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Old Boer saying: ‘A man cries twice on seeing the Namib – once when he arrives, once when he leaves.’


Introduction

For years I sat teased and tantalised as, periodically, a travel article, television programme or piece of historical writing would fleetingly proclaim the Dunedin Star disaster of 1942 ‘the most remarkable survival epic ever’ or ‘Africa’s greatest wartime adventure’, without telling me anything more. If you enjoy the story that is about to unfold, then I feel vindicated in plunging in and trying to recount it in some depth. Next time it crops up, you’ll know what they’re on about.

I do not claim to be the first person to have written about the incident. After newspaper accounts started to appear in early 1943, a Cape Town maritime journalist named John H. Marsh published Skeleton Coast, which became a hit in South Africa the following year, despite the fact that, in its first edition, due to wartime censorship, the vessel could not even be named. More recently came Dunedin Star survivor, Captain L.J. Thompson’s The Loss Of A Ship – a highly readable work, self-published for family and friends. Then there’s the entertaining, if streamlined, version of the tale seen in the Canadian TV documentary series ‘Great Adventures Of The 20th Century’. All three were of great interest and I have drawn from some of the facts therein where official documentation has holes.

Others have wrestled with the story. In 1958 an American, Lyman Anson, wrote a novelised account based on Marsh’s book called, too, Skeleton Coast. In 1993, a Boy’s Own-style author, Duncan Watt, had a stab in The Sands Of The Skeleton Coast, using the fictitious Dundee Star as the basis for some ginger beer-fuelled high jinks. Elsewhere, general books such as Amy Schoeman’s – hey! – Skeleton Coast, Taffrail’s Blue Star Line At War 1939–45 and George Young’s Ships That Pass, have all mentioned the disaster. What I have found is that modern accounts either come from an ecological perspective – such as Schoeman’s superb natural history – or, like Ray Mears’s ‘Extreme Survival’ TV series, have, for very good reasons, tended to focus on a particular aspect of the story. Contemporary accounts remain coldly technical or, given their commission for propaganda purposes, are liable to trumpet South African military heroism. I’ll make no bleached bones about the fact that my interest is in the human drama, especially given that all versions ignore the three weeks Dunedin Star spent at sea, chugging merrily towards the Cape from Liverpool. This, let’s not forget, was also an eccentrically British affair.

To write this book I have turned back the clock and reconstructed events from scratch. It has been possible to give the story a new slant now that the national archives of South Africa and Namibia have been opened up (both public and military), disclosing facts hitherto unavailable to contemporaries and now all in the public domain. Drawing on information from both the UK and Africa, I have pored through literally thousands of documents, official orders, public records, newspaper cuttings, reports, telegrams, ships’ logbooks, enquiry minutes, court transcripts, items of personal correspondence (even expense claims) and individual journals, including those of Dr J. Burn-Wood and, especially, the riveting chronicle penned by Captain W.J.B. Smith. Moreover, my research was flavoured richly with the eyewitness testimony of survivors and the recollections of relatives of others. Plus there are the observations from my own adventures across South Africa and the lovely loneliness of Namibia. Having got my vehicle buried in the Skeleton Coast sands and then broken down and lost in Namib lion country (what an idiot!), I hope I can, in some small way, empathise with the frustration of Smith and his men.

Based on what I have learned, I have compressed a few events for dramatic purposes and sprinkled the story with dialogue. I believe (and hope) that this remains true to the spirit of what actually happened

At the risk of coming over like a gushing Oscar acceptance speech, I must insist, most forcefully, that this project would have been utterly impossible without the generous assistance of some truly wonderful people. First and foremost come Annabel Butterworth (née Taylor) and Denis Scully, survivor and hero of this 1942 adventure, both of whom threw their homes open to me, then sat patiently while I pummelled them for information about events of more than sixty years before. It was an honour to have met you both – would that your average teenager had as much energy and enthusiasm. Special thanks, too, to another Dunedin Star veteran, Captain Jim Thompson, for provision of essential details and some lively phone chats. Yours Aye!

Other kind folk helped enormously – Mary and Roy Curtis-Setchell (Mary, the daughter of Captain W.J.B. Smith), Sally Dalgleish (granddaughter of Dr J. Burn-Wood, daughter of Lieutenant Gordon Burn-Wood, daughter-in-law of Commodore J.S. Dalgleish), Grahame Robins Naudé (son of Captain Immins Naudé) and Jeanette Green (daughter of Captain Bobby McDonald). All provided additional material and graciously volunteered reminiscences of their forebears. Then there are researchers Zabeth Botha and Ima Brink; the National Archives of South Africa and Namibia; the Military Archives, South Africa; Commanders Mac Bisset, Eddie Wesselo and the South African Naval Museum; John Parkinson; Sally Dyas at the BBC; the South African Department of Defence; the South African Air Force Museum; Commander Brian Stockton; Jan at the Fleet Air Arm Museum; Peter Du Toit and the Cape Town Maritime Museum; Dr Hector McDonald; George Stibbe; Lynn Van Rooyen (Cinenova); the anonymous person who gave me the Court of Enquiry transcript; Ken Williams and his e-book, Royal Navy Medic, 1945; the UK Public Record Office; the British Library; the National Newspaper Library; Merseyside Maritime Museum; Sister Eileen Foster and the Sacred Heart School; Denise Littler and the Tree Of Idleness guest house; Terry Scully and the boys for ferrying me around Johannesburg/Pretoria; Marion Paull for diligently subbing the manuscript.

As a venture it would have been rendered a purely hypothetical exercise were it not for that aforementioned experience of the breathtakingly beautiful and endlessly fascinating land of Namibia, for which I am inordinately grateful to the teams from Wilderness Safaris at Damaraland and Skeleton Coast camps. Thanks, especially, must go to Chris McIntyre, Chantal Pinto and the Southern Africa experts at Sunvil Africa (tel: +44 (020) 8232 9777; africa@sunvil.co.uk) for arranging for me to explore the most remote reaches of the country with such remarkable ease. Book now!

Last, and certainly not least, let me reserve extraordinary praise for the ever-trusting folks who got this baby off the ground and sent it gurgling into the sky – editor par excellence Ian Preece and my fantastic agent Kate Hordern. To both, I am your humble servant. And, dear Clare, thanks for being so superhumanly patient and supportive throughout it all.


Prologue

Throughout the Middle Ages, with Islamic forces threatening to batter down the doors of Christendom, the crowned heads of Europe still hoped for salvation in the shape of Prester John. Supposedly a direct descendant of the Magi, the mythical Prester – presbyter or priest – was said to rule over a magical kingdom, a land of milk and honey, where unicorns roamed, the rivers ran with rubies and all men and women, in a paradise unknown since Eden, could expect to live for centuries. In 1165, in a purported missive to the Pope, the Prester promised succour to the soldiers of Jesus, besieged by Moor and Turk – ‘We have determined to visit the sepulchre of our Lord with a very large army, in accordance with the glory of our majesty, to humble and chastise the enemies of the cross of Christ and to exalt his blessed name.’ Make contact with the Prester, it was determined, and the marauding infidels would be smitten.

With Prester John’s dominion deemed to lie deep within the heart of Africa, his own cryptic description of the gateway as ‘a sea, all gravel and sand, without any drop of water, and it ebbeth and floweth in great waves as seas do’, tantalised the navigators who had, by the early 1400s, begun to edge their way down the coast of the Dark Continent. The West was still at loggerheads with Islam, but burgeoning lust for the spoils of empire had blinded adventurers to the Prester’s warning – ‘and no man may pass that sea by navy, by no manner of craft, and therefore may no man know what land is beyond that sea. And anon, as they be entered into the Gravelly Sea, they be seen no more, but lost for evermore.’

It had taken twelve men half the morning to row the solid oak longboat to shore, battling the furious current, frequently losing sight of landfall through the thick bank of Atlantic fog. As keel ground on to beach, the captain plunged off the bow, half-drowned under the weight of his breastplate, then squelched up the shingle to claim the land for God and King. As befitted the theatre of the occasion, he unsheathed his sword, whirled it above his head, and urged his men to get a move on. There would follow the more cumbersome business of discharging the padrão – a half-ton limestone cross, one of several the flotilla was carrying, which, over six months, had cost the skipper the same number again in good men.

With the Lord at his elbow and seaweed in his pantaloons, Diogo Cão was not a man daunted easily. At the great Zaire River he had sailed his three caravels a hundred miles upstream through steaming jungle to sup with old King Manicongo at the rapids of Yellala, leaving a padrão as a keepsake on the shore of the mighty estuary. Further south still, his men had heaved a cross up the black granite cliffs of Cabo Negro in the land Diogo’s kinsmen would one day rule as Angola. It was the rotting humidity of the tropics that had rendered the customary wooden crosses redundant, so limestone it must be, and if further men be drowned or they all should perish under burden of holy devotion, such sacrifice, surely, would reap reward in the Kingdom of Heaven.

With only sun and stars for navigation and great chances taken with his ships, which were themselves barely sixty feet long and of a design not much changed since the days of the Phoenicians, Diogo had pushed his crew to the limit of human endurance. By their own calculation they were the furthest point south that any European had ever ventured – at the very ends of the earth. But with fresh water dangerously low and every watercourse dry along this inhospitable shore, Diogo, alas, would have no further opportunity on this voyage to patrol humanity’s periphery.

Upon a barren shelf, above the windswept plain of rubble, Diogo found his spot, broke the ground personally and contemplated the long journey home. Later, when the ropes and rollers had done their work, his scurvied marinheiros beyond complaining, he sent back for a representative party from each ship, the crimson crosses on yellowed triangular sails remaining the only vague markers through the curtain of mist. A mass was held, a communion cup was passed, the crews uttered their own private oaths – not all favourable to their master – and as Diogo’s padre led his officers and men in bowed prayer, his ship’s mason chiselled a beautifully crafted inscription beneath the royal coat of arms:

In the year 6685 after the creation of the world and 1485 after the birth of Christ, the brilliant far-sighted King Jão II of Portugal ordered Diogo Cão, knight of his court, to discover this land and erect this padrão here.

With Constantinople falling to the Ottomans and overland routes blocked to the Orient, it was logical for Iberian adventurers to seek new fortune upon the waves. Encouraged by their patron, Prince Henry the Navigator, the riches of strange lands posed a new and exciting prospect for the seamen of Portugal, who flung themselves before the four winds with a crusading zeal. Could a sea route to the Indies really be found around the foot of the world? Was it possible, according to one Genoese seeking sponsorship from the court of Spain, that a passage might exist across the Atlantic to the west?

Unwilling to be outdone by the Moslem, the Portuguese preferred the southerly option. If, as had been rumoured, the Arabs had uncovered the riches of Ophir, somewhere on the east of the great land mass of Africa, then they would plunder its occident – the gold of Guinea that lay beyond the desert realm of the Moors; the palm oil of the thick green forests; the ivory of its pachyderms; the labour of the blue-black peoples who seemed so easily duped by their fellows into human bondage. By 1444, Cape Verde, Africa’s westernmost point, had been rounded and the Senegal River reached. By 1460, men of Lisbon and Porto were wading ashore in Sierra Leone. In 1471, João II constructed a massive fort at Mina, in latterday Ghana, the base for further exploration. League by league, explorers such as Diogo Cão extended the claims of the Crown. Soon Portugal controlled the most powerful maritime empire of the age.

But was it mere happenstance that had led Diogo to the edge of the earth? As he gave thanks to the Almighty and raised his eyes upon the cross, the fog lifted suddenly, the sun pierced the gloom and a great stone plain lay before him, replete with shimmering gold mountains that seemed to float above the distant horizon, the whole terrain bending and shifting before the eye. Diogo recalled words that had lain dormant in his head, learned by rote as a schoolboy, but long deemed superfluous to one whose everyday thoughts were preoccupied with maps, charts, constellations and his God.

‘Three journeys long from that sea be great mountains, out of which goeth a great flood that cometh out of Paradise. And the hills be made of precious metals and the waters run with jewels.’

Diogo went weak in his legs, tore off his armour and excused himself from his men. He removed the small leather-bound Bible that he kept in his cotton chemise, directly over his heart, and, quite overcome with emotion, trod softly across the gravelly flats, making for a suitable patch from which to declare himself a humble servant of the great Prester. He had barely dropped to his knees when the clouds came over and the fog whipped back in. Diogo Cão was never seen again.

Diogo’s new land would, five centuries later, become the country of Namibia in southwestern Africa; his place of disembarkation, the windswept headland of Cape Cross, of which the only inhabitants today are a colony of pungent seals. Diogo was fortunate to have made ground at all. Of the thousands of seamen to have put ashore on this treacherous coast, few ever lived to tell the tale. It took a further four hundred years for Diogo’s padrão to be discovered, tilted at a forlorn angle, some evidence, at least, of the coastline’s impenetrability. Pounded mercilessly by twenty-foot waves, blasted by a howling wind and scarred by the fearsome Benguela current, this perilous strand does not welcome guests. Surviving the surf was Diogo’s true miracle.

As the Portuguese edged further south, the local fishermen encountered en route would often talk of an eerie ‘walking coast’, a stretch of African shore whose very sands would reach out to envelop passing ships – a strange phenomenon whereby entire vessels could suddenly become beached, their crews left to perish in the parched desert beyond. The Herero people of the interior called it the ‘Coast of Loneliness’. Diogo’s compatriots preferred the no less colourful ‘Sands of Hell’. The later Dutch would name it Seekus van die dood, ‘Seacoast of the Dead’. With this five hundred mile stretch of Namibia’s northern shore – from the Kunene River in the north, down to Swakopmund in the south – seemingly nothing but a graveyard of wrecked ships, strewn timbers and bleached bones (whale, seal, and no shortage of human), it is nowadays known as the ‘Skeleton Coast’.

It was a South African journalist named Sam Davis who coined this morbid soubriquet. And as with most, it was macabre circumstances that had drawn him to this desolate place – reporting on the search for a Swiss airman, Carl Nauer, who had disappeared in 1933 while trying to break the Cape Town to London solo air speed record. No trace of Nauer’s plane was ever found, but then evidence of disaster on the Skeleton Coast is always fleeting, the corrosive saline air and swirling sand eagerly devouring man’s frail machinery. Even shipwrecks from the 1970s – the last decade before global positioning systems eased passage through these waters – have been reduced to mere lumps of boiler and skeletal frames. The Winston, South West Sea, Atlantic Pride, Luanda, Karimona, Montrose II, Girdleness, Henrietta, Suiderkus (on her maiden voyage) and the optimistically named Benguela Eagle all sit like a giant filleted feast on an endless plate. Who knows, truly, how many have met their end along this tragic tract? The bones and skulls and remains of makeshift shelters are in abundance. The shifting sands groan for the lost souls they have entombed over the centuries.

The Skeleton Coast is Africa’s Bermuda Triangle. Here, where the arid Namib Desert air collides with the Benguela, a flow of icy water bearing due north from Antarctica, a blanket of fog sits permanently along the coast, stretching as far as ten miles inland and even further out to sea, rendering visible navigation impossible, confounding sailors with distinctly untropical temperatures. At the start of winter, when the winds switch and a warm front comes in off the Kalahari interior, the sudden calm and beauty are but nature’s cruel trick, violent electrical storms in the dry, charged air sending lightning bolts crashing down in search of the nearest mast. On the Skeleton Coast, rich mineral deposits and sub-aquatic volcanic activity – the still-septic scar from when the land mass of Africa divided from South America – can send magnetic compasses spinning aimlessly. Then there’s the icy Benguela again, running northwards at a furious pace, carving a steep shelf as it goes, fooling many an experienced captain into believing he is fifty miles further south than is reality. Negotiate that and there are still the ragged underground ridges to contend with – razor-sharp reefs, their exact location never adequately determined.

The sea has a powerful ally. Those sands beneath the waves are already fast at work, forming banks around stricken hulls, paralysing rudders, throwing a deathly embrace. A century ago, as illegal diamond hunters braved the Kaokoveld, a government restricted zone beyond the coastal strip, rumours abounded of Spanish galleons and Dutch men o’ war being uncovered miles inland. At the southern end of the Skeleton Coast, several hundred yards from the ocean, sits the Eduard Bohlen, a German steamer that ran aground in 1909, now nothing but a photo opportunity, sand gushing forth from open portholes – evidence that those old yarns might not be all salt.

For those who braved the breakers and made it to shore, their troubles had only just begun. In the Namib, the world’s oldest desert, survivors would find themselves hundreds of miles from civilisation – no towns, no roads, no nothing. Here, the ground supports little plant life. In some parts it has never rained at all. While daytime temperatures hit a searing 40 degrees, at night they plummet towards freezing. The only regular life is animal – carnivores and scavengers, hardy strains of jackal and hyena, even enterprising lion which feast upon the odd seal carcass and each other. Rivers that appear as bold blue lines on maps, flowing westwards to the ocean – the Khumib, Hoarusib and Hoanib – are nothing but barren wadis. On those occasions when they do flashflood – the legacy of rainfall deep inland – bright green banks flourish suddenly, with springbok, oryx and desert elephant coming to water. But such watercourses can vanish again within hours, draining into the ground, leaving patches of deadly quicksand that can suck a man under in seconds.

It is a tough strain of organism that survives in the Namib Desert – weird plants such as the welwitschia mirabilis and the ganna bush, which extract moisture from the fog; the strange tok-tokkie beetle with grooves in its back to catch the morning dew; other species, too, to convert the most rabid sceptic of Darwin. The very land itself is in a state of flux, with massive, walking, crescent-shaped barchan dunes, as big as hills, that ripple and smoke and re-sculpt the horizon; or emit an ethereal, trapped-air roar as they march slowly across the plain. Even the hardy African Bushman, our anthropological Adam, whose resourcefulness knows no bounds, eventually retreated from this area, carrying with him the specialist knowledge that would have saved many an interloper – that, namely, drinking the sap from the cactus euphoria virosa will burn your insides, causing you to drown on your own acid foam; and the smoke of a fire kindled from its sister, the ‘milk bush’, will asphyxiate you within minutes.

In 1874, a group of Afrikaner religious fundamentalists, believing that the arrival of a railway line in the Transvaal was the work of Satan, decided to trek north across the Namib/Kalahari, hoping to find the biblical land of Beulah. Ill-equipped, most of the men, women and children and their livestock died off, factional infighting doing for others, and although a few of these dissenting zealots did, amazingly, make it as far as the green of Angola, their collective name, left in the odd monument en route, spells out the Namib’s biggest menace. They were the Dorsland – ‘Thirstland’ – Trekkers.

It is little wonder that, until recent times, no colonialist much bothered with Namibia. Who could settle such a harsh interior? What use was a maritime territory with an unusable coast? In the great scramble of the nineteenth century, as the vast continent was greedily divided by the European powers, somehow this bit – four times the size of the UK, lying between South Africa to the south, Angola to the north and what is now Botswana to the east – remained unclaimed, the badlands that no one really wanted. Latterly administered by the Kaiser’s Germans (from 1884), then Britain, then South Africa, Namibia finally got its independence in 1990, but the Skeleton Coast region in its far northwest remains the continent’s last untameable wilderness. Today, with ecotourism and carefully managed fly-in safaris, there is at least now the possibility of sampling the region’s unique and breathtaking beauty, but man will always be an intruder. He treads there at his peril.

The Bushmen hunting party had been walking for two days when they came across the body. In quiet and stealthy pursuit of a straggle of beautiful oryx, a dogged antelope-like creature, that had led them to the edge of their hunting grounds, they had found the man face-down, a vulture’s wings flapping as it searched out more soft tissue. Shooing the bird with a stone, they approached the corpse and turned it over, and although they were sure it was a man, for he bore the same physical structure, they could see he was of a people completely unlike themselves.

The people known as San were no more than five feet tall and slightly built and wore nothing save for a hide loin cloth: their equipment – bows, poison arrows, an ostrich egg full of water – slung about their person. This unfortunate fellow, far bigger than they were accustomed to, had garments that covered his entire body; his leather was well-sewn; his strange adornments all so very shiny. What’s more, the features of this alien did not resemble theirs at all. They had yellow complexions, small flat noses and broad Asiatic faces. Although his eyes were gone and the flesh was decomposing, it was clear to see that, behind the thick brown beard, he had skin that was pale, almost white.

The elder of the party squatted on his heels, gathered his hunters round and recalled, in his curious click language, how their ancestors had warned of a white man who, like the big black man now crossing the rivers from the north, would one day drive them from their land. He spoke of vessels that crossed the Great Lake of the Sunset and how, long ago, other white men, then yellow ones with slanted eyes like theirs, from a land far away, had also been sighted off its shore. And so they covered the body with a cairn of stones, gave thanks to the desert spirits for their deliverance and wished the stranger forgiveness in his afterlife. Two years later, the Italian cartographer Martellus heard a rumour that Diogo Cão’s grave was to be found southeast of Cape Cross in an area he called Serra Parda, the ‘dark range’, although he could never prove this assertion.

Diogo’s navigational efforts were not without significance nor, in their own way, any less of an achievement than that of Cristóbal Colón – Christopher Columbus – who found fame a few years later. Indeed, Martin Behaim, the celebrated German geographer, who had sailed with Diogo on a previous expedition, used much of Diogo’s navigational theory to construct the first-ever globe in 1490. But history has given Diogo short shrift. Two years after his final voyage, Bartolomeu Dias – whose brother, Pero, had acted as Diogo’s pilot – landed at the Cape of Good Hope. In 1498, Vasco Da Gama eclipsed all previous achievements by sailing all the way to India, prompting a fierce Spice Islands rivalry with the nascent maritime power of the Netherlands, and the eventual founding of Cape Town as a way station for the merchantmen of the Dutch East India Company. Southern Africa was opened up for good.

With night falling, there had been no further sign of Diogo, no search party able to locate him and so Pero Da Costa, Diogo’s deputy, was faced with an awful decision. He led his men in prayer, then sought guidance from his Lord as to whether he should stay or go. A huge groaning began, a sound so loud and deep that it was as if the very earth was beginning to cry. The wind blew, sand stung ears and eyes and the two native Congolese boys who had travelled with the party were so overcome with terror that they turned and ran straight back into the water. With the word ‘Diabo’ on every crewman’s lips, Da Costa evacuated the beach without hesitation.

At first light next day, but with the sea too rough to return to the same headland, Da Costa sent one of the three caravels, the Amarante, further up the coast to seek alternative landfall. It, too, disappeared. They used to say you could still see her, a ghost ship, sailing the waters in search of her lost master. And all who clapped eyes on her would meet a similar fate.


Chapter 1

Monday, 9 November 1942. In the English Grill of the cold, cavernous Adelphi Hotel, just up the road from Liverpool’s Lime Street Station, sat Mrs Alice Taylor and her seventeen-year-old daughter, Annabel. They ate a breakfast of stale toast with their tea and, once the blackout curtains had been drawn back, peered through the large grubby window at the people plodding up and down Hanover Street. The slate grey sky seemed the perfect backdrop, for the Adelphi had been a hotel of great renown till war and rationing undercut her majesty. She was now dowdy, in parts denuded, the marble exterior caked in grime, the décor fading, the dining-room fare not nearly as hearty as the dog-eared menu boasted. The tablecloths, still crisp and white, causing the Taylors considerable anguish about spillage, were but a proud reminder of better times.

At the Adelphi, well-heeled folk once thronged on the eve of great ocean liner sailings, all ballgowns, dickie bows and Noël Coward badinage; days when the hotel was ‘England’s front door’ and Liverpool the ‘Gateway to the West’, the great hub for all trans-Atlantic voyagers (the grand Sefton Suite was a replica of the first-class dining lounge on the Titanic). And while, of an evening, the Palm Court Orchestra still played, the atmosphere seemed as flat as the tampered champagne being flogged to the unwitting American servicemen. Evidently, the hotel’s soul had gone AWOL – a direct hit during the Blitz, killing ten people and causing extensive structural damage, had surely seen to that. Now the hotel’s rooms seemed the principal reserve of one-night-only sailors, naval officers mainly, both Merchant and Royal, and the hotel seemed strangely quiet after the mass dawn check-out as men left for their posts, or sneaked out the odd female companion from a last lost night of shore leave. Civilians, the Taylors had been told, were infrequent visitors, to be eyed with not a little suspicion. As notices constantly reminded, ports were fertile grounds for enemy spies, eavesdropping on dockers’ pub conversations, noting the speculation of effusive cabbies.

As a recent Government censor herself, blocking out the careless remarks of seamen in letters home to sweethearts, Alice Taylor understood the paranoia. She couldn’t help but be inventive about the thin man in the horn-rimmed specs and tweed suit sitting a few tables away. What clandestine deed might he be involved in? Perhaps he was a boffin from the Ministry of War? She watched as he finished his cup of tea, laid down enough change for the bill and tip and scurried off, leaving the Taylors the only diners there.

Alice picked up the copy of The Times he had left behind. While Annabel tried to butter her thin, burnt toast without it shattering, Alice skipped through the usual round of exaggerated claims and counter claims over aircraft shot down, men taken prisoner and, more ominously, ships sunk. The Home Front was of no great cheer, just a reinforcement of the austere times they were going through – a Government plea to ‘eat biscuits and cheese for lunch, dinner or supper’; tips on how to dry wet leather shoes properly; in these culinary testing times, a daily, officially endorsed recipe from the Ministry of Information, today for making an ‘exotic’ Greek-style potato moussaka (‘potatoes are part of the battle’). There was a sketch of a miserable British POW. ‘Help them to bear captivity’ read the caption. ‘The Red Cross needs more pennies now.’

The bigger picture was more encouraging. After three long years – it seemed more like thirty – there was a real sense that things just might be swinging the Allies’ way. Of course, the Americans had made a massive difference – that guilty sigh of relief they had all breathed when Pearl Harbor was bombed (Eleanor Roosevelt had just been in Liverpool on a goodwill visit). Now, round the other side of the world, the Yanks were wreaking vengeance on the Japs at Guadalcanal. In Russia, Hitler’s troops were bogged down in an epic, murderous winter stalemate at a place called Stalingrad. And Our Boys? Monty and his Eighth Army – God bless them – had just smashed Rommel at El Alamein and were driving him hard towards Libya. Next Sunday, church bells would be rung in celebration across the land.

Only yesterday had come a new development. At dawn, an Allied force under Eisenhower had successfully conducted Operation Torch, a massive amphibious landing in French North Africa. Algiers had already fallen, and the craven Vichy regime, while howling indignation, knew that its soldiers gave up without much of a fight. Bloody Vichy. Annabel asked her mother about this business with the French and Alice tried hard to boil it down – Pétain, Laval, Darlan, the Free French over here . . . It was just a matter of time before Jerry occupied the whole of France. That could change the shape of the war yet again.

Events in North Africa and the Middle East were of great significance for the Taylors for they were about to set forth upon their own adventure to the region – a mission to be reunited with Alice’s husband. A senior diplomat, Maurice Taylor was stationed in Addis Ababa, capital of Abyssinia, modern-day Ethiopia. He had been away from them for nearly two years. They had applied for tickets to accompany him at the time of his posting, but places for civilian travellers during wartime were severely restricted. Mrs Taylor had almost given up. Then, two days ago, out of the blue, their passages had suddenly come through. There followed a mad dash to Euston and the train up from London. They had secured berths on the Dunedin Star, a ship of the Blue Star Line, which carried commercial passengers as well as cargo and was setting sail this very day.

With the Suez Canal closed and the Mediterranean a bloodbath, all shipping to the Middle East had to undertake the long haul round the Cape and although the ship would most likely put in in South Africa – official secrecy prevented passengers from knowing it would be at Durban – the Dunedin Star’s final destination was to be Aden. The Taylors would then take a ferry to Djibouti and a train across country. They hoped to be in Abyssinia by Christmas. Last night’s sleep had been fitful, restless hours spent in a draughty twin room between cold, clammy sheets, mulling over what might lie in store. But now the moment beckoned. In half an hour they would be heading northward to the giant Huskisson Dock, where once had moored great Cunard superliners – the Lusitania had berthed there – but which was now packed with minesweepers and convoy escorts. From there the Dunedin Star would put to sea.

A life on the hoof was normal for the Taylors. As Maurice’s job dictated, they had led a peripatetic existence, moving from country to country, never owning a home and seeming to live forever out of suitcases. Annabel’s parents had married in Aden and lived in both Warsaw and Prague during the 1930s as the Foreign Office began shutting up shop for the impending conflict. A previous stint in Abyssinia, where Maurice was Consul General, had ended with the family baling out just as Mussolini’s army arrived. Maurice Taylor was one of the last two Britons in Prague, burning vital documents at the embassy as the Nazi jackboots clomped over Bohemia’s cobbles. Well-connected and fluent in Amharic, he had returned to Abyssinia, paving the way for the return of Emperor Haile Selassie in the aftermath of Italy’s disastrous campaign in the Horn of Africa. The women knew that he was involved in military intelligence of some sort, for he carried the rank of Major, but the matter was never pursued; nor should one ever question the diplomatic protocol that, where a man goes, his wife must follow.

For Annabel and her younger brother Stuart, the very notion of a united family was an alien one. Seeing their father was an annual, sometimes three-yearly, event. Indeed Sam, as they called Stuart, would not be joining them at all on this voyage. It was deemed better to leave him to finish his education. In line with the family’s Catholicism, he was a pupil at Ampleforth College in Yorkshire, an establishment run by Benedictine monks. Since the age of eight, Annabel had been farmed out to boarding school, too – the Sacred Heart at Roehampton on the southwest edge of London – with just weekly letters to update her on events in Poland and Czechoslovakia.

She was not alone in her lot. There was abundant fall-out from that strand of privileged international class, her school packed with others like her – Indian Army girls who didn’t see their parents for years on end; the Kennedy girls, Eunice, Patricia and Jean, daughters of Joseph (then US ambassador to Britain) and sisters of Jack and Bobby (Jean was in Annabel’s class); and the Hohenzollern princesses, Mimi and Maimi, their family still claimants to the German throne. There was other Ruritanian royalty too: girls from Luxembourg and Bavaria; some South Americans from elite stock; all remaining behind for the holidays in the age before mass air travel, when quick jaunts overseas were simply not possible.

For a while, at the start of the war, in a brief period of togetherness, the Taylors all lived in a rented house in Totteridge, North London. During the Battle of Britain summer of 1940, Annabel and Stuart had looked down from the hill in childish awe at the dogfights over London, planes coming down with black smoke billowing. At night they watched the horizon glow red from the bombing of the Docklands, the oncoming Blitz but a game as they were bundled under the stairs when the sirens wailed. In a bizarre turn of events, a Lord Haw-Haw propaganda broadcast from Berlin proclaimed that the Luftwaffe would actually bomb Roehampton in order to snuff out those rogue German royals. Sure enough, albeit during general London raids in autumn 1940, the Sacred Heart was hit three times. Fortunately, as with millions of schoolchildren, the authorities had had the good sense to evacuate the pupils out of harm’s way – the entire school was relocated to a hotel in Newquay, where the girls remained through the worst of the bombing.

At sixteen Annabel left school and pondered the future. Her mother was renting a dingy flat in Redcliffe Gardens, Earl’s Court, taking the bus each day to Whitehall. Annabel came to live with her. Times were changing for Britain’s women – their heroic part in the great struggle had seen to that. Only recently the Archbishop of Canterbury, in a previously unthinkable nod to the spirit of the times, had – heaven forbid – announced it no longer necessary for women to wear hats in church. But how long would female liberation last? Conflict aside, society still deemed the primary career option of young women was to marry and have kids. Annabel toyed with doing a secretarial course and counted down the days till she was old enough to join the Wrens, but then that letter from the Blue Star Line had slid through their letterbox, followed by the mad packing of a trunk, a solitary suitcase each and the wangling of extra clothing coupons so that they might have ‘something to wear in the evenings’.

Alice looked across at her daughter. No doubt about it, just from the glances she had garnered on the trip up yesterday, Annie had started to blossom. Only last week she had begged her mother to let her have her hair cut. In an attempt to resemble film star Veronica Lake, she had wanted her waist-length plaits lopped off, her blonde hair more sleek, more womanly. Her mother had cursed her for leaving the plaits at the hairdresser’s – they could have been used in some adornment, made into a chignon of some sort – but it was no use complaining now. Alice was still only forty-six herself, years of independent living making her a deft hand at judging men – how to politely ward off the lech, how to distinguish genuine kindness from physical attraction. She’d have to keep an eye on Annie.

A waitress, whose name tag said Daisy, came over and cleared their plates. A chirpy Scouse lass, she made some chit-chat about the weather, ‘that Mr Churchill’ and her brother out in the Far East, and told them how she’d gone to the Regal on Saturday night to see Holiday Inn.

‘Quite a dish that Bing Crosby, don’t you think, Miss?’ she winked.

Annabel blushed. She remembered how one night they had sneaked some gramophone records of the new crooners in to the school dormitory, stuffing their mass veils into the speaker-trumpet to muffle the sound. A fearsome Scottish nun had caught them in the act and berated them for acting like ‘a lot of factory girls’. From the nuns that was the ultimate insult, the mark of all that was populist and vulgar – music, movies too. Annabel had had to keep her crush on Tyrone Power a private affair. For one from such a strict Catholic schooling, where eternal damnation would be attained by merely fraternising with the opposite sex, real boys had yet to feature on her agenda.

At 7.45 a.m. the Taylors went to the lobby and waited beneath the great sweep of the imposing staircase. With the lifts out of action, a grumbling hotel porter huffed down the worn stair carpet with their suitcases, the Taylors’ trunk having already gone on ahead. The taxi arrived on cue. With surly acceptance of a tip, the porter wedged their luggage into the back of the old Austin and swung the door closed on the women. The rain was lashing down in great sheets as they headed off towards the docks.

The changing tide of war was really an irrelevance as far as Britannia’s ships, and all who sailed in them, were concerned, for if Allied troops were, by land and air, managing, oh so slowly, to reverse the fortunes of the Axis, at sea it remained a different story. From the British Isles to the American seaboard, from Greenland to all points south, the Battle of the Atlantic was raging. Even at the start of hostilities, while Army generals postured through the prelude of the Phoney War, at sea there was no such grace period. On the very first day of the war, the British liner Athenia had been sent to the bottom by a U-boat, but the first of thousands of ships to meet a similar fate.

Britain’s island status, while affording a vital sea barrier to easy land invasion, also rendered her vulnerable. With the Germans controlling Europe’s ports from Narvik to Bordeaux, the UK’s strained war economy was now reliant on its transatlantic trade, its very existence dependent on the shipping lanes and maritime traffic funnelling into the Western Approaches. Naturally, the German Navy had sought to choke this vital lifeline. U-boats, hunting in highly organised ‘wolf packs’, had spent three long years marauding these sea routes. They were currently sending up to half a million tons of shipping – over a hundred merchant ships – to the depths each month. Ten thousand merchant seamen had lost their lives in 1942 alone, their branch by far the greatest sustainer of casualties among Britain’s services. The Royal, Royal Canadian and, latterly, US Navies were doing their utmost to safeguard the Atlantic corridors, but security on the vast and violent ocean and in the face of an unseen foe could not be guaranteed – especially so since Churchill had enlisted all merchant transports to run munitions. With great liners such as the Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth and Mauritania now pressed into action as troopships, everything that floated was a target.

Despite incessant Government urgings to conserve foodstuffs and resources and, of course, the policy of strict rationing, the facts made stark reading. Britain’s imports, in tonnage, were running at a third of what they were before the war. By November 1942, the UK was down to its last three months’ worth of commercial fuel reserves. The prosecution of Montgomery’s campaign in Egypt, while a significant breakthrough, was simply increasing the strain – troops were having to be supplied by sea, a hundred and twenty ships a month forced to go around the Cape, the bigger vessels taking several months to complete the journey.

The state of siege could not be admitted publicly by the Government. Forced to walk a thin line between emphasising the danger and causing panic, especially after the populace had weathered the worst the Luftwaffe had to offer, the media was led to skirt around the harsh realities. They preferred to pooh-pooh the communiqués of Berlin Radio about Britain’s strangulation, instead pepping up the public with stirring stories of individual heroism, buoying up the matinee crowd with the ‘ordinary folk’ patriotism of films like In Which They Serve and Went The Day Well? It was an ongoing struggle. A police trawl through London’s West End the previous weekend had uncovered more than six thousand men without ID cards, all with dubious excuses for avoiding the call-up – anathema to the brave men and women who risked death daily on the high seas.

Ironically, the Allied military gains in the broader theatre only increased the peril. Like a mad dog cornered, Hitler had nothing to lose by lashing out. Thus Germany had come to stake everything on the U-bootswaffe, the submarines mass-produced in greater numbers than ever: higher kill quotas were demanded, the crews instructed to show no mercy and shoot up the lifeboats of survivors from the ships they had sunk. By the summer of 1942, over three hundred U-boats – supplied by replenishment vessels known as ‘milch cows’ – were ranging as far as the shores of the Americas and way down into the South Atlantic. On 1 November, Berlin Radio declared that ‘German U-boats have, for the first time, entered the waters bordering the Indian Ocean’ – the Cape of Good Hope was now on the front line. In a methodical and entirely Germanic approach, Admiral Dönitz set his U-boats a new target of sinking 1.3 million tons of shipping per month, and with confidence supreme, his crews did their best to comply, picking off ships at will. In the single week prior to the Dunedin Star’s departure, the Nazis claimed to have torpedoed to the bottom 250,000 tons of merchant transport.

At the beginning of the war, German sailors had boasted of a ‘Happy Time’, when U-boats loitered off the north coast of Ireland waiting for the convoys out of Liverpool and the Clyde – like idle grouse shooters sitting back while the beaters did their work. The capture of a German Enigma machine had gained British code-breakers a predictive ability to outwit their undersea enemy, but the configuration of a new Enigma code had plunged British intelligence back into the darkness. It was a second ‘Happy Time’ for the Third Reich, the north African landings causing U-boats to circle in a frenzied blood lust. ‘The sea peril is still capable of withholding victory from the United Nations,’ warned Stafford Cripps, chairman of the newly established Anti-U-boat Committee. ‘The U-boat can fairly be described as Hitler’s last card and he will play it for all he is worth.’

The answer to the threat from beneath the waves was the convoy system – commercial ships best placed for survival by setting out into the Atlantic in groups, accompanied by Royal Navy warships for protection. With America now in the conflict, naval escorts could squire the commercial ships into mid-Atlantic, hand them over to the care of the Canadian or US Navies and then pick up an incoming convoy to usher back home. Working on the basis of strength in numbers, and with twenty, fifty, even a hundred ships travelling together, they could draw on greater concentration of accumulated anti-aircraft fire and, moreover, the benefits of the Royal Navy’s depth charges and ASDIC sets (a forerunner of sonar) for U-boat detection.

The convoy system was not perfect. Ships were reduced to the speed of their slowest member. The convoy presented a greater sitting target. Collision was a daily hazard. Moreover, the reality of the wild Atlantic meant that insufficient numbers of Royal Navy destroyers and little corvettes were but sheepdogs, vainly chivvying along stragglers in a flotilla that could become scattered over hundreds of square miles in the course of a rough night. Nonetheless, although not mandatory, travelling in convoy was still deemed by far the safest mode of sea travel. Unfortunately, the Dunedin Star’s southerly route and her relatively high speed made such an arrangement impossible. She would be sailing alone.

As the taxi drove north in the morning gloom, windscreen wipers beating a vain arc of visibility, Liverpool did not make a pretty sight. The pock-marks of war had tainted her aspect as a great port city of empire. The destruction seemed random and cruel – a tailor’s shop here, a pub there, a row of red-bricked terraced houses with an iron bathtub teetering on the edge of a home only half undone, all the fall-out from raids that had failed to find their true targets. In blown-out office buildings, grubby curtains flapped in shattered windows. A church had lost its stained glass. Hand-drawn notices made light of the carnage – ‘Business as usual’, ‘Up yours, Adolf!’ or, outside that charred pub, in a fine example of local wit, ‘No soiled clothing’.

Along the main dockside thoroughfare of Strand Street stood huge piles of bricks, clawed to one side as the rescue services had fought valiantly at night to seek out the trapped. Now they were simply pretend mountains for scruffy children to play upon, craters in streets the murky brown ponds on which they skimmed stones. Visible through the taxi’s rear window as they drew away from the city centre was the Royal Liver Building, its ornamental birds proud, defiant – a welcoming sight for many a returning ship and a symbol to all around that the city was yet unbowed. Round the corner from it, beneath the unassuming office building of Derby House, lay the concrete bunker of Combined Operations, the intricate nerve centre from which the Battle of the Atlantic was being waged. The Dunedin Star would soon be one of a thousand pins on a massive, wall-mounted map, her fate casually signified by the fair hand of a Wren on a stepladder.

Ahead, under a canopy of barrage balloons and hidden behind a screen of warehouses, lay the Huskisson Dock. It was only on arrival that the true extent of the naval conflict could be gauged by a civilian. Around the massive basin a thousand feet long, flanked by a thicket of cranes, there was not an inch of dockside to spare. Ships were moored two, three, four abreast, the cargo ships and transports far outnumbered by an armada of fighting vessels – the sleek frigates and destroyers, the short corvettes and squat minesweepers, the heroic Royal Navy vessels that had preserved Britain’s lifeline during these harsh times. Some boats looked new, others, clearly, had taken a real pounding, their paintwork flecked with red rust, hulls battered, superstructures dented and scarred with shrapnel.

To one side, poking up through a film of oil, lay a twisted mass of metal. She was the SS Malarkand, the taxi driver informed them, destroyed in an air-raid in May last year, when the whole city was turned into an incendiary bomb inferno. She had been carrying 1,000 tons of high-explosive shells, the blast was so great that her wreckage had been strewn over a five-mile radius, her six-ton anchor flung four docks away, where it had actually sunk another ship. Around the dock, anti-aircraft batteries bristled, primed and ready.

The light was dim as the taxi cleared the security gate and dropped Alice and Annabel off at the quay. There before them, nestled against the wooden piles of the jetty, its chains creaking, lay their ship. Against the gloom and grey battledress of the naval escorts, the Dunedin Star would, in peacetime, have been a splash of colour, her orange-red funnel and blue star on white disc, the shipping line logo, conspicuous against such a drab backdrop. But the ship was now just as anonymous as her consorts. You could still see, in raised relief, the big star on her funnel, but it and everything else – the shiny black hull, the white band round her gunwale – had all been slopped over with the same grim warpaint. This lady was cloaked and on the run, her new attire the better to blend into the great stone mass of the Atlantic.

They had been told that she was a mid-sized vessel but the Dunedin Star seemed much more than that. The length of a football pitch and with sides as high as a house, she certainly dwarfed some of the naval ships round about and, like many a painted lady, she was getting full attention, ratings bustling up and down on deck, dockers winching onboard crates and sundry items bound in netting. A huge sea crane had lowered a big RAF rescue launch across her midships, with workmen now setting about welding it into a cradle, sparks shooting off in an arc. At the ship’s stern, two large railway petrol tanks were lashed under tarpaulins. Annabel thought she saw their trunk among a pile of others on a wooden pallet. With nothing but a few clothes, rugs and framed photographs inside – legacy of their own family portability – it seemed insignificant amid the waterfront’s stockpile of war munitions.

The loading of the Dunedin Star was a less harmonious operation that it appeared. The frosty relationship between seamen and dockers had been dealt a further cooling by the nature of the ship’s cargo. The 2,500 tons of ammunition and explosives and 3,500 tons of other war matériel – shells, firearms, military vehicles and fuel drums – loaded into her hold were not merely offset with NAAFI foodstuffs (including 3,000 tons of potatoes) and sackfuls of Christmas mail for the Eighth Army. They were also supplemented by several hundred crates of Haig whisky. Like a bitch on heat, the Dunedin Star had brought the strays sniffing. A permanent watch had had to be maintained to stop dockside pilfering over previous days. Callow cadet officers overseeing the guard had remained stoic in the face of generous cash offers from burly ‘dockies’ to turn a blind eye to some private offloading – not buckling under a threat to have those same eyes blackened when bribery was clearly destined to fail.

For the Taylors there was little time to take in the scene. While the wind made the cables rattle and the shouts of men rent the air, the women were escorted through the driving rain up the gangplank to be greeted with a great waft of oil and saltwater, the heady cocktail that is so instantly comforting to all who love the sea. A short walk across the scrubbed wooden deck and they stepped into the passenger quarters in the elevated section amidships, just aft of the bridge. The gloom, chill and damp of a Lancashire morning in November were no more. They were now embraced by the warmth and hum of a working ship. As befitted such an esteemed shipping line, it was a pristine vessel at that.

The Dunedin Star, under normal circumstances, would carry twelve first-class passengers. Wartime necessitated twenty-one private travellers and, therefore, the doubling up of most cabins. Given the privations of war, a ship’s cabin with two bunks and an en suite bathroom seemed luxurious. The Taylors looked around it in awe as an officer read them the dos and don’ts about safety, lifeboat drills, muster stations and the blackout procedure and demonstrated how to draw the thick drapes fast across the two brass portholes. Then they were escorted up the steps to the passenger lounge.

It was all too brief for them to absorb the details of their fellow voyagers, only that they were a collection of civilians, some British, some Middle Eastern, a few children and a number of naval and air-force officers in transit. They were greeted by the captain who, though clearly preoccupied, made a short welcoming speech. He announced himself as Robert Bulmer Lee. Somewhere in his fifties, he was a stocky man with a red face and blunt Yorkshire accent. Later they discovered that, for reasons never confirmed, he was known to all as ‘Buster’. It seemed befitting nonetheless. His directness and lack of flannel were reassuring. Lee told them that they were his guests, their comfort was his concern and that he would do all in his power to deliver them safely to their destination. If there was anything they needed or wanted, please, they shouldn’t hesitate to ask. They need only speak to the chief steward for any concern to be directly communicated to himself. He informed them that, due to the precision required in manoeuvring the vessel out into the open sea, and due to continuing onboard organisation, they must, for the rest of the day, be confined to their cabins. The steward would be round later with sandwiches and tea. He was very sorry but that was what the rule book dictated. And in wartime the rule book was king. With that, he was gone.

At 9.36 a.m., a great shudder heralded the ship’s screws coming to life. As two nimble tug boats positioned themselves fore and aft, from the bridge the order to ‘let go’ was given. Down in the belly, a great rumbling built up and the engines reached a pitch that made 13,000 tons of steel vibrate. Then the lines to shore were cast off and the Dunedin Star was nudged towards the lock that would let her out into the tidal River Mersey, any animosity between ship and shore briefly overcome as the dockers on the quayside waved them off. It was a tedious process. When the water had finally equalised, the ship slid slowly through the great stone walls at the mouth of the Huskisson’s haven and was tugged down the narrow, fifty-yard wide dredged channel to the bar lights vessel. There, the harbour pilot, who had overseen Dunedin Star’s exit, wished Captain Lee ‘safe passage’ and clambered down the ladder to the pilot boat, which had pulled alongside. Lee gave a terse ‘full away’, the lever on the telegraph was thrust forward and from the engine room the noise of the machinery rose higher, reaching the pitch that would remain an ambient hum for all onboard for the duration of the voyage.

As the Dunedin Star moved downriver into open water, the Liver Building faded into the background. To her port lay the industry and shipyards of the Wirral, to starboard, the grand mansions of Crosby from where, in better days, Sir Henry Tate had counted out the boats carrying his sugar. The bells sounded for the first watch to begin. In the winter half-light, with the Isle of Man in silhouette on the horizon, the Dunedin Star steamed cautiously into the Irish Sea.
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