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UNDER THE

' I[ e NiGHT of December 7,

1941; I was on a train bound
for Washington., The year before,
after nearly 30 years in the regular
Navy and the Naval Reserve, I had
resigned my commission as Com-
mander, USNR. But now that war
had started, I wanted to volunteer
for active service.

Being just over 50 I was in that-

-physical group whose services were,
to put it mildly, not much sought
after. But the Navy decided that,
regardless of age, any former officer
versed in salvage might still be use-
ful. Would I go to the Red Sea,
where the greatest mass of wrecks
in the world (not excluding Pearl
Harbor) then lay?

Berore he undertook the remarkable
feats related here Commander Ellsberg
was already famous both as the Navy’s out-
standing salvage exﬁ»&[t and as the author
of best sellers. For his extraordinary work
in raising the submarine S§-51 he was
awarded the Distinguished Service Medal
by the Navy (the first time that that
onor has ever been conferred in time
of peace) and promoted to the rank of
commander by special act of Congress.
A graduate of Annapolis, where he was
honor man of his class, he also holds the
degree of Master of Science from the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
Among his books are On the Bottom,
Pighoats and Men Under the Sea.
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) RED SEA SUN

Specifically, my job was to create

a naval base at Massawa in Eritrea,

two thirds the 'way down the Red
Sea from Suez toward Aden. Mas-
sawa had the best harbor in all the
Red Sea and practically the only one
suitable for a naval base able to sup-
port the British in the last-ditch bat-
tle being fought now in Libya to pre-
vent Rommel’s legions from over-

-whelming the entire Middle East.

Before surrendering Massawa to
the British the previous spring the
Italians had carried through the most
widespread program of organized de-
struction yet seen in any war. In
the three harbors and off Massawa
lay some 4o scuttled German and
Italian warships, freighters and pas-
senger ships, and two irreplaceable
floating steel dry docks. The invalu-
able machinery in the naval shops
was smashed with sledge hammers.
Electric cranes were tipped into the
sea. Finally, placed as carefully as
possible, bow to stern, strings of large
ships were scuttled in rows to block
the harbor entrance, '

By the autumn of 1941 the threat
to Alexandria from Rommel’s Afrika
Korps had made it imperative to get
another naval base from which Brit-
ish Mediterranean forces could op-
erate. The United States took on
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the repair of Massawa under lend-
lease conditions, the work to be
done by civilians under naval direc-
tion. Now, after Pearl Harbor,
Washington was unable to furnish
the men and materials it had so
confidently . contracted to supply
short weeks before. Nevertheless,
we of the Middle East project were
ordered to proceed as before laid out,
with civilian personnel. Under the
over-all direction of Major General
Russell Maxwell, already in Egypt,
we were to gather up what scraps
we could for the work in hand.

No Navy salvage ships or salvage
equipment, no other naval officers
or enlisted personnel were available
for my task. I was able to round up
exactly five civilian divers—although
I needed a minimum of 30 or 40—
and only two competent prospects
for salvage masters.

R to Massawa, I talked
with General Maxwell in Cairo.
The General had had no opportu-
nity as yet to visit Massawa himself.
I should find things there in bad
shape; the climate also was reported
as terrible. But the military situa-
tion in Libya was deteriorating rap-
idly. I must get to Massawa immedi-
ate{y and do anything that might be
done, not waiting for my own men
and material. The need was urgent.

To deepen my gloom, a British
captain informed me that the last

" Royal Navy commander sent to

Massawa had ended up after a
month in a military hospital, broken
mentally and physically. )

“Massawa’s unique on earth,” he
told me. “So far as temperature goes,
they say the next stop’s Hades.”

Asmara, the Eritrean capital,
pleasantly located 7soo feet above
the Red Sea, was as far as it was
possible to go by air. From there,
on the morning of March 30, I set
out in an Army car. We plunged
down a precipitous mountain road
and emerged on a flat desert, about
30 miles from Massawa.

In a few minutes I was soaked in

erspiration. I began to get an ink-
Fing of why Massawa was unique
on earth. Those high mountains I
had just descended literally put
Massawa and its narrow coastal des-
ert in a bowl. The scorching sun
sucked up from the hot Red Sea vast
quantities of vapor which, hemmed
in by the mountains, hung in the
bowl, giving Massawa one of the
highest humidities as well as highest
temperatures all year round of any
place on the globe,

We raced into Massawa and
swung onto the Abd-El-Kaker Pen-
insula, where Jay the old Italian
naval base which was my destina-
tion. Seared by the heat, basted in
perspiration, I stepped out of the
car. The heat, 1 soon discovered,
was made even more disagreeable
by a fine yellow dust which rose in
clouds with every step. There were
no trees and no shade.

I called on two other American
officers temporarily in Massawa.
They kindly suggested that I was
welcome to a bath — they had a tub
of water cooling, they said...

P o
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- I promptly stripped off my soaked
- clothes and jumped into tﬁe well-
filled tub, which looked cool and
inviting. It wasn’t; it was uncom-
fortably hot. Evidently too much

hot water had been run in. T looked -

for the cold-water faucet, but there
was only one faucet and it wasn't
marked anything. I turned that on
a moment, then iasti]y shut it off —
the water was even hotter than that
already in the bath.

I began to catch the significance
of the casual remark about a tub of
water “cooling.” There was evident-
Iy only one kind of water on tap in
Massawa — hot. If you didn’t want
a hot bath—and who did?— you
filled the tub in the morning and
let it stand all day before your eve-
ning bath, trusting to evaporation
from its surface to cool it a little.

Nnx'r morning I set o.{f by car to -

inspect the harbors. We passed
through Massawa’s native quarter —
terrible-looking hovels with signs at
frequent intervals, out oF BouNnDS
TO ALL TRoOPS—and reached the
south harbor. There lay a long string
of large vessels. Some were erect
with only masts and stacks visible,
some were on their sides, some hot-
tom up. One, a huge passenger liner,
apparently as large as anything un-
der the American flag, lay on its
side with a large hole blown in its
exposed port bilge. Scattered outside
that line of scuttled ships were masts
and stacks all over the place.

Here certainly was a salvage
man’s paradise, with all kinds of

]mmary

salvage jobs to suit all tastes — wrecks
laid out in neat rows, wrecks sunk
individually, wrecks big and little,
on their sides, right side up, upside
down — wrecks everywhere, enou gh
to make a wreck of any man con-
templating all that wreckage, know-
ing how scant would be his equip-
ment, how few would be his men,
how terrible would be his working
conditions,

My first consideration was to get
the sabotaged machine shops back in
working condition. In every one the
electric driving motors of every piece
of machinery%]ad been smashed by
Italians swinging sledge hammers.
All machinery was rendered useless.
No wonder it had been reported in
Washington that a complete outfit
of new machinery must be furnished
Massawa to make it operative again
as a naval base.

I immediately started the job of
recruiting a working force — Italians,
Eritreans, Arabs, anybody I could
hire. Fortunately, 1 also had six of
the civilian contractor’s supervisors,
who all worked like Trojans for me.

I soon discovered that, while there
wasn’t an unsmashed electric driv-
ing motor on any machine, the Ital-
ians’ sabotage had not been symmet-
rically done. On some motors they
had smashed one end, on others the
opposite end, on still others the main
frame. That was the key to our solu-
tion. If only we could disassemble
all the broken motors, I was sure we
could find enough undamaged parts
to reassemble a few complete motors.

But though we now had some
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workmen, we had no hand tools.
Unbelievably, the commonest tools—
hammers, screw drivers, monk
wrenches —were unavailable in Mas-
sawa. I had to go to Asmara to round
up four hammers, a few screw drivers
and files and one wrench.

Next morning we got under way.
Crews of Italians disassembled ma-
chines, crews of Eritreans sorted out
undamaged parts. Austin Byme,
master mechanic, poked around in
the mess to find what he needed to
assemble one good lathe and one
good milling machine. .

It worked out marvelously. By the
second day, Byrne had his machines
ready, and Lang and Taylor in the
electrical shop had reassembled half
a dozen electric motors. Oddly
enough, no American there seemed
any happier than the delighted Ital-
ian machinist assigned to that first
lathe —one of the very Italians who
the year before had helped destroy
everything. Now he positively
beamed on the ingenious Americans
who had put that smashed machine
in working order again.

As the days passed, each machine,
as it went back into service, in-
creased our capacity to make new
parts for others. The enthusiasm in
the shops among our heterogeneous
collection of workmen, as they saw
additional machines starting to turn
over and produce, rose feverishly.
Within a month, using nothing that
was not on hand in Massawa or
thereabouts when we arrived, we
had every sabotaged Italian shop in
the naval base working at the full

capacity intended by the. Italians
themselves; in some cases more. The
U. S. Naval Repair Base at Massawa
was ready for business the first week
in May 1942, although not one of the
new machines ordered in America to
make it serviceable had as yet been
loaded for shipmentout of New York!

ANOT’HER pressing problem liter-
ally stared me in the face each time
I looked out at the Red Sea from the
windows of my room. Lying in the
open roadstead outside the naval
harbor, swinging to one anchor only,
was a medium-size floatin g steel
dry dock. Six years before, it had
been purchased by the Persian Gov-
ernment from Italy. Some weeks be-
fore. my arrival the British Admi-
ralty, having discovered that the
Persians had never paid for it, and
therefore never really owned it, had
seized it as an Iralian prize of war
and towed it some 2000 miles from
the Persian Gulf to its present
anchorage. Now, in the open road-
stead, it was in danger of foundering
in the first heavy blow.

The British badly needed that dry
dock if Massawa were ever to func-
tion at all, but up to now it had

been impossible to tow it into the

naval harbor, the only spot where

it could be operated. Five scuttled

ships blocked the entrance. More-
over, part of the mooring chains for
the dry dock had been lost on the
long tow — she no longer had chain
enough for a safe mooring job.
Faced with these problems,. the

last British officer in charge had got:
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nowhere. Between the Massawa
heat, the demoralizing sight of all
the wrecks roundabout, and the
vision haunting him night and day
of that valuable dock gone to join
the existing wrecks, he cracked up
and was shipped off to the hospital.
The Royal Navy turned the job
over to me.

I went out to survey the wrecks
which lay across the "channel en-
trance. Luckily one of the ships, in
going down, had rolled over on its
side and swung its stern away from
the bow of its nearest neighbor. Hay-
ing satished myself, by careful meas-
uring with a sounding line, that with
skillful maneuvering there existed
between the two wrecks a channel
wide enough to give clearance for
the dock, I set about finding a suit-
able anchorage.

The master rigger from the Royal
Naval Base at Alexandria, sent down
to moor the dry dock if ever she got
inside the harbor, was already aboard
her. He was troubled about the miss-
ing mooring chains, Where, this
side of Portsmouth Dockyard on the
English Channel, was he going
to get any?

[ told him not to worry, the Bible
gave the answer: “Seek and ye shall
find.” While on an inspection trip
of the far side of the harbor that
afternoon, my eye had lighted en a
solitary halian building with many
huge concrete mooring blocks lying

in front of it. Evidently this had

been the Italian mooring and sub-
marine defense net depot. [ had gone
~over for a closer look, and there, half

¥

January

buried in the sand near the building,
were heavy chain cables in great
variety.. The Italians had not both-
ered to dispose of that massive chain
—under the hot Massawa sun that
would have been too much work.
The Lord (in cosperation with the
Italians) had provided.

The Persian dry dock was soon
safely inside the  harbor, perma-
nently secured in working position.

T}m HEAT was increasing daily
and, bathed in sweat all the time,
I began to lose weight rapidly; so
did my few American associates who
were struggling fiercely along with
me to get things going. It was now
May, and custom decreed that no
one worked in Massawa during the
summer months. But Rommel was
fighting his way eastward, increas-
ing the threat to Alexandria. The
situation demanded that I throw all
Massawa traditions to the winds, It
was that summer or never, if Massa-
wa was going to have any influence
on the course of the war.

The first Massawa custom to go
was that of working only three hours
in the morning and two in the early
evening, Instead, a ten-hour work-
ing day was instituted for the naval
base, with only an hour out at noon.
I had a theory that giving a man
six hours off in the middle of the day
resulted only in his putfing in six
more hours sopping up all the liquor
or beer he could lay hands on try-
ing to quench his thirst in the torrid
heat, There could be no argument
about the reality of the thirst, but it
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was better taken care of by water
and salt tablets.

On May 8, 1042, the U. S. Naval
Repair Base, Massawa, commenced
operations with the Persian dry
dock flooded 'down to receive our
first customer, the S.S. Koritza, an
armed Greek steamer which had
arrived the night before from Alex-
andria. I had hired 200 Eritreans
and their sheikhs for work on ships
in the dry dock. Since they worked
on the ancient tribal system, the
deal was made with the sheikh of the
tribe, who was above working him-
self, but bossed the rest of his tribe,
transmitted all orders and collected
the wages due. Now they swarmed
aboard the floor of the dry dock from
the Arab dhows which had brought
them out. They were divided into
groups, each under its own sheikh,
and distributed from bow to stern
of the Koritza to scrape its bottom.

The bottom was covered with
barnacles to a depth of several
inches, the older layers hardened
practically into limestone by their
years of growth, Armed with steel
scrapers, most of which had been
forged for the job in our new black-
smith shop, the Eritreans turned to.

But the work went disappointing-

ly slowly. When it came to scrapings

off barnacles, it seemed as if the

.Eritreans just weren’t there. I

knew they were weak —not one
looked as though he or his an-
cestors had ever had a square meal.
I had hired twice as many as this job
really required —but even for weak-
lings they were getting little done.

The British superintendent who
was supposed to boss the Eritreans
only shrugged his shoulders.

“What can you expect of Eri- '

treans?” he countered.

I refused to take that for an an-
swer. “Get after those sheikhs,” I
ordered. “Make them get their men'’s
backs behind those scrapers. We're
just wasting time this way.”

Next morning early I again board-
ed the dock. I finished my inspection
trip in dismay. At the rate they were
going we should be lucky to finish
the job in a week.I had allowed three
days. And the next ship to be docked
was already anchored off Massawa,
waiting to go on; a third vessel
should be starting from Alexandria
that day, to follow her. We should
shortly have the roadstead off Mas-
sawa crowded with idle ships wait-
ing to be docked. P g

In despair I sought out the super-
intendent again. I must have more
speed. “When you've been out in the
Hast as long as I have, you'll know
better, Commander,” he advised me.
“All natives are poor laborers; these
Eritreans are the worst of the lot. I
can't do any better with them, espe-
cially in this heat.”

Dejectedly my eyes followed the
hardly perceptible motions of the
Eritreans scraping under the star-
board bilges before me. Perhaps they
needed an example of what might

be done. I seized a scraper from the

closest Eritrean, who gazed at me
in astonishment that a white man

and particularly the Ras command- =~ |
ing the naval base should so soil his =

syEe

e
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hands. Then, motioning the sheikhs
and his other satellites to watch, I
went vigorously to work scraping a
patch one yard square.

Then 1 handed the scraper back to
its owner. With an oxlike expression,
he took it and proceeded to scrape.
My heart sank. His slow-motion
pace had not accelerated one iota;
neither had that of any of the others.

Persuasion and example were
useless. Perhaps chastisement would
help. Up near the stem, I selected
a particularly lifeless worker, seized
him by both bare shoulders, and
shook him so hard I shook his breech-
cloth off. He merely looked at me
with sad eyes, and resumed his ultra-
slow-motion scraping.

Somehow I had to move these
Eritreans to action. I thought of us-
ing the hope of reward. But my
hands were tied by law — the wages
of all Eritrean natives were rigidly
fixed at 25 liras a day, and my labor-
ers were getting that. Suddenly there
occurred to me the possibility of a
subtle evasion of the wage scale. 1
ordered the superintendent to get
all the sheikhs together.

“Tell them,” I said to the interpret-
er, “that the time [ allow for scrap-
ing and painting a ship on this dry
dock is only three days, no more.
If they are not finished by tomorrow
night, they are all discharged,
sheikhs and everybody. However,
if the ship is finished by tomorrow
night, they get three days’ pay and
they can stay. If the ship is finished
by tomorrow morning, they get three

days’ pay, If the ship is finished by

January

tonight, in two days, they still get

three days’ pay. If they ever finish
a ship in less than two days, they
still get three days’' pay.”

This time an animated open
forum broke out under the propeller
of the Koritza. Then the sheikhs
rapidly dispersed to their various
tribes and called their tribesmen
about them. For perhaps five or ten
minutes all work ceased as 200 FEri-
treans jabbered simultaneously over
my proposals,

Then the Eritreans went back to
work. Had I waved a magic wand to
transform them, the results could
not have been more miraculous. A
fierce jungle chant rose from all over
the dry dock and never ceased; to its
barbaric rhythm, there were those
puny, previously lifeless Eritreans
dancing wildly beneath the hull of
the Koritza while they slashed sav-
agely away overhead with their
scrapers at the barnacles! Imagining
those scrapers replaced with spears,
I had before me a scene from the
fantastic legends of Darkest Africa
— the tribes in a frenzied war dance,
preparing to attack their enemies.

By noon the bottom of the Koritza
was scraped clean. Paint brushes
and pots of paint supplanted the
scrapers. Still chanting furiously,
the Eritreans danced in their bare
feet on the layers of sharp barnacles
while they slapped on the paint. A
dozen were kept busy rushing about
refilling paint pots, while the sheikhs
kept peering about under the ship
to make sure no holidays were left
in the painted surface which might
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give an excuse to refuse payment on
the ground of poor work.

But no thought of refusing pay-
ment entered my mind. I never
should have believed those emaci-
ated Eritreans capable of what they
were doing. If ever I had my doubts
as to the value of incentive pay in
getting production, they vanished
that day in that steaming, stinking
dry dock in Massawa,

At 6 p.m., we had the Koritza out
of the dry dock and on her way, less
than 48 hours after we had docked
her, By midnight we had received
a message from the Commander in
Chief, Mediterranean Fleet in Alex-
andria: “Well done, Massawa.”

Once they had their teeth in the
job, the Eritreans speeded up in-
stead of slowing down. In the 120
days allotted to dockin§ merchant
ships that season, including the
worst summer months, we pushed
8o vessels across that dry dock—a
final average of a ship every day and
a half. No dry dock in the world in

war or peace has, I believe, ever’

equaled that record.

The Eritreans had been called the
worst labor in the world. Yet month
after month in the Massawa heat I
watched those puny men -slashing
away with scrapers and fiercely
swinging paint brushes while all the
time they danced and swayed to
their barbaric chants., There is no
“worst labor” in the world. Touch
the proper chords—pride, incen-
tive to produce —and men will be
found men, whatever their color,
whatever their physique.

Ox May 9 one'of my two salvage
masters, Captain William Reed, ar-
rived from the United States, bring-
ing with him five divers, a salvage
master mechanic and eight salvage
mechanics and tenders. I was itch-
ing to get to work on salvage and I
set them to the hardest job of all, a
task which officially had been rated
impossible by the British Admiralty
itself — the lifting of the large Italian
dry dock. That dock was by far the
most valuable prize of war of any-
thing scuttled in Massawa. .

To patch up, under. water, the
seven huge holes that the Italians
had blasted in the dock’s hull, so
that it might be pumped out and
lifted, would keep 50 divers, several
hundred surface mechanics, and sev-
eral wel Ifquipped salvage 'ships
working a year or more. As it was
put in one British report, the opera-

tion would be “long, difficult and

probably unsuccessful.”

From surveys made of the damage,
however, I saw a way of raising that
dock. Instead of a task which would
be “long, difficult and probably un-
successful,” I intended to make it
short, easy and certain. I had to. I
had neither the men nor the equip-
ment to do it any other way.

A Hoating dry dock resembles,
looked at end on, a huge capital U.
The horizontal part at the bottom
may be likened to a tremendous hol-
low and watertight raft, 15 feet deep,
100 feet wide, 6oo feet long. The
buoyancy of this bottom section is
tremendous, sufficient to lift both
the ship and the dry dock itself.
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The vertical parts of the U are two
massive hollow steel walls, 15 feet
thick and 35 feet high, running on
each side of the dock for its entire
length. Their major purpose is to
give the dry dock stability, so that
while submerged to take aboard a
ship, and later in lifting it, the dock
will not tilt or capsize and spill the
rising ship off the keel blocks.

In brief, my idea was to raise

the dry dock solely with compressed
air pumped into the side walls, The
holes in the bottom made no differ-
ence; the compressed air pumped
into the tops of the side walls would
force the water down and out
through those holes till enough
water had been expelled to make
the dock slightly buoyant. After that,
it should start to float up, buoyed
by the air-filled side walls. The sur-
veys had shown that the side walls
themselves were undamaged, a fact
that I confirmed by descending in a
diving suit to examine them, All we
had to do was to make the undam-
aged side walls airtight by plugging
all openings in them, both top and
sides, cither in or out of water, For-
tunately the dock had sunk in only
eight fathoms of water, and at low
tide the top decks of the walls were
a little exposed, giving us some-
thing to stand on.

To make my scheme work I
should have to lay a compressed air
main along the top of each side wall,
connect the eight watertight sections
in each wall to that air main, inter-
connect the port and starboard air
mains across the 8o-foot gap of sea

Janvary

between the side walls, and plug up
or seal off every opening in the tops
and sides of both walls. -

By evening of the first day both
of the long air mains and the cross-
connection main had been strune,
Meanwhile, the divers had closed the
airports in the upper part of the sub-
merged hull and plugged all other
openings they could find in the side
walls with tapered wood plugs.

Our real troubles began when we
started up the air compressors, We
began to find air leaks in the upper
decks above water. My respect for
the cmﬁsmanship of Mussolini’s
shipbuilders went sharply down,

All hands, divers, electricians,
carpenters, pipefitters, were turned
to caulking the seams —not a pleas-
ant job, for those steel plates, under
the vertical rays of the Eritrean sun,
were soaking up so much radiant
heat they were too hot to touch with
the bare hand. Even the FEritrean
natives, accustomed to going bare-
foot all their lives on the desert
sands and with soles to their feet
tough as elephants’ hoofs, couldn’t
stand those sizzling steel plates. 1

noticed they were binding their feet

in burlap or old canvas, and fre-

quently soaking them in the sea.
But hot steel or not, we had to

.caulk, seated on improvised pads of

wet canvas or wet burlap to prevent
burning our sternsheets. By early
afternoon we had stopped enough
leaks so that the dock commenced
to hold some air. As the afternoon
wore on, the needles on the pressure
gauges drew away from the zero

p s s R
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mark; each ounce of pressure meant
the water inside the dock had been
forced down about two inches.

My - major concern now was
whether the smoking compressors,
laboring hour after hour in the hot
sun, would stand up long enough
under the terrible operating condi-
tions to do the job. To service them,
and also keep a constant check on
their operation throughout the night,
we divided up into threehour
watches, each taking a turn in
plodding the more than one-third-
of-a-mile course along the side walls
and across our swaying footbridge
between them to study the pressures
on the 16 air gauges, taking care
to avoid tripping over the naked
bodies of the salvage crew sprawled
aimlessly out on their mattresses,
sleeping restlessly in the hot night.

All that night and the next day
the work went on without interrup-
tion. By 8 p.m. the pressure in our
compartments had risen above four
pounds and Bill Reed was worried
because here and there the deck
plating was bulging slightly from

-the air pressing up ow. -

“Let her bulge,” I told him. “We
can’t do anything else.”

We set the same compressor
watches as the night before. At 1
am, I rolled out to begin my watch.
As I went forward on the portside
wall I found Beed huddled on deck

in the darkness, intently looking
over the side at the water.

“Commander,” whispered Reed,
as if afraid a louder tone might up-
set ‘matters. “Look. See that big
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mussel shell just-above the water line
on that vertical guide roller? Half
an hour ago it was just in the water;
now it’s an inch out, The dock’s .

"

starting to come up! ;
I sat down on the hot plates along-
side Reed and carefully sighted his
impromptu marker. In a few min-
utes my heart began to pound. That
mussel shell was slowlf' increasing
its distance from the glassy surface
of the water,  The impossible was
happening; after only two and a
half days that “long, difficult and,
probably unsuccessful” eration
was showing success. The dry dock
was coming up! :
~ In nine days it was fully and
safely afloat, the shortest salvage job
1 had ever tackled. It created a sensa-
tion in the Middle East, and resulted,
on General Maxwell’s recommenda-
tion, in my promotion to the rank of
captain. ro

Now that June was approaching
and the already unbelievably hot
weather was getting hotter, we who
were working outdoors began to
suffer from a tropical affliction. It
wasn’t any of the- dread diseases
we had all been inoculated against
—just prickly heat. I had always
laughingly regarded prickly heat as
something you dusted a baby’s deli-
cate skin with talcum powder for.
In Massawa, we found prickly
heat was no laughing matter. A raw
irritation burst out all over us and
stayed there, giving our skins the
appearance of a coarse grade of

Scotch pebble-grained leather: Tal-
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cum powder, lotions and salves
didn’t stop that terrible itching —
sweat washed them away.immedi-
ately. For everyone working on sal-
vage, especially the divers, the situa-
tion was even worse, The mud, the
filth, the decaying barnacles in-
fected the prickly heat eruptions,
causing major boils which nearly
drove the victim wild. :

In two weeks I lost permanently
four of my little salvage crew of 13.
The others, together with most of
the men I had or ever got, afloat or
ashore, spent approximately 25 per-
cent of their time in the hospital.

I had been curious about the
Massawa heat ever since my arrival,
The first week of June I took a ther-
mometer out to where a repair crew
was working on the dry dock, and
held it a few minutes head high, In
a moment I was surrounded by a
dozen American and South African
workmen, attracted irresistibly the
instant they saw the thermometer,
It read 149° F.

That, of course, was in the sun,
but so also were the workmen.

I then laid the thermometer on
the steel plates of the dry-dock floor.
It registered 163° F, '

My little experiment immediately
cost me several hours’ work on the
part of the workmen. Everyone in-
stantly began to swab himself and
look for some shaded spot, feeling
twice as hot as he had been a mo-
ment before. How. was any white
man expected to live, let alone work,
in temperatures like that, they asked.

As time dragged along into July

January

and August it kept getting hotter
but 1 never again dared drag out
my thermometer to check the exact
temperature. We were close enough
to the temperature of hell aIready to
suit me; if I ever actually knew that
it was any hotter, I doubted that I
could stand up myself under the
knowledge.

Meanwane I had another sal-
vage operation under way— the
scuttled S.S. Liebenfels, a large Ger-
man freighter sunk to block the
harbor. It was imperative to get the
harbor cleared as soon as possible.
With the fall of Tobruk on June 21,
complete gloom fell on Allied hopes
in the Middle East. A wild exodus,
inelegantly termed “the flap,” started
from Cairo, and the naval base at
Alexandria was hastily shut down.
I now had the only remaining naval
base and drydock in the Middle East.

I had sized up the Liebenfels as
a routine salvage job. I swiftly found
out that no salvage in Massawa was
routine. Our troubles were far from
ended when we had raised her.

In the terrible humidity to which
our pumps were exposed far down
in the holds, théy kept stalling with
grounded magnetos, While we strug-
gled to restart a pump, water leaked
back into that hold, giving the ship
a list that caused the water in the
other holds to rush to that side,
sharply increasing the list. To get
the ship into dry dock for repairs

- we should have her erect,

After four nights and five days
of constant labor, we had the Liel-
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enfels listing only 13° to port—
which once I should have consid-
ered very bad, Then, with the Stars
and Stripes floating proudly from

the peak of her mainmast, we towed -

the ship to the dry dock. -

Against the violent protests of the
dockmaster, I had the dock heeled
over to a marked port list. This al-
most caused the port side to disap-
pear beneath the sea, but it matched
the list of the Liebenfels. Then 1
hurriedly dragged the ship onto the
dock, landed her on the inclined
keel blocks before she could Hop
over to starboard, and pumped up
the dock —a very tricky docking.

It happened to be the Fourth of
July when we came in with our
prize. That parade at sea with the

American flag flying in triumph on

the once scuttled Liebenfels was our
Fourth of July celebration. I never
had a happier one.

O s Avansrs | received radio or-
ders to leave immediately for a con-
ference with the Royal Navy com-
mand in Alexandria. There I learned,
to my pleasure, that at last I was to
receive help in the form of naval
officers and shipyard men.

In Cairo I found that, since Rom-
mel had failed to achieve a break
through at Fl Alamein, the “flap”
was over so far as the British Army
was concerned. The naval situation
in the Mediterranean, however, was
much worse than I had suspected.
The Commander in Chief, Admiral
Harwood — conqueror of the Graf
Spee in the famous battle off the

’
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River Plata in 1939 —told me that
his fleet consisted of exactly four light
cruisers, three of them damaged.
He had no battleships to oppose -
to the Italiang’ four or five. The
Barham had been torpedoed off To-
bruk, and had gone down with the
loss of. 8oo- lives. The battleships
Queen Elizabeth and Valiant had
been put out of action too — though
the Axis didn’t know it.
The two ships had been lying in
Alexandria harbor one night when
a picket boat came across two men
in bathing suits perched atop a sub-
marine net mooring buoy. Taken
aboard the Queen Elizabeth, the -
swimmers turned out to be Ttalians,
which was disquieting. After some
futile questioning, the Queen Eliza-
beth's captain ordered them sent
below, one forward and one aft, just
above the double bottoms. Each was
told that when he wanted to talk he
could come up. :
Then began a battle of nerves.
On the Queen Elizabeth and the '
nearby Valiant, working parties
broke out hogging lines and tried
to sweep the ships’ bottoms, to dis-
lodge anything that might be at-
tached to the hulls. Below, the cap-
tives remained mute. - :
At a quarter to five in the mom-
ing the break came. Both Italians
suddenly wanted to talk. Rushed up
on deck, they begged to be taken.off
the ship.. They had secured a huge
mine to her bottom amidships; a
similar mine was under the Valiant;
and both were timed to explode in
15 minutes!
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Instantly the news was signaled
to the Valiant. Then general alarm
bells rang, the bugles blared to turn
out all hands. Bos'n’s pipes shrilled,
followed by the hoarse cries:

“Secure everything below! Close
all watertight doors! All hands on
deck!”

In less than ten minutes the en-
tire crew, well over 1000 men, were
mustered on deck in the darkness.
In excruciating silence the seamen
waited as the last five minutes till
five o'clock dragged by, Was it a
hoax? Or was it real? I it was real,
what would that mine do to them}

It was no hoax. At five o'clock a
terrific explosion shook the 31,000-
ton Queen Elizabeth; a few seconds
later a similar shock hit the Valiant.
A vast hole was torn in the bot—
tom of each, and both started to
settle. But there was no loss of life,
and the crews immediately set to
work to limit the damage.

When dawn broke over the har-
bor, there were the battleships, still
afloat, still erect. Except to someone
close at hand, the fact that they
were unusually deep in the water
could not be noticed.

Major repairs were needed —
among other things, the ships’ boil- -
ers were smashed — but it was im-
perative to maintain the illusion
that Britain still had at least two
effective battleships in the area. A
half dozen other Italians in semi-
diving masks had been picked up,
and it seemed possible that they
were all who had been involved in
this ingenious and hazardous opera-
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tion. So to carry out the illusion
to air observers, life went on as usual
on the decks of both ships —bands
played, the crews were mustered for
inspection at the usual hours, small
boats came and went on their ordi-
nary schedules. The ruse succeeded;
apparently the enemy never knew
of the success of his attack.

The British Admiralty followed
up this ruse with another. It had on
hand an old World War 1 battle-
ship, the Centurion, from which
the guns had long been removed to
change her into a target ship. Hur-
riedly the Centurion was fitted out
with wooden guns and armor that
looked exactly like the real thing,
and sent to Alexandria. From then
on she did a deal of cruising to
show the British flag in the eastern
Mediterranean and keep the Italians
holed up—even though any gun-
boat with the nerve to come close
enough could have sunk her easily.

Now the cruiser Dido was in seri-
ous trouble as the result of concus-
sion from near-miss bombs, Since
the British dared not dry-dock her
in constantly bombed Alexandria,
arrangements were being made to
send her 5000 miles to Durban in
South Africa, She would he gone
from the fighting line well over a
month, perhaps nearly two months.

That was too much for me. It
was true that the salvaged Italian
dry dock in Massawa was not yet
back in commission, and the Persian
dry dock had already been ruled out
by the fleet naval constructor as too
small to dock the Dido. But I still
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thought 1 saw a way by which it
could be done at Massawa — thus
returning her to service in less than
a quarter of the time she could pos-
sibly get to Durban and back. I put
my sc%eme up to Admiral Harwoo'd.
To my delight he was enthusiastic.
When I left he shook my hand
warmly in farewell, then added fer-
vently: “For God’s sake, Ellsberg, be
careful with the Didol She’s one
quarter of my whole fleet!”

HMS Dido arrived in Massawa
early on the morning of August 19.
The dry dock was already flooded

down to receive her.

What had caused the doubts was -

the fact that the dock could lift
only 6ooo tons, and its keel blocks
could support a length of only 410
feet. HMS Dido displaced over 7500
tons; her length was 530 feet.

On the face of it, the operation

looked impossible. But the thing

that had struck me was that since
the damage to the Dido was wholll_y
at her stern I didn’t have to lift
her bow out of the water at all. The
bow was going to remain floating in
the water at practically its normal
draft forward, supported almost as
usual by the sea, while I lifted only
the stern clear of the water to re-
peir the damage there, thus simul-
taneously solving the problem both
of her gross overweight and her ex-
cessive length. And that was how

HMS Dido was dry-docked in a-

dock too small to take her.

The damage proved to be bad.

Nevertheless, I estimated that we
could complete the work in six days.
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As the original British estimate had -
been 12 days I got repercussion from
the two British dockyard superin-
tendents in charge of the shipbuild-
ing mechanics who had been sent
down from Alexandria. They knew
their men, all good mechanics, bet-"
ter than I did. “They won’t do it,”
they assured me. ,
wiftly I ran into the reason—
British trade-union rules and cus-
toms ingrained in all these men by
a century of labor conditions and
labor battles in England. That issue
arose in the first fewhours, over send-
ing up on deck for another mechanic
to perform the mext operation on
removing a damaged steel plate — it
wasn’t Alf’s trade, it was "Erbert’s.
We lost a half hour, but it was the
last half hour we lost over that. I
knocked off everybody, gathered
them all on the Dido’s quarterdeck
and told them to work like every-
body else on anything they could.
This wasn't a British dockyard —it
was Massawa in wartime. Nobody |
here had time or energy to waste on |-
union rules,- British or American.
The men went back to work, and to .
the undisguised astonishment of
their superintendent they did ex-!
actly what I asked of them, .- |
On the morning of the sixth day |
all the new steel plating was se:| .
cured in place except the last plate v
on the starboard side. One of the'
British foremen had bad news. ..
“That plate ain’t right, Cap’n,” he.
informed me. “It’s got to Eo back a.m;‘l
be put in the keelbender. It ain’t
got the knuckle in it :
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I knew that knuckle in the Dido
he was referring to well enough.
Her stern was practically straight-
sided till a few feet below her water
line; then the plating was sharply
knuckled or creased inboard. The
top edge of our last steel plate came
to about six inches above this hori-
zontal knuckle line; of course, to fit
the ship it also had to be knuckled.

“Oh, is that all that’s worrying
you!” I exclaimed, much relieved,
“Don’t bother to send the plate
ashore. There isn’t any keel-bender
in Massawa, We'll have to knuckle
it in place with sledge hammers,
I'll be along again in about an hour
to see how you're making out.”

When I got back my heart sank;
there was not a sign of a knuckling
in the plate.

“It's no use, Captain,” said the
superintendent, somewhat apolo-
getically. “Here’s the two strongest
men I've got and they say they
can’t knuckle it nobody can. And
I agree with 'em. It’s beyond human
strength. Now we're in a pickle. We
can’t finish the job!” -

I looked at the superintendent in
dismay. If anybody was in a pickle, it
was L. This was the day I had prom-
ised to finish the job.

I couldn’t believe these men
couldn’t do it. In the quarter of a

_century since I'd worked on my
first ship, I'd seen men, many of
them English and Scottish, do amaz-
ing things to steel.
- I turned where my boat was tied
. up waiting for me.
“Glen!” T sang out to my cox-
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swain. “Get over to the Italian dry
dock and tell Lloyd Williams to
break Bill Cunningham and Horace
Armstrong off whatever they're do-
ing and bring 'em both over here
with the biggest pair of sledge ham-
mers they've gotl”

In ten minutes the boat was back.
Williams, my master salvage me-
chanic, and my two best iron-
workers, each nonchalantly swing-
ing a heavy sledge in onc hand,
threaded their way past the British
mechanics now perched on the side
of the dry dock, and came over the
walkway to the scaffolding where
I stood. I looked at Cunningham
and Armstrong approvingly, both
stripped to the waist, both glisten-
ing with perspiration. They were
tough guys.

“Boys,” I said, “you see this stecl
plate? I want it knuckled in. Those
men say it can’t be done!”

Cunningham and Armstrong both
took a brief look at the thick steel
plates, then gazed belligerently at
the onlookers. “Them Limeys say
we can’t do it?” asked Cunningham
softly. “Is that all you want, Cap'n?”

He looked at the spot where Wil-
liams was already applying an acety-
lene torch to the plate at the knuckle
line, then at the narrow scaffolding
to get a proper stance for his feet.
The sledge hammers the others had
used were in the way. Contemptu-
ously he kicked them aside; com-
pared to the hammer he carried they
were only toys.

“All right, Horace, let’s go!” said
Cunningham, and with a terrific
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clang his heavy sledge came down
against that hot steel plate. It
sounded as if Big Ben himself had
struck.

As Cunningham’s hammer swung
back over his shoulder, Armstrong'’s

‘cracked down, and from then on it

seemed as if Hercules and Vulcan
themselves were rhythmically sledg-
ing away on that steel plate. Soon
they had a gallery —all the British
mechanics, the crew of the Dido, her
Captain, immaculate in white anfl
gold-visored cap, even the practi-
cally naked Eritreans fouled with
dirt and paint.

Pausing only while Wi]linp"ns heat-
ed up new stretches of steel for thctm
to swing on, the two men steadily
worked their way along the 15-foot
length of that plate. The task took
them an hour and a half. At the end
of that time, from end to end that
heavy steel plate lay neatly in against
the plating under it, beautifully
knuckled over.

With his last blow swung home
to finish, Bill Cunningham rested
his sledge negligently on his shoul-

* der and turned again to me, without

sian of fatigue.

“Anything else you want of us
here, Cap'n?” he queried mildly.

“No, Bill, that's all. And thanks
to both of you.” I could have kissed
him for what he'd done, and Arm-
strong also, ;

“C'mon then, Horace,” said Cun-
ningham to Armstrong. “We'd bet-
ter get going back to that Eyt.i'e
dry dock an’ get some work in this
morning.”

As a resurt of our performance
with the Dido, we were allotted the
cruisers Euryalus and Cleopatra.
The British mechanics who came
down with the Dido were ordered
to remain in Massawa to await the
coming of her sisters, Their presence
released my regular crews and gave
me an opportunity to start Fhe sal-
vage job on the smaller Italian dgv
dock, lying completely submerged.
At the most critical moment in the
raising of this dock, our huge air
compressor suddenly gave out. The
partially buoyant dock swiftly sank
again as its compartments flooded.
In a moment or two, all about,
swimming in the turbulent sea, were
the men who had been working
before on deck, and, 1 fervently
hoped, those who had been working
below decks. I knew Armstrong,
Larsen and Jones had all been in-
side the very compartment at the
stern now submerged beneath my
feet. A flood of water must be pour-

-ing through the booby hatch lead-

ing down to it, marked at that in-
stant by a swirling vortex of water
going down and of air bubbling up.

My heart turned to lead. There
was no certainty that those three
men were trapped below, but if th:'}f
were they couldn’t be allowed to die .

without some effort to save them, I = .

plunged overboard from the scaf-

- folding into the boiling vortex mark-.
_ing the booby hatch, - 4 .ty

It was nine feet down through
the water to that hatch, and the
instant I submerged I could no long-
er see anything-—just a mass of
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swirling water, milky with air
bubbles. By feel I located the hatch
door. It was open a bit, and presently
my- fumbling fingers came across
something soft, an arm, jammed be-
tween the door and its frame. I
clung to that arm with one hand
lest I lose it in the rush of water
when the door opened, and with the
other I heaved with all the strength
I had against the steel door. It
swung back.

I dragged a limp body out of the
hatch and pawed myway up through
the sea to the surface. A moment

later I was landed with my burden

into a boat, gasping for breath. I
looked down at Horace Armstrong
unconscious at my feet.

“Give him first aid, quick!” I
mumbled, and went overboard again.
In two more descents into the milky
swirl inside the now opened door
I brought up Larsen and Jones.

Hurriedly all three men were
worked over by our surgeon and the
Army hospital corpsmen who had
rushed to the scene. Jones was
speedily restored to consciousness.
Within an hour Larsen also had
been brought to, but Florace Arm-
strong still was not revived. He was
taken ashore to have resuscitation
methods continued in the sickbay.

- It was around 5 p.m. By now the
air compressor was repaired, and we
got back to work reraising the dry
dock. Five hours later the starboard
side of the dock floated up again,
and by morning we had won. ;

But the dawn brought us no feel-
ing of triumph. For word came that

Horace Armstrong was dead. As I
remembered Horace, swinging a
huge sledge hammer under the stern
of HMS Dido, showing the Middle
East what an American could do
when it was necessary, I wept.

L= in November I received or-
ders to leave Massawa and report to
General Eisenhower'’s headquarters
for duty in connection with urgent
salvage work required in all North
African ports. I was not sorry.

Since March we had raised dry
docks, Axis vessels and a huge foat-
ing crane. There could be no ques-
tion about the value of Massawa’s
contribution to the Allied cause.
Now the war had suddenly moved
far away from Massawa. The new
American army was firmly estab-
lished in North Africa. Tobruk had
fallen back into British hands and
Montgomery was pursuing Rommel
into Txipofitania. Massawa’s day
was done.

My plane would be going out of
Asmara early next morning, Having
said my good-byes, I climbed into
the car and set off under the dark
stars for Asmara. Out over the waters
of the Red Sea I saw the lights
twinkling across a harbor full of
wrecks that we had salvaged.

We raced through the darkness
across the hot desert toward the
mountains. Soon we were climbing
rapidly. I drew my long-unused
overcoat around my shoulders. Now
I should need it again. North Africa
might be more hectic than Massawa,
but it certainly would be cooler.




