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GIRL OF THE SEAS

The Incredible Shipwreck Story of Barbara Thompson

By Marion S Greenwood

Published by Marion S Greenwood, 2025. This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

First edition. June 22, 2025. Copyright © 2025 Marion S Greenwood. ISBN: 979-8231444946

Based on the remarkable true story of Barbara Crawford Thompson who, in 1844, aged only thirteen, was the only survivor of a shipwreck in the Torres Strait, being rescued by the Kaurareg islanders and living with them for the next five years.

Author's Note

This novel is based on the true story of Barbara Crawford Thompson, who was shipwrecked in the Torres Strait in November 1844, being rescued by, then living with the Kaurareg islanders for five years before returning to Australian society following her approach to the crew of HMS Rattlesnake, which was in the area for some weeks, surveying and trading.

While some details have been imagined for narrative purposes, the core of her remarkable story—her survival, adaptation, integration into Kaurareg society, her marriage to Chief Boroto, and her eventual departure on HMS Rattlesnake, are documented historical facts. The Kaurareg people's sophisticated understanding of their environment, their sustainable food practices, and their generous treatment of Barbara are also matters of historical record. This novel seeks to honour both Barbara's incredible resilience as well as the wisdom of the people who saved her life and shared their invaluable knowledge with her.

In our modern world, faced with climate change and environmental degradation, the Kaurareg's approach to food production—of working with nature rather than against it, of feeding the land first so that it can feed us, and of understanding the connections between all living things—offers lessons we could all use. Barbara's story may inspire us to tend our own literal and metaphorical gardens with patience, observation, and respect. It reminds us that we are all capable of transformation, that survival sometimes requires us to alter our ways at speed, and that the greatest abundance comes from understanding our deep connection to the earth and to each other, wherever we find ourselves.
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Chapter 1: The Grey Shores

The early February wind from the North Sea cut through the long skirts of Barbara Crawford's threadbare dress like a knife, but the six-year-old girl barely noticed as she sat perched on the dark rocks jutting out from Dundee's shoreline. The main part of her small body was wrapped snugly around in the deep pink Crawford tartan which had belonged to her grandmother. The February sky hung low and pewter-grey with the threat of snow, while waves crashed against the ancient rocks with a rhythm as old as Scotland itself.

Barbara's voice rose pure and clear above the wind, carrying the haunting melody of an old Jacobite song across the water:

"Will ye no come back again?

Will ye no come back again?

Better loved ye cannae be,

Will ye not come back again?"

In the harbour beyond, ships arrived and departed with the tide—whalers heading for Arctic waters, merchant vessels bound for the Baltic trade, and the occasional emigrant ship that would carry Scotland's desperate sons and daughters to faraway shores. Barbara watched them with the intense curiosity of a young child who sensed, without understanding, that her own fate was somehow tied to those distant sails.

"Barbara, bairn! There ye are!" Her mother's voice carried on the wind, and Barbara turned to see Margaret Crawford picking her way carefully across the slippery rocks. Even at thirty, her mother looked old, her face weathered by worry and want, her hands rough from taking in washing to supplement what little her father could bring home. But her eyes remained kind, and when she reached Barbara, she adjusted the tartan shawl with gentle, practiced movements to protect her child’s head from the biting wind.

"But I like the songs the waves make, Mammy," Barbara said, leaning into her mother's warmth.

Margaret's fingers traced the ancient weave of the tartan. "This belonged to your daddy's mammy, God rest her soul. She was a strong woman. She lived through the clearances, she did, and never bowed nor scraped to any man save the Lord himself."

Barbara's small fingers explored the shawl's texture, memorizing the rough warmth. Something in her mother's voice—a weight, a warning—made her pay attention in a way unusual for such a young child.

"Remember this, my wee one," Margaret continued, gathering Barbara close as thunder rumbled overhead. "No matter how far from these grey shores ye may travel, ye are born of a strong and ancient lineage. The Crawford women may bend with the wind, but we never break. Never."

As they hurried toward home, Barbara clutched the shawl tightly around her head and shoulders. She didn't understand why her mother's words felt like a prophecy, or why the sight of those ships in the harbour filled her with both longing and dread. She was only six years old, after all, and home was just ahead—a stone cottage clinging to the hillside where her father and siblings waited.

The cottage, when they entered, felt like stepping from one storm into another. Where the wind outside was wild but alive, the air inside hung stale with whisky fumes. Charles Crawford sat at the scarred wooden table, an empty bottle at his elbow, his face flushed from excitement and from his celebratory drink. Barbara's older sisters, Ellen and Catherine, huddled silently near the small, dying fire, trying to coax warmth from embers that gave little heat and less hope.

"Where's my tea, woman?" Charles said. Margaret moved to the near-empty pantry with the practiced caution of a woman who’d learned to navigate her husband's moods like a sailor reads weather.

"Charles, I have been out looking for Barbara, and anyway there's very little food left in the pantry now. Perhaps if you—"

He suddenly lurched to his feet, swaying like a tree in a gale. "Everything's empty here! This bottle, this pantry, this life, this bloody country that's got no use for an honest, hardworking man anymore!" The bottle swept off the table with his gesture, shattering against the stone floor. Barbara pressed herself against the doorframe, already learning at six that when Father drank, you made yourself small and quiet, like a mouse when the cat prowls.

"We're leaving anyway." The words fell into the room like stones into still water. "All of us. For Australia. We have free passage on the John Barry under the Bounty System. It’s all paid for by the government there. It’s our only chance to change our lot now, so I’ve taken it. My reference has come through from the Reverend, and we set sail on March the twenty-fifth."

Margaret's face went white. "James, are ye mad? What of the bairns?”

"The Australian government are paying for it all though, Maggie. They need people like us out there. Farmers, labourers, anyone with a strong back and willing hands. It's a new world, woman—a place where a man can make something of himself instead of rotting away here in this godforsaken country where there's no work for anyone.”

Barbara watched this exchange with the intense focus of a child who senses her world shifting on its foundations. She didn't understand what Australia meant, couldn't fathom the distance involved, but she understood the desperation in her father's voice and the defeat and fear in her mother's shoulders.

That night, as she lay on a large straw pallet between her sisters, Barbara clutched the Crawford tartan close. Through the thin partition wall, she could hear her parents' voices—her father's grand plans growing grander with each sentence, her mother's quiet weeping when she thought the children slept. Outside, the North Sea winds howled their ancient songs, and Barbara wondered if the waves sounded any different on those distant shores that her father spoke of with such desperate hope.
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Chapter 2: The Voyage of the John Barry – 1837

The morning mist clung to the River Tay like a shroud as six-year-old Barbara Crawford pressed her face against a small, grimy porthole on the John Barry. Through the salt-stained glass, she watched the familiar spires of Dundee fade into the grey Scottish dawn, their stone fingers reaching toward a sky that seemed to bid farewell to everything she had ever known. The great ship groaned beneath her feet as it navigated the treacherous waters of the Firth of Tay, its timber hull creaking with each swell that carried them further from home.

"Come away from there, Barbara," her mother Margaret called softly from their cramped quarters in the cargo hold, which had been repurposed to carry the steerage emigrants. "Help me with the little ones." Barbara reluctantly turned from the porthole, her small hands still pressed against the cold glass for one last glimpse of Scotland.

The steerage dormitory stretched before her like a cavern carved from the belly of some great beast, its low ceiling forcing even her mother to duck her head when she moved about. The air was thick with the smell of unwashed bodies, damp wool, straw that was in the pallets the passengers had had to purchase at the dock for their bunks, and the sour tang of seasickness that had already begun to plague some of the passengers. Their allocated space was scarcely larger than the coal cellar back in their Dundee cottage, yet it had to accommodate all nine members of the Crawford family. Her father had to bend nearly double to avoid striking his head on the beams above, his tall frame folding like a carpenter's rule as he arranged their meagre possessions.

Barbara's four younger brothers—wee Thomas, barely two years old; James, at four; and Robert and David, at five—huddled together on one of the bunks, their eyes wide with a mixture of fear and excitement. Her older sisters, Mary, eight, and Elizabeth, ten, helped their mother organize the small chest that contained all their worldly goods.

"Listen well, children," Charles said, his fatherly authority coming from years of supporting his family by working with his hands, shaping tin and iron into useful things. "We're bound for Port Jackson in New South Wales, a journey that will take us four months across the world's greatest ocean. Your mother and I have provisions enough, but we must be very careful with our food and our water."

Barbara had heard this speech before during the long weeks of preparation in Dundee
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