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A SHIP ON HIS SHOULDERS 
By RICHARD HOWELLS WATKINS 

 
UKE TELFORD got his 
command the hard way, in the 
midst of a gale that might finish 
her. And the hardest part of it 

was that Luke Telford wanted no 

command, then or at any other time, “It’s a 
headache,” he thought. He underestimated. 

The Old Man came down from the 
bridge to inspect the job that Mr. Telford’s 
gang had done on Number Two hatch. 
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Occasional hammering seas had ripped 
tarpaulins and pounded leaks in that 
wooden hatch. And the winter northwester 
was rising. The cloudless sky was a 
pitiless iceberg blue, all one color under a 
white-streaked sea.  

Mr. Telford, Boatswain Jack Gower 
and the rest had worked with lifelines 
strung along the well deck. They 
manhandled dislodged hatch covers, 
spread tarps and drove wedges. Every man 
of them was alert to leap for the ladders, 
the foremast or whatever else was high, 
solid and handy if a big comber roared 
down over the forecastle head. Telford 
was quick to hustle his gang to the lower 
bridge. All hands knew the gale was 
getting tougher and piling up mountains of 
water. 

 
UT when Captain Thomas descended 
from the lower bridge with Jorgensen, 

the big second mate, at his heels, he came 
as casually as if she were in drydock. The 
Old Man had kept some way on her, too.  

Captain Thomas stepped out onto the 
steel plates of the well deck with never a 
glance at the head, beyond which endless 
seas were crouching. looking at the little 
Old Man’s trim figure you knew he was 
confident that no vulgar seas would 
disturb his dignity by making him jump. 
And Mr. Telford knew well that Captain 
Thomas really felt that way. It wasn’t the 
matter of giving the men a lead and a lift; 
he felt that way. 

“I’d give heaven and hell for a crust 
like his,” the mate told himself. 

True, she’d taken three big ones in a 
row and by rights was due for a smooth. 
Trust the Old Man to know it. But she 
didn’t get a smooth. That sort of trick was 
what Luke Telford suspected from the 
treacherous sea. Instead of a smooth, a 
cross sea leaped aboard. It came not over 
the high forecastle but from the starboard 

side of the well deck. It hit solid and fast 
and broke above the bulwark. 

“Watch your—!” The thunder of the 
water drowned out Telford’s voice as if he 
had been throttled. 

The Old Man never had a chance, nor 
had Mr. Jorgensen, though Jorgensen 
grabbed at his captain as if he thought he 
could save him. Both men were swept like 
yellow leaves before a broom over the side 
into the bitter winter water of the North 
Atlantic. The sea in its attack on the 
Marian Stearns had gained a point—two 
points. 

Shocked men gripped tightly what was 
nearest to them as the wave drained away. 
Gone! The Old Man was gone! 

Mr. Telford had his command—the 
command he didn’t want. He had seen too 
much of the malice of the leaping water to 
want to hold a ship and thirty-five men in 
the palm of his hand. The northwester 
jeered at him. 

Squat Jack Gower looked at him for an 
order, bleak, suspicious, watchful. Luke 
Telford shook his head. No order he could 
give would save them. He’d been jolted 
back thirty-one years. 

That big one that had taken the Old 
Man and the second mate looked almost as 
large to Mr. Telford as the wave in his 
earliest encounter with the sea. He still 
dreamed about the great wave. He’d been 
a kid, warned to play on the dry sand. He 
had waited until his older brother had 
strayed on along the beach. With a 
delicious feeling of guilt he started for the 
water. He wet his feet and then he saw a 
shell tumbling down the slanting wet sand 
in the last of the receding water. He 
pursued that shell down the slope. And 
then it came, a towering and hissing thing, 
the sea itself, rearing up over him like a 
striking serpent. The sea! The great sea 
had lured him and now had come to take 
him! 
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Like a serpent the lifting green wall 
had paralyzed him, staying his feet in the 
rushing sand. In guilty helplessness he 
screamed. And then the sea hit him. It was 
an assault that brought with it infinite 
terror, like the attack of a great slavering 
animal. Rolled, choked, beaten, Telford 
had been dragged at last out of the grip of 
the monster by his big brother. 

Telford shook that wave out of his salt-
sore eyes. What now? He must move. He 
had a ship on his shoulders. Hadn’t Luke 
Telford, first officer, proved for years that 
he didn’t fear the sea? 

He looked into the black eyes of Jack 
Gower, the boatswain, and saw that 
Gower’s appraisal had become doubt. The 
injustice stung worse than the salt in his 
eyes. 

“What’s the word, sir?” Gower 
bawled. It. wasn’t a question; it was the 
squat boatswain’s way of saying that he 
wasn’t daunted and that Telford was. 

Telford’s heart was as cold as the 
water overside. The two men wouldn’t last 
long in that water, even if the sea had not 
killed them. There wasn’t the slightest 
chance of getting a boat over, even if that 
gale had left them more than one boat 
intact on its davits. In spite of the chill 
striking through him Telford choked down 
commands which would only be called 
back. 

From his spot on the ladder to the 
lower bridge he walked to the side of the 
ship and glanced aft. No sign of the two on 
the streaked surface. His gaze was a mere 
formality, a courtesy to the dead. He 
looked warily forward for another big one 
and then ran down to the empty well deck. 

The sea had not been satisfied with its 
human prey. It had ripped away the 
topmost tarp covering the makeshift job on 
Number Two hatch. The sea wanted the 
ship. 

Luke Telford motioned to Gower and 

to Cullop, the stiff-jointed old carpenter, 
for attention and pointed out the damage. 
He didn’t like Gower’s eyes. 

He climbed up the ladder and they 
waited for him at the top. It seemed to him 
that their faces, between yellow sou-
westers and yellow oilers, were a bit 
grayer than they had been. Their eyes gave 
him a vote of no confidence. Gower 
cradled his heavy chin in his hand and old 
Cullop, looking away, rubbed his swollen 
wrist. Somehow men always sensed 
Telford’s fear of the sea, no matter how 
many risks he took. 

“I’m going to get her stern on to this,” 
he cried, with a jerk of his head to the 
northwester. “It’s piping up again. Stand 
by to do a real job on that hatch as soon as 
I work her ‘round.”  

Of a sudden Gower looked past him. 
His hand dropped from his jaw. Mr. 
Telford spun around. 

This one was enormous, and dead 
ahead. That didn’t mean much, if she 
would rise to it. But all three of them 
knew, well before the sea came over the 
bow, that she wasn’t set to take it. Her 
bow was going down. The slant was too 
steep for her to lift. Her flaring bulwarks 
went right into that foam-streaked green 
mountain. 

The sea crashed down. Telford sprang 
back and the others moved with him. 
Green water leaped in over the bow on 
either hand and, meeting, shot up in a 
foaming peak above the forecastle head. 
Then the white, writhing remnants of that 
collision thundered back onto the well 
deck, burying it deep. 

Flying water stung their faces and 
pattered like shot on their oilskins. Solid 
water sluiced around their legs. 

The Marian Stearns came up slowly 
wounded by that ram-like blow. Telford, 
eyes straining, saw what he feared he 
would see. The green and white water 
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boiling off her deck was not all running 
overside. Some of it was pouring into her 
vitals, through the gaping holes that were 
Numbers One and Two hatchways. 

“Stove in!” gasped Cullop. 
Though she was coming up Telford 

could feel that those tons of water down 
below were deadening her under his feet. 
She was by the bow, now, and less able to 
stand up against the next boarding sea. 

The eyes of the whole gang focused on 
the mate. The men bunched together, 
watching him. 

The sea had trapped Luke Telford at 
last. His supreme attempt to save the ship 
could not be made by commands from the 
bridge. The time for that was past. The sea 
would be waiting for him to come down 
there on the well deck again. He must give 
the men a lead. He must go down on the 
well deck, where he had labored so long 
and so uselessly, to attempt again to repair 
those hatches. He could feel the great 
wave over his head. 

The sea had arranged the trap very 
skillfully. The sea knew that he had the 
guts to go down there again and make a 
good stab at saving the ship. 

Telford knew, too, that he had the 
nerve to try and to die trying. He knew. 
But nobody else knew. It was a secret. 
Those doubting eyes suggested the 
opposite. The way he had worked on the 
well deck, tensely, watchfully, always the 
first to sing out in warning—that had made 
the men doubt. He couldn’t help the way 
he worked. 

Their eyes were on him now. 
“Storm oil!” he said to Gower. “Keep 

it flowing freely.” 
 
ELFORD ran up to the bridge where 
young Clarke, the third, was clutching 

the bridge rail with thin white fingers. 
Clarke lifted his head from the yawning 
destruction and took a hand from the rail 

to wipe salt or sweat from his narrow face. 
The fat helmsman was holding the wheel 
as if it were hot. 

Telford rang down the engines. With 
that weight of water in her forward she 
would lie to the sea like a weather vane. 
No need for way. Through her fabric, as 
he grasped the handle of the engine room 
telegraph, he could feel the racing of the 
screw. It was lifted almost clear of the 
water by the abrupt change of trim.  

It was still witless homicide to send 
men down on that well deck. As she lost 
way she would ride a bit easier. He rang 
her engines slow astern. 

Now, instead of challenging the seas 
she was backing away from them, giving 
to their assault. Her shuddering told him 
that her screw was not biting solid water. 
That was bad. There was a lot of water in 
her forward.  

She would not answer a wheel hard 
over. Without a real grip on the water by 
that propeller he could never work her 
around and put her stern to the sea. He 
could not shield her forward well deck 
from the impact of the waves so men 
could clap on new hatch covers.  

He called the engine room by voice 
tube. The chief was waiting for him. 
Already the news of what had happened 
was known below. Pumps were sucking 
sea water out of One and Two holds.  

“No doubt there’ll be plenty o’ work 
for ‘em,” said Mr. Tabor, the chief.  

As Telford turned away young Mr. 
Clarke was beside him. 

“She sure has come unstuck this time,” 
the third mate said brightly. 

Mr. Telford grunted, disgusted. That 
would be Mr. Clarke’s line, then, the 
flippant, heroic young man, wisecracking 
in the face of death. It wouldn’t help. It 
was too close to giving up. He’d be 
thinking of bright things to say instead of 
fighting for his ship. 

T 



SHORT STORIES 5

In spite of the screaming of the gale 
Luke Telford sensed a great silence in that 
ship. The men below in the stokehold and 
in the engine room, the men on the lower 
bridge and in all the other parts of the ship 
were waiting for his decision. He was the 
Old Man. What he said went. On how he 
estimated the situation depended their 
living or their dying. 

He went out onto the bridge to 
estimate the situation. 

Much more water would sink her. His 
defenses against the sea now were to go 
astern, to use oil cunningly, to pump and, 
if ever possible, to patch up the hatches. 

The weather would sink her or save 
her. Neither the latest weather report nor 
the hard-looking sky promised that the 
gale would ease off. She was taking more 
water now than the pumps could handle. 

The gusts of the northwester were 
coming closer together. And there was the 
weight of water in the wind. 

He glanced aft at the fiddley deck. On 
the starboard side the lifeboat hung in 
splinters from the davits. On the port side 
was a good lifeboat. 

He sent Mr. Clarke for the radio 
operator in his shack abaft the chartroom. 
He hailed Gower, below, and found a 
cluster of men staring up at him from the 
foot of the bridge ladder. He told Gower to 
get set for an attempt to cover and batten 
down the hatches. The men moved out of 
his sight almost grudgingly. 

Smith, the radio operator, with fingers 
tweaking at his closely clipped mustache, 
came quickly and spoke fast: 

“I got off an SOS for ya as soon as the 
hatches went, Mister.”  

Telford was jolted. It is not for radio 
operators to decide when a ship is to ask 
aid. His hands knotted up but he kept them 
at his sides. 

“Send anything else without my 
permission and I’ll iron you!” he said 

coldly. 
Aggrieved, Smith jerked a hand 

toward the low bow and stood still, 
watching Telford’s face. They all watched 
his face. What did they expect to see 
there? Was the sea watching his face, too? 

Telford did not cancel the call. He had 
intended to order the general call for aid. 

“What have you got?” he asked. 
Smith moved his jaws in a peculiar 

way that made his nose and mustache 
twitch. 

“The nearest’s a mail boat—the 
Eridanus, sir,” he said sullenly. “She’s not 
far over the hill—strong signals. They got 
a direction finder working on us.”  

“Get me her position,” Telford said. 
He went into the chartroom to work up his 
own dead reckoning. 

“Abandon ship, huh?” said Mr. Clarke, 
at his elbow. “Well, we won’t be leaving 
much.” He glanced out at the streaked and 
charging seas. “Getting away will be quite 
a trick.”  

Telford looked up from his chart. “No 
order to abandon has been given,” he said. 
“Go down and help the bosun get the oil 
flowing to stream ahead of her bows.” 

 
LARKE obeyed sluggishly, bending 
against a roaring gust. Telford worked 

out her position from the noon fix. She 
hadn’t made fifteen miles in the three 
hours. Latitude forty-one degrees nine 
minutes North, longitude sixty-two 
degrees thirty-one minutes West. He took 
this D.R. position back to Smith, who 
looked up at him from under his headset 
with sullen suspicion, as if he was sure the 
figures were all wrong. 

As Telford left the shack he saw 
Morini, the steward, and two of the black 
gang up on the fiddley deck beside the 
good lifeboat. 

He went aft and looked at them. 
Though they were shamefaced under his 

C
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stare they didn’t move. He sensed the 
straining of their wills against his. 

“Get going!” he said harshly. 
With the slow reluctance that 

characterized movement on this ship since 
the confident Old Man had gone, they 
slunk away. They turned their heads back, 
as if, fantastically, they didn’t like to leave 
him near that boat. 

He returned to the chartroom. He was 
there when Smith came in with a message 
from the Eridanus. It was her position. He 
laid it off on the chart and picked up the 
dividers. She was to the westward, twenty-
eight miles away. 

Twenty-eight miles. He caught his 
breath. She was an eighteen-knot ship, the 
Eridanus. The wind and the sea would be 
little hindrance; they would be on her port 
quarter. Call it an hour and a half. 
Unbelievable luck! 

He went out on the bridge and paced 
from wing to wing once. A man might 
well be justified in keeping his men out of 
the savage peril on the well deck with a 
rescue ship an hour and a half away. You 
traded your ship for your men’s lives. 

The wind snarled in a sudden gust. 
He shook his head. That argument was 

full of holes. He thought of the difficulty 
of getting a lifeboat crammed with thirty-
odd men away from the ship in this hard-
hitting sea. Even up here on the bridge he 
wasn’t getting the full force of the gale, for 
the ship was going astern, yielding to it. 

He leaned over and stared down at the 
well deck. At the moment only a little 
loose water was sloshing innocently over 
the steel plates. Through Telford’s mind 
flitted the vision of a seashell, tumbling 
over and over in the trickle of a receding 
wave on a shining beach. 

He set his jaw. “Even if a man were 
willing to quit his ship without a fight—” 
he said and shook his head again. 

He went back to the engine room voice 
tube and spoke to Mr. Tabor. He explained 
what he wanted—as much speed astern as 
the half-immersed screw could give her. 
Tabor understood, though even his voice 
was doubtful. 

He turned and found Mr. Clarke at his 
elbow. There didn’t seem much to tell that 
narrow-headed young man. 

“Keep a good lookout for the 
Eridanus,” he said and descended to the 
lower bridge. 

Gower and Cullop were waiting there 
with the others. He looked over the spare 
covers, tarps, battens, wedges and mauls 
they had collected. He frowned at the sight 
of a cumbersome sea anchor that had been 
dragged out of the boatswain’s store. 
Gower should know they’d never get her 
stern around to the gale with a sea anchor. 

The boatswain spoke: 
“A lucky break, sir, a ship within thirty 

miles. She’ll be floating a boat down to us 
on a line before dark, sir.”  

As fast as that the news had been 
disseminated in that jittery ship. Luke 
Telford’s fingers were twiddling with the 
flap that drew the sleeve of his oiler tight 
around his wrist. He stopped that as he 
caught Gower’s appraising eyes on his 
fingers.  

Cullop, the carpenter, was coiling 
down the tripping line of the sea anchor, a 
move designed to draw the mate’s 
attention to it. Getting over that sea anchor 
and the hawser attached to it would be 
much less risky than working on the 
hatches. It would occupy time, while the 
Eridanus came on. 

Luke Telford ignored the boatswain’s 
words and the carpenter’s canvas anchor. 
He jerked a finger toward the well deck 
ladder. 

The sea flung a roaring chunk of water 
up over the low forecastle head. It came 
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leaping aft, to the break of the head and 
poured down over the gaping hatches.  

The storm oil streaming down her 
sides was not preventing the seas from 
breaking. In that bitter weather it was 
congealing too fast to be effective.  

Telford’s voice sounded as brittle as an 
icicle in his own ears as he spoke to them. 

“Your chance is down on the well 
deck—all of you,” he said. “It’s a thin 
chance. But it’s getting thinner with every 
sea that boards her. Come on.”  

Weak, damnably weak, that voice of 
his, and the gale’s skirling made a mock of 
it. He tried to achieve something of the 
Old Man’s confident movement as he 
picked up a coiled rope that would serve 
well enough for a lifeline to cling to. The 
other lines had carried away.  

The sea was waiting to leap. The sea 
had planned well. 

“Come on, bosun!” he said, but his 
voice was still as thin as ever.  

He started down the ladder, and he 
knew that every move he made was jerky, 
somehow fearful. A fine leader of men 
Luke Telford was! He could feel eyes on 
his back but he sensed no movement to 
follow him.  

He got to the bottom. He did not dare 
look up as he made fast one end of his 
Manila line to the ladder stanchion. He did 
not look up but he knew the gang were 
clustered around the squat Gower at the 
top of a ladder. And Gower wasn’t 
moving. 

He gave a final pull on the knot he had 
thrown around the stanchion and then he 
started across the well deck with the line 
uncoiling as he headed forward. Down 
here he could not see over the forecastle 
head what might come over the bow. But 
he knew that the sea was crouching there 
and he did not need to look. 

He was past the gaping ruins of 
Number Two hatch when, against the 

shriek of the wind, he heard frantic voices 
shouting. Then he felt her shudder under 
him, even before he saw the big one piling 
up over the bow. It was as big a sea as that 
first sea had seemed to the boy chasing the 
shell. The sea was coming for him. 

He dropped the line and darted toward 
the foremast. 

But the sea was coming for him. With 
implacable speed it came hurtling aft over 
the anchor windlass and down onto the 
well deck. 

It caught him. He never had a chance 
to reach the foremast. It swept him off his 
feet—away from every solid thing. He 
went down into a tumbling, bitter vacuity 
of water, as bewildering as a nightmare. 

 
IS head broke through the surface 
into the biting wind. He realized in 

one agonized glance that he had been 
swept over the rail into the sea. He saw the 
ship—the whole length of her—as he had 
not seen her since Lisbon. He struggled, 
but the water was numbing. His brain 
knew his struggling was the mere 
muscular reaction of a doomed animal. 
The sea had him. 

He flogged the sea with his arms. Puny 
blows! He was spun around by the 
whirling water and saw another sea 
towering—a cross sea running at variance 
with its mates. It was coming to finish 
him. It was leaping, leaping, higher and 
higher as it rushed toward the broken bulk 
of the wave that had clutched him and that 
had destroyed itself against the ship. 

Skyward it leaped. Then it curled over 
in a fury of foam. It buried Luke Telford 
and again he knew thunderous confusion. 

He brought up with a crash against 
something solid. The shock overcame the 
numbness of his body. Pain went racing up 
to his brain. 

But faster than the impact of pain was 
the darting of his cold-trickened fingers 

H
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toward the thing he had hit. 
The water dragged at him, draining 

away from his body. He hung on. He 
shook his head and looked around. 

He was sprawling on the well deck and 
his hands were gripping the lowest tread of 
the ladder. It was the ladder down which 
he had come seconds before. 

He knew what had happened. That 
cross sea, a sea like the one that had 
finished the Old Man and the second mate, 
had swept him back on board the ship. 
That had happened to him. He 
remembered, of a sudden, that it had 
happened to men before him.  

But more than that had happened to 
him. He clambered to his feet and turned 
to look at the sea. 

The sea had had him in its grip. And it 
had let him go. Abruptly he realized that 
the monster, the living, malicious thing 
that had haunted him since boyhood had 
never existed. The sea bore him no malice. 

The sea was a helpless, sprawling 
thing, with no conscious life in it save 
what terrified children and savages 
endowed it with. It was not drowning that 
he had feared. His was the ingrained and 
buried fear of a cunning and all-powerful 
Unknown that had come leaping up the 
beach at him after it had lured him down 
the sand with a tumbling shell. 

The sea was not even so much as an 
idiot. 

And Luke Telford was a man grown 
now, as good a man as another, and fit to 
command and willing to stand the gaff of 
command. 

“Be damned to you,” he said, and he 
knew he was speaking to a thing that did 
not exist. “You don’t mean—anything!”  

He liked the sound of his voice. It was 
calm and full, made that way by the 
relaxed muscles of his throat. He could 
feel his body standing up, lengthening out, 
firm planted on his feet. 

The overpowering weight that had 
made him jerky and overborne was gone. 
He might be drowned any minute now, but 
the Old Man had been drowned. Plenty of 
good men had been drowned. They had 
not been devoured; they had been 
drowned. It didn’t prove anything. 

He bent and started to pull toward him 
the line he had made fast to the ladder 
stanchion. The other end dangled over the 
side. He drew it in. He lifted his eyes to 
the cluster of paralyzed men at the head of 
the ladder. 

He opened his mouth and his voice 
came out, full-bodied, calm. His eyes were 
blazing at Jack Gower. 

“You dirty dock walloper!” he said. 
“You always were afraid of a little water! 
Come down here or I’ll drag you down!”  

His voice was as steady as a rock.  
Jack Gower lifted his head. He gave 

vent to a roar of laughter, the mirth of a 
man who has no doubts about what he is 
going to do. What he must do! He came 
plunging down the ladder and grabbed the 
lifeline from Luke Telford’s numb fingers. 

After him, with the makings of sound 
hatches in their arms, plunged the rest of 
the gang, yelling defiance, hot to fight, for 
they knew by the looks of their officer that 
they would win. 

 
 

 


