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The Favourite crossed the bar at Manukau Heads on a high tide during the morning of March 30th, 1870. Once past the heads the paddle steamer made its way across the broad Manukau Harbour until it docked at a long wharf running out from the Auckland blockhouse. The harbours along the west coast of New Zealand had constantly shifting sand bars at their mouths, and the shallow draught of a paddle steamer was an advantage for a coastal trader. Strangely, it would not be a sand bar that would bring The Favourite to an unfortunate end in less than 48 hours.

Captain Robert Grayson nodded to his first mate, Tony Abbott, standing on the deck below him. Abbott attached the first of a line of wool bales to the crane arm that would swing it out over the wharf and onto one of the waiting wagons. Another paddle steamer, the River Princess, was unloading on the other side of the wharf, and it was a chaotic scene as passengers from The Favourite struggled to get their luggage across the ship’s deck and through the wagons.

Captain Grayson sighed. He was used to the mayhem, and while it would slow down the unloading of his cargo for a while, the wharf would be clear again soon enough.

“The Waikato River is turning into a real honeypot for us,” said his bursar, Althos Boyce, as he rested his forearms on the rail next to the captain. He had come to the upper deck straight from opening the ship’s safe and distributing any valuables the passengers had stored there.

"All the white pine we could carry,” he continued, “and a nice collection of wool bales. We'll make a good profit this time around, and you know we need it." 

The captain nodded. The Favourite had left the Manukau Harbour a month ago, and headed down the coast until it could steam up the mighty Waikato River. Now that hostilities with Maori had ceased, farming and logging were expanding, and there was more and more for the paddle steamer to do at each of the wharves along the banks of the great river.

"Don't worry," he said, "I've dealt with the National Bank of Australasia for years. They’ll carry us through until we can pay off the cost of extending the ship," and the bursar nodded. The bursar had been the one to suggest they lengthen The Favourite, and the ship now had an extra hold in the forward section, taking its length from 85 feet to 122 feet. The extra space had already proved useful, and it was now full of white pine, a popular material for lightweight boxes in Auckland's growing fruit and vegetable markets.

The run up to the Ahipara gum fields would probably lose them money though. All the captain could expect on that trip would be stores for the gum diggers and some passengers wanting to join the new gold rush. But The Favourite would be loaded to overflowing with kauri gum on the way back – most of which would go overseas to be turned into varnish – and the cartage would pay handsomely.

The paddle steamer had been unloaded at the wharf by the time the sun went down, and the bursar had carefully forwarded a small amount of money to each of the ship’s crew for a night out in the big city. Auckland had a population of 2900 in 1870, though it was often swollen with an extra 500 people in summer who were visitors seeing the sights, or merchants bringing in wares.

The captain didn’t cast off from the wharf until eleven the next morning, wanting to make use of the high tide as he crossed the bar again. The late start suited a number of the crew who had been busy trying out the different beers at the newly established Pollack’s Brewery, but they were all on deck and getting the ship ready to leave by nine – though one or two were doused with the traditional bucket of seawater, to help them ‘recover’.

There was a wind picking up as The Favourite crossed the harbour, making for the heads, and there were dark clouds to the west, but the captain knew these waters. He was anticipating nothing more than a few showers, and the occasional squall, on the way up the coast. The Favourite had a low profile, and as long as the coal kept heating the boiler, the ship could handle most weathers.

Captain Grayson kept The Favourite to the north side of the entrance until he was abreast of Kupe’s rock, when he steered due west. It was the end of summer, and he’d been warned that the main channel was silted up further out. Winter storms would clear it again, and possibly even change its direction, but for now he was wary of its unpredictable nature. 

There was a moderate swell running from the south-west, so the ship would lean one way as it climbed the long rollers, and then tilt the other way as it descended into the trough. It was a peculiar corkscrewing effect, but no more than any ship had to endure when it was sailing at an angle to the waves.

Grayson thought he was well clear of the entrance when a lookout at the bow warned him that they were over shoals, and he reduced speed. They were almost a mile out to sea, but these shifting areas of silt and sand moved about the harbour entrance all the time. 

The next time the stern dropped into a trough as the bow started to climb, the captain felt The Favourite shudder and slow, and cursed vividly. They weren't hitting the bottom, but the flow of water above the sandy bottom and under the keel did strange things when the ship was on a slant like this. The seawater sped up across the rounded bottom of the ship, and somehow dragged it down.

That was when he looked up and saw the bow of the ship lean to the right a fraction, out of line with the rest of the ship, and then come back to centre as the ship rolled over and descended the other side of the wave.

That should be impossible, he thought sharply, and wondered again if the engineers who had installed the extra hold had thought of everything. They had assured him that the boat was stronger than before, but as soon as they started telling him about measurements and bracing he’d been completely lost. 

It was a tense few minutes until he decided they were clear of the Manukau Heads, and he turned the ship directly into the south-west swell. They would run on that course until they were well clear of land, and then turn north. From there on the swell would be behind them, and struggling to keep up with the steamer.

"We’re taking on water," said the first mate, appearing at his elbow, and the captain nodded. It was his job to be unflappable in all circumstances, and so he listened calmly while Abbott told him he had four men manning one of the pumps, and he would report back in ten minutes to let him know if they had a problem. 

Grayson was sorely tempted to head back for Auckland immediately, but a shipload of Kauri gum on the way back – especially with the new hold – would make a big dent in what he owed for the extension to the ship. He decided that he would see what the pumps did to control the water, but he knew his responsibility as a captain, and it was not to put the lives of the crew and passengers at risk.

"The pumps started sucking air after five minutes," said Abbott, reappearing at the captain's elbow. "The men worked them again after another five minutes and got nothing but air, so there doesn’t appear to be a leak in the ship’s timbers.

“You don't think the water could have come on board while we were in Auckland, do you?" he added, and the captain looked thoughtful. He always had the men run the pumps at the end of each voyage, and it had been done while they were tied up by the Auckland blockhouse.

"Have the steward check the water casks," he said, and told himself that mistakes happened in busy ports, and there may well have been a perfectly normal explanation. When Abbott came back saying that all the casks were intact, he had already made up his mind. They would continue on to Ahipara.

The Favourite laboured a little going head-on into the wind and the waves as it headed south-west, but the paddle steamer had a very stable build. Captain Grayson was proud of her performance as she rose up and over wave after wave, and laughed a little when some of the passengers made trips to the rail to lose their breakfast. 

This was hardly more than a calm sea to the crew, but the captain was pleased when the ship turned north an hour later, and started running comfortably with the swell. There had been no more of that strange tilting of the bow – left or right – and he was beginning to think he might have imagined it. 

The paddle wheels on either side of The Favourite turned much more slowly than the propellers on other types of sea-going vessels, and the ship's steam engine turned over more slowly as well. The reassuring beat of his ship, not much faster than a human heart in these conditions, calmed everyone on board as they headed for Ninety Mile Beach and the Maori settlement at the near end of it.

Very few people could hear the second beat of the engines unless they really listened for it. A second chamber captured the steam from the first cylinder, and drove another piston that added to the engine’s power. The steam was cooler, the cylinder was bigger, and the action was shorter, but this invention had made railway engines and steamships economic. They could go much further on the same amount of coal.

But the wind behind them kept picking up, and the swells started to increase as well. It was something the captain had not expected, and he called a meeting of his senior hands in his cabin.

“The barometer’s been falling most of the day,” he said, and the others nodded. They didn’t need a barometer to tell them that something was seriously wrong.

“This ain’t no ordinary westerly flow,” said the steward, a gnarled individual who could claim to have sailed more seas than anyone else on board. Westerlies in this part of the world sometimes veered south-west for a few hours, he said, but this one had veered south-west, then south, and stayed there while the force of the wind had increased. It was very unusual behaviour.

The captain rubbed his forehead with his hand, and knew it was up to him to say it first.

“There must be a tropical cyclone tracking down the east coast,” he said, and there was much shaking of heads. Tropical cyclones picked up a lot of energy in the warmer northern latitudes, and since cyclones travel clockwise around their centres, anything to the east of the North Island would be kicking up a southerly on the west coast. Tropical cyclones came – if they came at all – in Autumn, and March was the right time for one in the Southern hemisphere.

It all fitted, but nobody wanted it to be true. There were one or two small harbours between the ship and Ninety Mile Beach, but they all had treacherous sand bars across the entrance and none had been properly mapped. If the conditions got much worse, the ship would have no option but to run before the weather until it rounded Reef Point, and turn into the sheltered bay at the near end of Ninety Mile Beach.

"Lash down everything that could move in a gale," said the captain, coming to a decision. It was better to be prepared then to be caught by surprise.

"Put the passengers in the mess room," he continued. There were no cabins for passengers on The Favourite. There was an area with an awning over it and canvas sides, enough to keep the sun off and provided a windbreak, but that was it. At least there was somewhere to sit in the sailors’ dining room.

"Tell them the move is just a precaution, and be patient with the questions they’ll have. 

“Tell them someone will come around with an update every hour or so," he added, and then dismissed the meeting. When the others had left, he sat at the table in his cabin and thought about the strange hands that fate had dealt him over the years. Most of them had been in his favour, but this one, well, this one didn't feel like it was going to be favourable at all.

Then he forced himself to get up and move out into the passageway. There was nothing more reassuring than seeing a captain out and about making sure that everything was done properly. It made the crew feel they were in safe hands, and it reassured the passengers.
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By the time The Favourite was an hour away from Reef Point, the swells had increased to the size where land disappeared every time the paddle steamer descended into a trough, and reappeared as it was lifted up by the wave behind it. The captain stepped into the mess room one more time to reassure the passengers, and stopped to talk to Bryce Coulter and his wife Mary. They were wealthy landowners from Devon, England, and on their way to take up a parcel of prime land near the new township of Kaitaia. They had assumed the position of speakers for the passengers, and the others seemed grateful for it.

"How are the children taking it?" said Grayson, and Coulter replied that they were doing quite well. A girl hid behind Mary’s skirts, while an older boy was standing bravely with his father. A new baby fussed restlessly in Mary's arms, but overall the passengers seem to be working well together. 

That was always the secret to a crisis, mused the captain – working together. He looked around the room, and all 14 of the passengers were either engaged in conversation or busy with some activity. Then the ship canted forward as it was lifted by a wave from behind, and the girl clung tightly to her mother and hid her face in her mother’s skirts. It reminded the captain of how his passengers must feel without dry land under their feet. He murmured some words of reassurance before stepping out to find the first mate.

"We're here," said the first mate, when they met up on the bridge. He was pointing to a position he had marked on the map, not far off the west coast. He had been lining up landmarks forward and aft whenever he could, and the intersected lines gave the ship's position. The last clear mark had been 20 minutes ago, but he had a good idea of their speed and direction and was confident of his latest mark. Darkness was setting in, and he wouldn’t be able to plot from landmarks in the hours ahead.

"So we'll need to move north by north-west soon to clear Reef Point," he said, and the captain nodded. It would mean steaming at a shallow angle to the waves, and that was going to be uncomfortable for everybody, but it had to be done if they weren’t to plough into the coast somewhere up ahead.

"I'll give the passengers some warning," said the captain, "and it might pay to check that everything is lashed down properly once again," and the first mate nodded.

Once the captain was back on the bridge after checking on the Coulters and the other passengers, and The Favourite had turned onto the new heading, the two of them listened to the ship as she corkscrewed up and over the swells. The odd movement was nowhere near as bad as when they had cut across the south-westerly swells coming out of Manakau heads, but a long slow roll was actually worse for seasickness than something short and choppy.

The ship sounded different, as they listened together, but they were expecting that. It was longer now, and there were new creaks and groans in the wooden hull and in the superstructure. They had both been with The Favourite since Captain Grayson bought it four years ago from a Sydney firm, where it had been built in 1863, and they knew her well.

"She's not happy," said the captain at last, and the first mate looked at him. No one questioned a captain of Grayson's experience, men who seemed to have a supernatural rapport with their ships, and sometimes the elements. Abbott had thought he sensed some unusual sounds as well, but he was putting it down to the extension that had been built into the ship four months ago. 

Then he saw something that didn't make sense, out there in the darkness, and he stared blankly at the front of the ship until it happened again. He tapped the captain on the shoulder – which was a breach of protocol – and pointed. 

They both watched as the ship came to the bottom of another wave and started up again. The prow tilted to the right a fraction as it eased through the bottom of each trough, when the stresses through the middle of the ship were at their greatest. The ship’s gas-fired running lights showed the movement plainly.

"The bilges," said the first mate, and the captain nodded. They had taken on a little water coming out of Manukau Heads, but it had soon been cleared and the captain had thought it was nothing. Now, though, he had a helpless feeling, and watched the first mate run to send an able seaman below decks with a sense of foreboding.

"A few inches, nothing more," said the first mate when he got a report back from the seaman. "I’ve put a four-man team on one of the pumps, and that will keep pace with it, but we’ll need to watch the water levels closely," and the captain nodded.

“The wind’s getting dangerous, too,” he added. “We’ll need to keep everyone off the decks unless they’re attached to a safety line,” and the captain agreed. 

The leak had probably started when the ship changed course, thought the captain, and that was – how long – no more than ten minutes ago. The Favourite had two four-man pumps, but they were exhausting to work for any length of time. He would have to ask for volunteers from among the passengers to rest his crew if things got worse. Even with the cook and the bursar, he could only replace the men on one of the pumps when the others got tired. Then he realised something else, and it wasn't a pleasant thought. It was enough for him to hold another meeting in his cabin.

"We'll be at our most vulnerable when we turn across the swell to round Reef Point," he said. "Any angle to the waves will make the leaks worse, so we’ll have to round Reef Point as tightly as possible, and that's going to be a problem."

The others sitting around the table in the captain's cabin didn't need to be told why it was going to be a problem. It was already dark, and there were no lighthouses along this stretch of coast. Normally The Favourite anchored offshore in good weather and continued its journey in the morning, or timed its movements so it arrived at a harbour where it could tie up for the night.

The captain looked around the table at the first mate, the bursar, the steward, and his two leading hands. Between them they had to come up with something! 

There was a half-moon, but the weather had worsened to the point where there was complete cloud cover, and that wasn’t going to help them. The speed of the ship with the waves behind it would make soundings next to useless. The lead would barely have settled on the bottom before it would be dragging up behind them. 

The roar of the breakers on the coast would tell them something, but their best landmark was going to be the lights from the native settlement at Ahipara. Oil lamps and possibly a campfire or two outside the native whares should be visible – as long as the increasing squalls allowed them a clear view when they needed one. It was only then that the captain remembered that it was April 1 tomorrow. April Fule’s Day, and he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The joke would be on someone, and he dared not think that it might be on him and his ship.

"By my reckoning we should have passed the Reef Point by now," said the first mate, half an hour later, and the captain could hear the strain in his voice. The breakers were a constant roar on their right, and several times he had been forced to veer the ship away when the waves started breaking further out. 

They must be near the point by now, and they needed to be past it as soon as possible. The pumps were keeping pace with the water, but some of the passengers manning them weren't working men, and they were getting tired. Some of his sailors were older as well, and they were showing signs of strain.

Fortunately the strange twisting of the ship's hull did not appear to be getting any worse, though the captain knew it would only hold steady while they sailed with the wind and waves behind them. There was no way of knowing what would happen when they turned to run across them.

The captain considered himself a religious man, rather than simply a superstitious one as most of his crew were, and he had taken some time in the last hour to read passages in the Bible that were dear to sailors. They were ones he had marked out on previous occasions.

“Lights to starboard!” called out one of the leading hands who was on lookout, and Captain Grayson breathed a sigh of relief. They weren’t safely in the bay yet, but they’d managed to get this far in one piece. Then he saw the soft glow of makeshift lights and campfires some distance away himself.

“Run her in gently,” he ordered, and the steersman began a slow turn. When the ship was at 45° to the waves, the captain had the steersman hold course, and The Favourite began to claw its way into the bay, each wave generating another corkscrew motion of the ship. Almost immediately he felt the ship shudder as the prow began to sway dangerously out of true with each passing wave. Then a huge squall hit, and for the first time the wind picked up the tops of the waves and scoured the ship with them. 

The paddle steamer leaned dangerously on the run down the next wave, but righted itself before it began the journey up the next.

“Water’s pouring into the new part of the hold, and flooding back under the bridge!” said the first mate, coming back from looking at the bilges. “I’ve put fresh teams on both pumps, but I don’t think we can stop the water level from rising with the amount that’s coming in now.”

The captain went systematically through his options, but there wasn’t anything he could do. Running before the wind and waves would never get them to shore, and turning straight in would put them broadside on to the swell. He looked at the faint glow of the Ahipara lamps and campfires again, and tried to guess how far away they were. 

It was hard to tell, but it looked like the ship had a few miles to go yet. He gritted his teeth. They would just have to hang on and hope for the best. Now that the water was outpacing the pumps, he would have to think about beaching the ship – if they could get it to the beach. Then he called his senior staff back to his cabin, to see if anyone could think of another course of action that might be taken.

"Can we not put a sail around the part that's leaking?" said the steward, who had seen the manoeuvre slow the water flooding a ship’s hold before. A paddle steamer didn't have sails, but there were bolts of canvas in the steward's stores that might be used in the same way. The captain shook his head.

"We can't send an able seaman overboard to tow a line under the ship in weather like this," he said, "and we would need to do that several times to drag enough canvas under to cover the area that's affected."

There was silence for a long time. None of them wanted to give up on
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