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Waiting and watching for the shell fire that would destroy their ship was the hardest part played by the helpless 

tramp freighter’s crew 

HE stillness of the early-morning air was 
broken by the startling shriek of escaping 
steam. A shrill cry of despair that foretold 

the end. The waves slapped against the hull of the 
Rose Marie and threw a cloud of spray over the 
camouflaged sides. From a distance, it looked a 
strange vessel with its streaks and squares, black, 
white and blue, arranged like some cubist painting 
set in a background of nature. The bows looked 
twisted; in fact, as you looked again, there seemed 
to be two bows and no stern. The funnel was 
blackened at the top by the soot-laden smoke. The 
steam still continued to pour in a cloud from the 
pipe near the stack top, and the spray still swished 
against the hull. 

Below decks where the screech of escaping 
steam failed to penetrate, a deathlike silence 
pervaded the ship. It waited like a doomed vessel, 
without the light-hearted talk that was wont to echo 
in the alleyways and in the stokehold. Only the 
creaking of the timbers, the whispering of the 

unknown, the squeaks of many rats that were 
scurrying, between the decks, could be heard. 

The deck was deserted. The ropes still lay in 
neat coils, and the donkey engines, greased that 
very morning, showed spots of spray that no one 
had wiped away. The decks were still damp from 
the morning’s scrub, as were, too, the bridge 
ladders and the hatchways. 

Three boats still rested on the boat deck, their 
davits and ropes untouched. The fourth davit was 
empty, and the falls swayed with the ship, hitting 
the hull with a gentle touch, then swirling the water 
in numerous eddies. But the boat was gone. The 
crew had left the Rose Marie in panic-stricken 
haste, fearful of the consequence of delay. 

The cause of the abandonment and all it meant 
to the men who called the Rose Marie their home 
was the low, gray vessel that lay on the port beam, 
not a thousand yards away. Its periscope pointed to 
the skyline two bleak sticks; and its guns covered 
the shimmering target while the ship’s crew waited 
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for the end. 
No torpedo had streaked through the waters to 

leave its white wake for the waves to allay; no 
explosion had shattered the vividly painted hull; the 
Rose Marie was still as she left Liverpool, 
unharmed and intact. But her crew, in a small 
ship’s boat, lay on their oars a quarter of a mile 
astern, watching the submarine, waiting for a move. 

Joe Barden, who was acting captain of the Rose 
Marie, sat in the stem of the boat, his brown, 
gnarled hands gripping the tiller, as he stemmed his 
emotion. The mate, “Big Bill” Larson, who had 
spent a lifetime in the service, scratched his chin 
meditatively, while the boatswain fingered the 
rowlocks without a sound. The others watched their 
officers or the wave-washed hull of the Rose Marie 
as if speech of any kind would be sacrilege. The 
cook, still in his galley clothes, white jacket and 
crushed cap soiled by splashing grease, was the 
first to speak his mind. 

“If I had known this was going to happen,” he 
said, “I would have used up them canned cherries, 
for tomorrow is the skipper’s birthday, and I was 
keeping them for him.” 

A cockney in the bows swore with a vehemence 
that made the cook cringe. 

“Ain’t yer got sense enough to fergit food a 
while? Blimy! I’d think yer’d like to talk abart 
steam engines fer a choinge!” 

“I was only saying—” commenced the cook. 
“Aw, forget it! If you mention canned cherries 

again, I’ll sideswipe you,” interrupted the mate. 
“If the skipper likes canned cherries, I could do 

with a peach melba. How about it, boys?” So spoke 
one of the younger members of the crew. However, 
the ominous glare that appeared on the mate’s face 
precluded an answer, and once more silence 
prevailed. 

The sun was now above the horizon in a 
cloudless sky, the pale glow of pink in the east 
slowly disappearing. The camouflaging on the Rose 
Marie was fainter in the sunlight, while the white-
and-blue design seemed to submerge into one 
glistening sheet that reflected the light on the water 
around. The restless sea tossed and rolled in never-
ending movement, with only the white spray on the 
crest of an occasional breaker to relieve the surface. 

“She’s moving.” 
The skipper almost whispered the news, and 

those with their backs to the scene turned in their 
seats to watch. Still no one spoke. All eyes were 

intent on the slowly moving submarine, now 
gliding through the swell. Its glistening 
superstructure, wet with the continual wash of the 
bow wave, looked like the back of a whale. A V-
shaped wake spread out behind the hidden stern, 
and the silhouetted figures on the bridge fascinated 
the crouching men in the boat. The dark outline of 
the guns, and the conning tower, produced a feeling 
of defiance among the quiet crew of the Rose 
Marie. It worked insidiously, creating a sudden 
change in their facial expressions. Their pent-up 
emotions were about to break, for there they were, 
sitting in a little boat that rolled and pitched 
continuously, while the German submarine was 
preparing to shatter the hull of their beloved vessel. 

“Why don’t they start something?” muttered 
Harden. “Do they think we’re going to fire on them 
from the rear?” 

Larson, the mate, laughed softly. “I wish we 
could. We ought to have put a machine gun in the 
bows, and let Joe show his skill.” 

“Aye,” replied Joe Barden. “The trouble with 
most of these things, we never think of them till 
afterward. Hindsight is always better than foresight, 
but here we are and here we stay till—” He shook 
his head. 

The submarine was circling and closing the gap 
that lay between her and the Rose Marie. Now 
astern, now on the starboard side, with the men in 
the rocking boat watching closely for the first sign 
of an attack that was but a matter of minutes. 

Would the submarine crew board the Rose 
Marie to take her stores, then blow her up? Or 
would she stand off and sink the ship by gunfire?—
they asked themselves. The U-boat was now on the 
starboard beam, her guns swinging as she made the 
turn. Still no attempt to sink the Rose Marie. 

Joe Barden stirred uneasily. The submarine was 
nearly out of sight, passing beyond the freighter 
and nearing the starboard bows. Soon, if she was 
still circling, she would appear to port, closer, and 
perhaps alongside. 

Slowly around the nose of the Rose Marie the 
sharp gray lines appeared. They looked to be 
immediately below the curved bows of the big ship. 
Then the conning tower appeared, till finally the 
entire submarine was heading in their direction 
again. 

“It’s about six hundred yards, isn’t it, sir?” 
asked the mate of Barden. 

Barden thought a while, then nodded. “About 
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that—that’s close enough. Why don’t they fire?” 
Six hundred yards! The words passed from lip 

to lip. 
“More than enough,” said one. 
“They ought to be able to hit it now,” said 

another. An excited babble arose from the men who 
watched so intently. The only silent one was the 
cook. 

“Get it over! Fire!” pleaded the crew. “Sink her 
and be damned—she’s in your range. God!” 

The submarine at last reached a position 
‘midships on the port beam, and as it did so, the 
screeching siren above the funnel ceased abruptly; 
and as its shriek echoed across the water, the 
appearance of the Rose Marie altered. From Rose 
Marie she changed to “Q-boat 26.” The deckhouse 
near the aft well vanished, the hatch coamings fore 
and aft fell forward with a clatter, and four guns 
spoke as one. 

The embittered urgings of the little boat’s crew 
changed to a shout, a roar of applause. Smoke 
drifted upward from the decks of the Rose Marie, 
and four columns of water played over the low gray 
vessel beyond. Boom! another shell whined, 
another, and still another. The water shot upward 
and, like a gigantic mushroom, spread out in 
showers of spray. The submarine was hidden in a 
pall of reddish-brown smoke, through which a 
sheet of flame appeared again and again, as the 
shells burst against her fragile sides. 

Then the firing stopped, the smoke cleared, and 
only an ever-spreading film of oil remained. 

Back rowed the men, faster now, their minds 
relieved, anxious—oh! so anxious—to be on the 
Rose Marie again. 

“Another one gone,” said the mate. 
“Aye,” echoed Barden. “Another one gone.” 

 


