ Watts said, ignoring Ned’s comment. ‘Most enjoyable evening. Best I’ve had for many months.’

				‘Indeed, sir? She didn’t mention it.’

				Watts glowered at Ned and then saw the comment was humorous, not malicious. ‘She looks so young.’

				‘Much too young to have a grown-up son, sir.’

				Joan put the filters in front of the men. ‘Now, you two, discuss Ned’s mum out of office hours. This’ll take two or three minutes to drip through.’ With that she left the room again, carefully shutting the door as if to make it clear that Captain Watts would not be disturbed.

				‘My application for sea service, sir  —  ’

				‘Forget it, Ned,’ Watts said quietly. ‘I can’t say anything for the time being except that the Navy  —   indeed the whole bloody country  —   faces an unexpected crisis. No,’ he held up a hand, ‘can’t tell you the details at the moment. You’ll hear more about it from the PM tomorrow. Providing,’ he added, ‘the security people get your new clearance through in time.’

				‘Security clearance, sir?’ What the devil was that all about? Hell fire, he had been at sea only a few days ago shooting at Germans. ‘Has DNI discovered that I’ve been passing trade secrets to the Germans? Seems a bit odd giving me a gong one week and running a security check on me the next!’

				‘Easy, Ned, easy. T’aint like that at all. And Naval Intelligence, or the Director thereof, has nothing to do with it. This is a different sort of check. The security boys  —   for the country, not just the Navy  —   have a set of rules. If Buggins has to see secret documents or receive secret information up to a certain level  —   say B3  —   then he has to have at least a B3 security clearance. If he moves on to other and more secret work, he might need an A2 clearance, and so on. Each needs an increasing depth of checking.’

				‘I should have thought ASIU rated fairly high.’

				‘It does  —   about D7 metaphorically, compared with what is likely to be your next job, which by comparison would be A1.’

				Ned scratched his head. Presumably A1 was the highest security classification. Did it allow you to listen to the PM chatting to President Roosevelt?

				‘Why would I want an A1 security rating, sir?’ he asked suspiciously.

				‘That’s what you’re seeing the PM about tomorrow. I can tell you only this much: you need the highest security clearance just to hear your orders. To carry ’em out,’ he added enigmatically, ‘a metaphorical D7 would be quite enough, and a bloody hell of a lot of luck.’

				 


Chapter Two

				The policeman saluted gravely as the door closed quietly behind the two men, and as Watts stepped out on to the pavement he glanced up at the low clouds and noted that it would rain soon. He turned right towards the steps at the end of Downing Street and, after glancing round to make sure no passers-by could hear, said: ‘Well, Ned, now you’ve met the great man, what do you think of him?’

				‘A temperamental volcano stuffed with ideas and erupting spasmodically! But I didn’t follow half of what he said. He was assuming I knew more than I did.’

				‘Yes, sorry about that,’ Watts said apologetically. ‘My fault  —   I was being too cautious. Wait until we get back to the office and I’ll tell you the tale.’

				As night slipped down over Whitehall, the two men walked diagonally across Horse Guards Parade towards the Citadel, and Ned confided his fantasy of the building being a Foreign Legion fort in the desert with Foreign Legion patrols emerging to do battle with marauding Tuaregs.

				‘Beau Geste and all that sort of thing, eh?’ Watts commented. ‘Well, it was a good film. And come to think of it, the fort simile isn’t far wrong, when you think about it. Down in the cellars the Operations Room are fighting the Battle of the Atlantic against the U-boats who are the marauding Tuaregs. Lose that battle and Britain and the Citadel will be crushed by the Tuaregs. For “Tuaregs” read “Teds”, if I may borrow your old Mediterranean hands’ favourite description. Funny that the Italian for “German” is Tedeschi. It doesn’t sound German enough!’

				‘It does in Italian,’ Ned said. ‘More so than “Jerry”, which sounds almost affectionate.’

				Watts, as the senior officer, returned the salute of a platoon of soldiers being marched up towards the Mall, the small peak of their caps showing they were Guardsmen, quite apart from the regular pace which made it sound as though a single giant was walking.

				Both men had just sat down in Watts’ office when Joan came into the room with a heavily sealed buff envelope.

				‘This came from NID “By Hand of Officer”,’ she said, giving it to Watts. ‘Probably what you were waiting for.’

				Watts grunted and reached for a paperknife. Ned saw there was a letter on Admiralty stationery clipped to several typed pages which were stapled together. Someone had run amok with a red TOP SECRET rubber stamp.

				Joan walked to Ned’s side of the desk as Watts quickly scanned the pages. ‘How was the great man?’ she asked.

				‘I’ve never seen him before, so I can’t compare. But from where I cringed, he seemed ten feet tall with a skull the size of St Paul’s dome. No, an enormous bulldog, really.’

				‘Did he really make you cringe?’

				‘No, he was charming. Flattering about the convoy affair and well briefed on the next business.’

				Joan was too well trained to enquire. ‘Does he really lisp the way it sounds on the radio?’

				‘Yes. You notice it for the first few minutes, then it seems to disappear. It doesn’t, of course, but it is a natural part of the man. Bulldogs don’t lisp, in other words! He made a meal out of my name, though. No one has ever got so much from the “k” before. “Mistah Yawk”.’ Ned tried to imitate the Prime Minister and then shook his head. ‘I can’t imitate him. I just get angry at the thought of that grubby little Welshman in the House trying to claw him down all the time.’

				‘Don’t be nasty to Welshmen!’

				‘I’m not, but I hate to see a fly trying to get attention by landing on a giant. Why doesn’t he join up, instead of hiding in the House?’

				Joan shrugged her shoulders. ‘As a “reserved occupation” it’s better than the Ministry of Fuel. But politics  —   they’d all stand on their heads at the Windmill if they thought it’d get them votes after the War.’

				‘When you two have…’ Captain Watts said.

				‘Ah yes, sir. I have plenty of work to do,’ Joan said brightly. ‘There’s that report you finally dictated last week  —   I’ll type that up. One lump or two? Oh I mean one carbon or two?’

				‘Go and comfort Jemmy,’ Watts growled, and when she left the room said to Ned as he waved the letter, ‘This is your clearance. I broke the rules because I hadn’t received it when I took you to see the PM. I talked to the Security boys before we left and they assured me that you were “secure” and the clearance was on its way round. Still, I could see the PM was a little puzzled by your lack of excitement.’

				‘I’m still a bit puzzled, sir. We want a Mark III Enigma machine with all its rotors. I know what an enigma is, but the one the PM’s interested in obviously has a capital letter and is a machine of some sort. A triton, too. Neptune’s triton?’

				‘Ah yes,’ Watts said. ‘Enigma and Triton. You’ll be heartily sick of both words before you’re finished. And you’ll be so enveloped in secrecy that long after the war has ended you’ll hesitate before mentioning so much as Elgar’s Enigma Variations. But first, what I’m going to tell you is so secret that few ministers know of it, and only the operational commanders-in-chief and a few of their chaps who need the information for daily use. Even to hear about it, you need an A1 clearance  —  ’ he waved the papers, ‘which you now have.’

				‘Do any of the others in ASIU know about it?’

				‘Good grief, no!’ Watts exclaimed. ‘I knew very little until last week: just the tiny part that concerned ASIU. Then suddenly they fetched me in and told me everything.’

				Ned thought for a few moments. Whatever it was, this was both urgent and the priority for Britain’s survival: the PM had made that very clear. Ned recalled the resounding words: ‘If we had to sacrifice a third of our surface fleet and half our bombers to achieve it, I’d agree and think I had a bargain.’ But the PM had gone on to emphasize that the job would probably best be done by ‘perhaps a couple of dozen men possessed of incredible courage and diabolical cunning  —   and you, Yorke, are just the man to lead ‘em,’ he had added with a lopsided grin. ‘Diabolical cunning, that’s what they need, eh, Watts?’ And Watts had agreed, as though Ned knew what the deuce the ‘diabolical cunning’ was intended to achieve. Capture Hitler’s moustache, puncture Goering, steam up Himmler’s spectacles, pour mock turtle soup over Ribbentrop’s dinner jacket? The scope for upsetting the German war machine was enormous  —   given diabolical cunning, he thought wryly.

				‘I’m now going to tell you what you need to know, but,’ Watts added grimly, ‘if you are ever taken prisoner you’ll bite the L tablet with which you and your diabolically cunning chums will be issued. You’ll see why in a few moments.’

				‘L tablet?’ Ned asked, puzzled.

				‘L for lethal,’ Watts said impatiently. ‘Swift suicide to avoid interrogation. Now, we’ll start at the beginning. Ciphers. Station A wants to send a secret signal by wireless to station B a thousand miles away. Anyone listening on that frequency can hear the transmission and note down the signal. If it’s in plain language he can understand it; if in ciphers  —   well, his cryptographers can probably break it.’ 

				Ned stared at him, unbelievingly. ‘Do you mean our top Fleet ciphers are not safe?’

				‘You can raise quizzical eyebrows, my lad, but when you’ve heard what I’ve got to say, you’ll wonder if anything is safe. Anyway, enciphering a message, as you well know, means the sender at Station A changes each letter according to a system, or cipher, that he knows and transmits what seems to be a jumble of random letters which are gibberish to anyone except Station B, which knows the system and can change the jumble back into the original signal.’

				‘I understand that much, sir,’ Ned said heavily, having enciphered several scores of signals while at sea and deciphered traffic from the Admiralty  —   signals which often turned out to be queries about someone, owing to a clerical error, being paid a few shillings a week too much.

				‘Good,’ Watts said, equally heavily. ‘Now for the cryptographers. Say the signal from Station A to Station B, which are both British, was also picked up by Station X, which is German. The string of gibberish is handed over to the German cryptographers, who are a collection of mathematical wizards and chess fiends, and they start to break it. They look for repetitions, so they can work out the substitute letters for, say, the commonest letters, which I think are E, I, S and H. Gradually they work out the signal because the same substitute letter is always used for the same letter throughout the signal. In particular cipher, say, E is always enciphered as W, I is always B and so on. If they know who sent the signal and to whom it was addressed, they’re usually helped in deciphering the beginning and the end of the signal.’

				‘That’s true of all enciphered signals, except one-time pads,’ Ned commented.

				‘True, and one-time pads are not practical for ships because Station A and Station B are using a particular page in the pad and destroying it after using it once. Such a cipher is virtually unbreakable but if you issue five hundred different one-time pads, the Admiralty (assuming they’ll be signalling to the ships or getting signals from them) would need to have a quarter of a million corresponding pads.’

				‘I can see the problem,’ Ned said.

				‘Now what we really want is a mechanical ciphering machine. A special sort of typewriter with a warped personality so that as you type the signal on it in plain language it actually enciphers the message by changing each letter, except that every time the same letter is repeated in the message, the typewriter gives a different one. For example, say the word was “bibliophile”, just the sort of word the Admiralty would be sending to a corvette. The first B might come out as R, but the second B would be different, say Z. The first I might be W, the second A, the third K, and so on.

				‘The person receiving the signal would have to have the same kind of special typewriter and he would have to be able to set it to the same cipher to unscramble and punch it out as originally typed on the first machine.’

				‘What about the enemy Station X in between, eavesdropping, picking up the signal?’

				‘Doesn’t mean a damn thing because there’s no repetition. Because a particular letter is never enciphered the same way twice, it means the letters are completely random.’

				‘So it would be impossible for the cryptographers to solve.’

				‘Almost impossible, unless they had a similar typewriter  —   ciphering machine, rather  —   and could get some clue how it achieved its random choice in avoiding repeating the same letter. For instance,’ Watts said, picking up an eraser from his desk. ‘In typing the word “rubber”, the machine would, say, make the first R into E, and the final one into F, while the first B might be G and the second Q, so “rubber” could be transmitted as EDGQYF. There’s no indication that the first letter is the same as the last, nor that the middle two are the same.’

				‘Our cryptographers are lucky the Teds don’t have such machines!’

				‘But the Ted have thousands of ’em with scores of different setting; that’s the problem.’

				 
Ned felt cold. He had been in action often enough to know the truth of the expression about bowels turning to water. Now the perspiration breaking out on his brow and upper lip seemed as chilly as the condensation inside a refrigerator. ‘Possessed of incredible courage and diabolical cunning…and you’re just the man to lead them.’ Mr Churchill’s words echoed in his mind, and he saw that lopsided smile. And a few minutes ago, Captain Watts had talked of L tablets, lethal poison capsules. Poison? Suicide to avoid interrogation (presumably by the Gestapo)? That seemed a bit drastic, just because the Germans were using some sort of cockeyed mechanical typewriter-cum-cipher machine. The problem might make a few frustrated British cryptographers beat their wives and kick the dog, but poison? Or for that matter, what was Mr Churchill talking about when he said that for the new Enigma and Triton he would swap a third of the Navy’s surface ships and half our bombers?

				Watts picked up a pencil and inspected it, giving Ned time to think. Clare would be going on night duty and by now the rescue squads would have dug out everyone trapped in buildings blasted by last night’s bombing. Diabolical cunning. His left hand throbbed painfully, and one of the big pipes along the wall behind him gurgled in a way that would embarrass maiden aunts.

				Watts put the pencil back in the jam jar which, Ned noticed for the first time, contained a dozen more, all well sharpened. He took a deep breath.

				‘You haven’t put two and two together?’

				‘No, sir: I can’t even find any twos.’

				‘Enigma, my dear Ned, is the name of the German cipher machines.’

				Ned groaned. Diabolical cunning, indeed! ‘I can see why the PM wants us to get one  —   and an instruction manual, too!’

				Watts shook his head. ‘No, it’s not that: we’ve had an Enigma machine since the war began. We’ve been listening into German traffic for many months and the cryptographers have been breaking most of the ciphers within hours of the signals coming off the machine.’

				‘What am I and my diabolical couple of dozen men supposed to do then, pinch a patent Enigma oil can?’ Ned was startled, puzzled and, for reasons he could not quite identify, apprehensive.

				‘Keep that grin on your face for as long as you can, Ned, while I tell you something about our Enigma machine. “Machines”, I imagine, since we’ve built more. From what I hear, the Poles pinched one from the Germans before the war and passed it to the French, and we managed to get it out of Paris just before France fell, so the Germans still don’t know we have it. Hence the L tablets if any of you are captured.’

				‘Pity we didn’t keep Asdic to ourselves,’ Ned grumbled. ‘Giving the French the finest submarine detection device in the world means that after the Toulon debacle the Germans found out all its weaknesses.’

				To Ned’s surprise, Watts shook his head. ‘Yes, I agree it was unfortunate that as a matter of honour the French did not destroy the Asdics before surrendering their ships, but have you ever thought about the Germans trying out their U-boats against the captured Asdics and after discovering its limitations, designing new attack tactics? They found out they are quite safe if they get below a deep layer of cold water because the Asdic ping won’t penetrate. They discovered Asdic can’t operate if the hunting ship is going at any speed because of the dome, and so on?’

				‘Yes, I’ve thought about it, sir. But…?’

				‘Have you ever thought it strange that the Germans did these trials in 1940, a year after the war began, and yet their resulting tactics caught us by surprise  —   we who had invented the bloody thing back in 1937 or ’38?

				‘In other words, Ned my lad, no one in the Admiralty faces up to the fact that we were so dam’ pleased with ourselves for inventing a machine that went “ping” and listened for it to echo back from a submarine with a “ding” that we never did proper trials against it. Why didn’t we know about thermal layers? Why didn’t we design a proper dome? And design depth-charges that can be fired ahead like a shell and sink quickly, not drums that are dropped or lobbed over the side and sink so slowly they give the U-boat time to get away? I’ll tell you, Ned, and to hell with the Board of Admiralty. We were so smug that we thought Asdic was the complete answer. Asdic meant no U-boat could survive against a ship fitted with it: never again would we have the terrible merchant ship losses of the First World War. The Admiralty thought it was to a destroyer what a telescopic sight is to a sniper or Spanish fly to a seducer.’

				Ned had never considered that aspect, and he realized that Watts spoke with the bitterness not of a destroyer man jeering at submariners, but of someone who hated the stupidity of authority  —   which meant both the Admiralty and the Treasury  —   which cost lives when the fighting started.

				‘It’s an old story, sir, and the Merchant Navy chaps have suffered most from it. Remember those lifejackets made of cork blocks to Board of Trade specifications, which broke the wearers’ necks when they jumped from sinking ships? Then the Ministry replaced them with thick waistcoats of light cloth filled with kapok. The poor devils in the merchant ships have long since found out that diesel fuel  —   always plenty of that floating on the water when a motorship sinks  —   penetrates the kapok so that in twenty-four hours it sinks. Those lifejackets are still standard issue. Lifeboats  —   they’re the same design as the one rowed by Grace Darling, and in average bad weather they’re impossible to get away from a sinking ship using only oars. Even a small merchant ship has four lifeboats  —   why isn’t it compulsory, in peacetime let alone war, that at least one boat has to have an engine? After my trip in a merchant ship in that convoy business I saw enough to want to send the last half-dozen presidents of the Board of Trade to sea on a sinking raft, along with their criminally stupid permanent secretaries. Anything with “Board of Trade Approved”, or “Approved by the Ministry of War Transport” is designed by moronic landlubbers, made by profiteers, useless and probably dangerous at sea.’

				He stopped, red faced and embarrassed, but noticed that after this outburst the queasiness had gone from his stomach and he was no longer perspiring.

				‘Well spoken, Ned. Pity this isn’t the House of Commons. Still, remember the civil servants’ union kept Wrens out of the Admiralty for months and months by claiming it was a “civilian” establishment and therefore all the paperwork should be done by their bloody members, and don’t get saddened. All through our history, if you read carefully enough, at least a fifth of the population is really working for the enemy, whether they realize it or not. Useless lifejackets, out-of-date lifeboats, torpedoes unchanged since the last war and leaving a trail of compressed air while the Teds have electric ones, the same rifle and bayonet, no decent tanks  —   and we had to learn tank warfare from the Germans, who learned it from the books of one of our chaps, Liddell Hart, and that Frenchman, de Gaulle…

				‘Quite apart from all that, the standard light machine gun issued to the British Army is called the Bren, after the Czech town of Brno, whence it came; the standard light anti-aircraft gun issued to the Artillery is the Swedish Bofors; the 20 mm cannon fitted to our fighters is the Oerlikon, which I believe is Swiss.

				‘We won’t embarrass anyone by mentioning the disastrous British-designed anti-tank rifle, which is even too awful for the Home Guard with their pikes, nor mention that we don’t have our own anti-tank gun. Our tanks are more suitable for storing water. In fact all we can be proud of are the Tribal class destroyers and one class of cruisers. For this happy state thank senior permanent civil servants of the Treasury, Foreign Office and the three services, and that pipe-smoking scoundrel Baldwin, who instead of being impeached was created Earl Baldwin of Bewdley. Baldwin of Lewdly, more likely. But…’ Watts made an effort to concentrate on the subject, ’we were discussing Enigma.’

				‘Enigma,’ said Ned, ‘and the fact that the Germans don’t know we have it.’

				‘Yes, that’s its value. The Luftwaffe seems to hate landline telephones: probably because the Resistance keep cutting the wires. Anyway, it bungs most of its traffic on the wireless, using Enigma: the targets for tonight, the losses last night, how many airmen in a particular squadron have contracted clap, and so on. All this is sent in various comparatively low-grade ciphers, of course. The Wehrmacht is not so good  —   the soldiers use the telephone more. But the Navy  —   the only way of communicating with a ship at sea is by wireless…’

				‘But surely they can keep wireless silence most of the time?’

				‘The U-boats can’t, obviously. The German Navy uses about a dozen ciphers. The main one is Hydra. It started off at the beginning of the war as the one for German ships in the North Sea and Baltic, but by the time the Germans occupied Europe it was being used for all their operational U-boats  —   ’

				‘And we can read it?’ Ned exclaimed.

				‘Yes. Don’t interrupt: you’ll see the effect in a moment. Medusa is the cipher used for U-boats in the Med. Commerce raiders  —   pocket battleships and the like  —   use Aegir. The big ships, the Bismarck, Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and so on, use Neptun when they’re at sea. Sud caters for surface ships in the Med. And when the Oberkommando der Marine wants to send a signal to a distant shore command (just as the Admiralty might send something to Suez) it uses Freya. And so on.’

				Ned asked: ‘And we are picking up all this traffic and breaking the ciphers?’ The enormity of it, which could only mean that the Admirality was listening to every signal passing between the German Navy and its ships, left Ned almost dizzy, and deeply puzzled too. Why were we losing the war at sea?

				‘Picking up the traffic, yes, but not always breaking the ciphers quickly enough for the information to be of any use. It might take the cryptographers as little as twelve hours or as long as a week to break a particular signal  —   particularly Freya and Aegir, which are not used very often. That might be too long to make operational use of the information.’

				‘What about Hydra, then?’

				‘Ah yes, Hydra. Well, every U-boat operating in the Atlantic and the Mediterranean is fitted with a Mark II Enigma machine–’ he nodded his head and repeated, ‘a Mark II, not a Mark III, and issued with a manual. I should have explained that no matter which service is using Enigma, or what cipher is being used, the actual settings are changed at midnight. Thus in today’s setting, A might be K, in tomorrow’s setting it could be, say, W. The daily settings of the three rotors are printed in a manual for each cipher,’ Watts explained.

				Ned was still puzzled. ‘As I understand it, Admiral Dönitz, known to his loved one as Befehlshaber der U.boote, or Flag Officer, U-boats, sits at his headquarters at Kernével, within cycling distance of Lorient. A U-boat on patrol in the middle of the Atlantic spots a convoy, her captain drafts a signal to Befehlshaber der U.boote giving position, course and speed, Heinrich gets out the manual and looks up the Enigma setting for the day, adjusts it and taps away, clickety-clack, and the signal whizzes off to B der U.’

				‘Not quite,’ Watts interrupted. ‘Think of Enigma as merely a cipher typewriter which translates or scrambles the plain message into an Enigma signal in the Hydra code. Someone in the U-boat then takes the Hydra/Enigma version of the ciphered signal and then taps it out on a Morse key.’

				‘Very well,’ Ned asked, ‘So B der U looks at his specially gridded North Atlantic chart, sees where the nearest other U-boats are, and drafts a signal for them to form a pack at a particular position, and sends it through his Enigma machine in Hydra code to those boats?’

				‘Yes, as simple as that. And we’ve been able to pick up and read many of those signals going both ways. We have up-to-date approximate positions plotted of almost every U-boat at sea, and often know the quirks of the individual captains and wireless operators. Most good operators have an individual style which another operator can recognize, even though it’s all Morse!’

				‘But if we know when a convoy has been spotted,’ Ned said, ‘surely we can see if it is steering for a particular concentration of U-boats?’

				‘Oh yes, but if the escort of each convoy about to be attacked by a pack was suddenly reinforced, or made a major alteration of course (much more than the usual zigzag), it wouldn’t take long for Dönitz’s boys to realize we must be breaking their ciphers. Anyway, we don’t have nearly enough escorts to do any good. The best we can do, most of the time, is route the convoys through the safest areas.

				‘Enigma and our ability to break Hydra does mean, though, that we can make the best use of every escort vessel, merchant ship and Coastal Command aircraft that we’ve got. When we can sink a U-boat we make sure Dönitz’s chaps never guess it was because we read any of their signals.’

				Ned crossed his legs and cursed the hardness of the Ministry of Works Grade VII straightbacked chair, which seemed to have been designed by a Parliamentary committee advised by the Ministry’s Permanent Secretary and a distinguished orthopaedist specializing in the problems of incontinent turtles.

				Where the devil was all this leading? It was fascinating that Enigma and Hydra told us so much about the German side of the Battle of the Atlantic, and how Dönitz was operating his U-boats, but how…?

				‘What’s the problem then, sir?’

				‘Simple, really. You now see where the Enigma machine and reading all the traffic fits in?’

				‘Yes, perfectly.’

				‘And you can see how important it is that we’ve cracked Hydra sufficiently to be able to decipher most signals to and from U-boats and thus know what’s going on out there in the Atlantic?’

				Ned nodded. Watts must be getting tired because it was quite obvious that his explanation had been detailed and clear.

				‘It took the cryptographers months to break Hydra, but they did it in about February of last year. Since then Enigma has been providing us with information about the U-boats which is absolutely vital. Even so, we’re slowly losing. Without it, we could lose the Battle of the Atlantic completely in the next three months.’

				‘I can see that,’ Ned said. ‘But where does Mr Churchill and a third of our fleet and half our bombers come into it, sir?’

				The skin of Watts’ face went taut and he suddenly looked old. ‘We’ve just discovered that the Germans will stop using Hydra any day now, and start using a completely new cipher, Triton. It’s also believed they are introducing a Mark III Enigma for U-boats which will have four rotors instead of three, and two spare rotors, giving a choice of four out of six. I’ll spare you the mathematics, but this gives them billions of different settings. The cryptographers estimate it might take at least a year to break Triton, and they don’t guarantee that they can do it at all.’

				‘A complete blackout on what Dönitz is up to in the Atlantic, and at least a year to break Triton?’

				‘Yes,’ Watts said. ‘That leaves us losing the Battle of the Atlantic, which means this island falls. Some stooge of Hitler’s will be installed in Buckingham Palace, all because of an extra Enigma rotor and a changed cipher. And the irony is that very probably the Germans are only changing the cipher as a matter of routine because what was their North Sea cipher at the beginning of the war has become the Atlantic operational U-boat cipher. Their tidy little minds have probably led them to prepare Triton so that Hydra can go back to North Sea use, though adding an extra wheel to the Enigma machine is probably for security alone.’

				Ned shook his head, completely confused. ‘Sir, I understand the probable effect of a year’s blackout in the Atlantic, but I still don’t see where I fit in. Nor the chaps with diabolical cunning.’

				‘That’s quite simple. Somehow  —   without the Germans knowing  —   you have to steal a Mark III Enigma with the extra wheels, and a Triton manual. As soon as possible. More coffee? Perhaps you’d give Joan a call.’
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