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Preface

The Pearce
family was but one of many who emigrated from Cornwall out of a
desire to improve their lot, as did the Farmiloes mentioned in the
story. My side of the family moved to 148 Winston Road, Stoke
Newington, at the turn of the twentieth century.

After the
Second World War, I was the only child of the family living in
London. My four cousins – Rosemary, Alison, Simon and Peter,
children of my Uncle Cyril – lived near Birmingham. Uncle Cyril
married a Farmiloe, thus retying the family bonds of 250 years
earlier.

Sitting in the
scullery at ‘148’, Uncle Jack, Auntie Queenie, and Aunts Ruby and
Gladys would tell stories of Cornwall. The pirates, the wreckers,
the smugglers – all seemed larger than life to me. The hanging of
our men and their interment outside St Just’s consecrated area is
just one example of what I heard.

The rest of
the book is fiction, except for the American connection, some of
whom I met in 1973, in Daytona Beach, Florida.

Aged eighteen,
I left London bound for the two most enjoyable summers of my life –
on the Scilly Isles. I became involved in the search for the wreck
of HMS Association – great fun. My part was very small but
the lure of sunken treasure was strong. Others eventually secured
the prize.

The Scilly
Isles are situated at the gateway to the English Channel, just 28
miles off Land’s End, the southernmost part of the English
mainland. The islands are a meeting place for the currents of the
English and Bristol Channels and their confluence with the Irish
Sea. Driving the mighty Atlantic Ocean inexorably westward is the
Gulf Stream, the spawning ground of England’s weather patterns.

Scilly is a
mariner’s worst nightmare, protruding as it does off the toe of
England. Measuring just eight by ten nautical miles, it is
influenced, sometimes fatally, by all these forces. Not many ships
survive during bad weather once tangled in her web of rocks, tides
and islets. The people of Scilly have a long history of salvaging
wrecks – some legal, some not – and thus my lust for adventure, so
prevalent in my forebears, was indelibly formed.

I became a
yachtsman and have sailed all my life, a voyage to New Zealand
1972–74, and a circumnavigation of the world 1984–89 with two sons
and a daughter, being the highlights. I have sailed all the ocean
routes mentioned in the book apart from Carlos’s voyage from
Virginia to China.

John Pearce,
our first protagonist, was the firstborn of ten children. Even
after losing a brother and three sisters to sickness, there were
too many mouths to feed. The press was at large in Falmouth, and
John’s father simply sold the boy to the navy. At least he would be
fed: the navy, in one of its quirky rules, gave larger rations to
boys who were freely apprenticed to sea than to pressed adults.
With a rum ration to trade, he would have a far better life in the
navy. In the Cornish seaport town of Falmouth, with a lowly tenant
publican for a father, he would have little chance of anything.
John’s situation was typical for a man of his time.

Wars had
wrecked the English finances. Taxes were high and sources of income
few. Many people turned to smuggling, plunder and piracy as a means
of survival. It is said that over 100,000 people were involved in
these activities in the early eighteenth century.

This is a
rags-to-riches story, a socio-economic history of the 1700s – with,
of course, a large dose of artistic licence.

There are many
parallels today, as governments still believe they know better how
to dispose of constituents’ incomes than the constituents
themselves.

I try not to
preach to you, but nothing really changes. The story is the most
important thing. I have tried to move it quickly, dramatised where
I thought fit. The historical facts are mostly correct, as are the
sailing directions, winds currents, types of ship and the sailor’s
way of life.

 



PART ONE
1707–1747


Chapter 1 - A
night to forget

 


It’s the
bastard Scillies after all; the admiral’s done fer us. Bring ’er
round to starboard. Look lively now or we’re doomed. The flagship!
She’s dead ahead. She struck! We’ll be on top o’ her in a flash,
and th’ wind’s increasing – every man fer himself. We’re
dooomed.

Eventually old
John Pearce returned from his rum-induced dreaming. He noticed his
young grandson watching him, wide-eyed in horror. Finally, his
senses almost regained, he became aware of the screaming wind – no
dream now, a howling reality.

Young Simon
Pearce could hardly hear himself think. A thunderous, all-pervading
cacophony of wind and breaking waves filled the cottage. Driven by
60-knot storm winds across 3,000 miles of Atlantic, foaming sea
mountains – some 50 feet high – attempted to pound the Isles of
Scilly into oblivion. Reforming after smashing into the Crim Ledges
to the west, they finally expended their fury on the granite rocks
of Garrison Hill, a hundred feet below the small cottage where
Simon lay in his cot, feigning sleep.

The wind filled
the living space ten-year-old Simon shared with his grandfather.
The noise, as if insufficient discomfort, was augmented by a small
trickle of water that had found its way through the thatch above,
sharing his cot at the rear of the cottage. “Was it like this when
the fleet struck the Gilstones, Grandfather?” Simon asked.

“’E should be
sleeping, boy,” John Pearce said gruffly. “It’s a might late for
tales o’ the sea and her crossness. I like to forget ’em, not
retell ’em. I’ve no wish to recall what being at sea on a night
like this is for a sailorman.”

Old John Pearce
shivered as he reached for the pewter tankard from which he imbibed
his daily grog ration. He refilled it from a stone gallon jar, his
daily allowance now doubled. “Old habits die hard, me handsome,” he
mused. “Once navy, always navy. If it weren’t for the rum, no man
would crew the Queen’s ships, not as a volunteer anyhow. What with
floggings and hangings and arrogant bloody officers. A hard life –
hard but good – if ’e managed to get fair cap’ns and not get hit by
a cannon ball, chain shot or flying oak splinters. To get out in
one piece, ye needed the ear o’ lady luck herself.”

A squall more
violent than the rest shook the tiny cottage. The boy, only his
wide eyes visible in the eerie firelight, dodged a drip and pulled
an old piece of oiled canvas over his cot in an attempt to keep
himself dry.

“’E won’t get
no sleep this night,” mumbled John to himself, his mind making the
familiar journey back to that fateful autumn night – the 22nd of
October 1707.

“What a sight
we was! Thirty-eight ships – over half the Mediterranean fleet –
was returning to England for a much-needed winter refit. We was
loaded to the gunnels with the spoils of plunder and war. From our
decks ’e could see ’em all. Close by was the bulk of the flagship –
the 96-gun second-rater Association. Surrounding her, like bees
protecting their queen, were other ships of the line – Romney,
Eagle, Indefatigable and our own St George – who were in
turn fussed about by a flock of frigates. Ships stretched in line
to the horizon astern, and line ahead to the horizon in front.

“It were named
the Wars of Spanish Succession. After the death of Charles the
Second of Spain, the whole of Europe became embroiled in what were
a struggle to keep a balance of power in Europe. England and her
Dutch allies joined forces with the bloody Holy Roman Church and
made war on France and their Spanish allies. They was trying to
prevent these powerful nations from coming under the control of one
monarch.

“In 1702, our
Royal Navy won a huge sea battle at Vigo Bay – that were some
fight, me lad. Our fleet, under Admiral Rooke, smashed a Spanish
treasure fleet from which we took tons and tons o’ silver. The
following year Gibraltar were captured, giving us a vital base at
the entrance to th’ Mediterranean, right on their enemy’s doorstep.
It were a grand year – all us tars got a share of the booty.

“Our fleet had
orders to harass and engage the Frenchies and Dagoes in the
Mediterranean, their home waters. Their lordships of the Admiralty
had given the job to the navy’s rising star, Rear Admiral Sir
Cloudesley Shovell. A fleet of 51 ships left England, crewed by
some 30,000 souls.

“Sir Cloudesley
had come to the attention of their lordships early in his career.
’E weren’t of no high birth or nothin’; ’e were born to a yeoman
family up Norfolk way. ’E loved the navy like it were his bride. He
were very courageous, the sort of commander what led from the
front. His men loved him, getting where he was by working his way
through the ranks. He were an ideal ’ero for a country sick ’n
tired of war and its massive cost to families in lost loved ones
and over-taxation.

“The women of
England outnumbered us men by near two to one – spinsterhood or
widowhood were a spectre faced by half all women of the nation. The
losses in manpower were great. Howsomever, life without war weren’t
a reality in England those days; heroes for the people were needed
desperate. Their lordships of the Admiralty pinned their hopes on
the dashing Admiral o’ the Blue, Sir Cloudesley Shovell.

“Our 51 ships
wreaked havoc on the French and Spanish with minimum losses to us.
At Toulon, we left the town a blazing ruin with eight enemy ships
destroyed. Sir Cloudesley left thirteen ships, under Sir Thomas
Dikes, at Gibraltar; the rest o’ us set sail for ol’ England, the
holds of the flagship full o’ gold, silver and much rich plunder.
My share alone, being a lowly bosun’s mate, were near five years’
navy pay. Enough to buy a cottage somewhere in Cornwall in sight o’
the sea and a small fishing boat t’ earn me keep. After 20 year in
th’ navy, I were the ripe old age o’ thirty-three. I could afford
me a wife. What a fine thing a good woman t’ share me dotage with
would be and, God willing, a son.”

Simon noticed a
stifled snuffle and … was it a tear? His grandfather paused, far
away in painful thought. The rum warmed him, chasing away ghosts
his memory dragged up. Well lubricated, he recalled happier visions
from the past.

“We weighed
anchor at Gibraltar, known by the Greeks as th’ Pillars o’
Hercules, on the 10th of October, in the year of our Lord 1707. A
fair breeze ’ard abeam from the sou’west, blowing at a steady 15
knots, gave us a good offing. Our course nor’west would have us in
sight o’ Cape St Vincent, 70 leagues ahead, in a day or so.

“The wind
stayed fair as we rounded the cape, sailing full and bye, with a
gently rolling, following sea. Being at sea, in weather the likes
of this, makes a sailor’s heart sing; even the officers, with their
fancy uniforms and dandy ways, relaxed the iron discipline normal
on Her Majesty’s ships. Extra rations o’ rum were issued to all
hands; pity some never paid Neptune’s toll – first drop of the
extra tot gotta go over the side for him, or else!”

The old man’s
eyes rolled wide, his voice fearful. Simon loved this part. “We got
a scent o’ his displeasure right soon enough. A sea mist came down
and lay over us and were to cover the fleet for most o’ th’ rest o’
th’ voyage.

“The admiral
kept us well out o’ sight of land, the mist just allowing any one
ship to follow the one in front. Portugal, England’s ally in the
past, had been taken over by Spain. His Lordship didn’t want to
bugger up a fair voyage home by bringin’ the fleet close to Lisbon.
Little point in provokin’ an enemy fleet to put to sea, fer to take
a chance to get back wot we had stole.

“We doubled
Finisterre. Our dead reckoning putting us 20 mile to the west, but
no ship sighted land. Closing weather had the officers in a bit o’
a quandary as to where us really was. The fleet shaped a course
northerly, running up the channel to make landfall at Plymouth.

“Biscay, ’e
bastard! I ain’t never had a trip across yet that weren’t no
trouble. Finisterre to Ushant gotta be the worst 300 sea miles in
the world. The wind backed and began to pipe. A signal to wear ship
and close up flew from the flagship. This were then relayed from
one ship to another. Topmen were sent aloft t’ take in sail. The
building gale were from the sou’east, offshore, and a fair quarter
for Plymouth. Nerry no sight o’ the sun was had to fix our
position, nor no sight o’ land.

“The building
gale kept us busy. We was wet and cold with the October wind, rain
and sea spray; still no undue concern was held by the old hands.
Our officers be a stuck up bunch, walking the decks likes they had
a ramrod up their arses, but they was the best seagoing commanders
in the world. Unless you was unlucky enough to be under one whose
family had bought them their commissions, but the likes o’ them
seldom made cap’n. Most, like our admiral, had worked themselves up
from junior midshipmen the hard way, serving 15 or 20 year afore
getting a command. Our cap’n on the St George were Lord Dursley. He
had been pacing Her Majesty’s decks all over the world, near 25
year, with no loss to his name. Much as we cursed ’em, ’tween decks
us matelots knew we was in good hands.

“On watch it
were thick with rain and driving spray, the October cold seeping to
the marrow o’ your bones. The nights were black as the inside o’ a
cow, and the wind played devil’s tunes in the rigging. The only
light to see being the stern light o’ the ship a front, it were as
if that light were the only thing leadin’ us out of hell – which in
a way it were – as long as it were on the right course.

“The officer o’
the watch was bound to keep the ship a cable’s length behind the
one in front – any closer and us would have to slow down. If the
light faded, us would have to speed up for to lose touch with th’
fleet were one o’ th’ worst crimes a deck officer could commit. Us
sailors was going aloft to reduce or increase the sail many times
each watch. Climbin’ slippery rope ratlines on a dark, stormy night
put fear into the heart o’ the most seasoned Jack tar. That be why
most o’ us never learned to swim – if ’e fell from aloft you’d
drown quick; the swimmers just took longer to die. No ship could
afford t’ lose station lookin’ for fallen mast topmen. Cannon would
be fired to alert the ship astern, but once overboard a sailor was
seldom found alive.

“Worse was off
watch. Below, each of the gun decks was home to three hundred
seamen. Here they lived, ate an’ slept. A rolling, pitching and –
with the hatches battened – stinking hellhole. We ’ad no room t’
move – hammocks had an allowed space of nineteen inches per man.
You could feel every movement of the man next t’ you, the constant
roll o’ the ship would bang us together keepin’ us awake.
Night-times we was in pitch black, only a light coming from candles
at the companionways cracked the gloom, and that was only there so
us could move quick-like if all hands was piped. The deck were
scarce five feet clear under the beams; we got used to bangin’ our
heads when the time come to move. The great guns lay beneath our
hammocks – they was a soberin’ reminder as to what we was really
there for.”

The cottage
shook as another heavy squall raked the island. “When weather’s as
bad as this, prime English oak, hemp rope and stout canvas ain’t
naught before the will o’ God and sea, lad. If the Lord was handing
me a choice just now – to be on a ship to weather o’ Scilly or give
up grog forever – the grog would go!

“’Twas two
bells, the mornin’ of the 22nd, when our first lieutenant called
the cap’n to the quarterdeck. I was doing my shift at the wheel, so
I heard ’em clear. He said we was in a most unusual confused
seaway, all worried like. He reckoned the log and dead reckoning
put us on the approaches to Ushant, yet the seaway suggests deeper
water, and our soundings found no bottom, sir …

“What of the
wind, Mister Blackley?” the cap’n asked.

“Backed a bit,
sir, east of south now would be close, blowing a half gale and
rising, sir.”

“Maintain
station and keep the leadsman sounding. I’ll take the next watch.
Carry on, Mister Blackley.” Lord Dursley retired below …

“At daylight
the flagship signalled ‘Captains an’ sailing masters o’ the fleet
prepare t’ board, soon as was practical, to attend t’ the admiral’s
pleasure’. Us was all of a quandary; what were afoot?

“I were in
charge of our cap’n’s jollyboat. A cutter would ’ave been too ’eavy
to get safely over the side with the present sea state; we hove to
to launch the boat on our lee side. It were a trick and a half to
row near half a mile to the flag, but in the lee o’ the
three-decker it were like the Solent on a summer’s day, she were so
vast.

“I went up on
deck to supervise th’ handling o’ the jollyboat’s lines. Sir
Cloudesley was asking sailing masters their opinion as to the
whereabouts of the fleet. Holy Christ, I thought, some shit us are
in – them don’t know where the hell us be!

“Sir William
Jumper, captain o’ the Lennox, were the only one who disagreed with
the admiral. His calculations put the fleet 80 miles to the
nor’nor’west, running down fast on Scilly. He reckoned the islands
was but a few hours’ sail away.

“A young seaman
piped up in agreement with Sir William, sayin’ the light they had
seen afore dawn weren’t that of a ship as the cap’ns had supposed
but one o’ th’ fixed lights on Scilly. ’E were a Jenkins, a
Scillonian – knew this water well. The brass ignored ’im.

“When ’e piped
up a second time, Sir Cloudesley questioned the boy. ‘Have you had
the audacity to calculate the position of this ship, man? It is an
offence against the articles of war for a non-commissioned person
to do so, an offence that carries the death penalty.’

“The angry
admiral called his master-at-arms and had the poor lad put in irons
in the cable locker. Might as well ’ave hung him then and there, in
the front of the ship – he would be the first to die. But who could
blame Sir Cloudesley? He had 28 sailing masters agreein’ with him
and the same count o’ captains, each with more than twenny years at
sea. Howsomever the gatherin’ changed its mind and put us closer to
the coast of France, yet further from Scilly.

“Sir Cloudesley
dispatched the quicker Lennox, La Valeur and Phoenix
to Falmouth. Later us heard those ships got amongst the eastern
Isles of Scilly – Phoenix were stranded on a shoal ’tween St
Martins and Tresco; they was lucky no sailorman died. Th’ other
masters handled their ships magnificent, finding their way out of
the maze o’ rocks without a scratch, and they was able to anchor
fer the night in Broad Sound under the lee o’ St Mary’s.

“Next day they
sailed for Falmouth with the news of the fleet’s true position, as
yet unaware o’ the biggest peacetime disaster in naval history!

“The rest o’
the fleet were ordered to follow Association, thinkin’ she
was heading for Plymouth. We set sail, our course shaped for the
north. The frigates that was usually at the head o’ the fleet had
been sent to Falmouth so the flagship was our vanguard, us on St
George but a couple o’ cables astern.

“I was watchin’
as the flag stopped sudden-like afore us; a gun fired in warning.
She broached beam to the seas, her press o’ canvas heeling her
over, pushin’ her firmly on th’ rocks, smashing seasoned English
oak to matchwood. Looking at her were a sight worse than lookin’
through the gates of hell itself. The Association, once
pride o’ the navy, were a mastless wreck in but a few seconds. Half
under water on her beam ends, her wrecked masts and rigging snared
men as they were thrown into the wild, foamin’ sea.

“In an eye’s
blink, St George struck too! But a huge wave picked us up
from aft and lifted us over the ledge. Cap’n ordered us hard on the
wind, starboard tack, as us attempted to weather the Gorregan and
St Agnes, which by the grace of God we was able to do. Men pumped
constantly to keep the water from rising.

“Lookin’ back,
the Association was lit up by a shaft o’ moonlight. Her was
awash on her beam ends; men was, hangin’ on to her rail for dear
life. Them on deck – 500 men – was thrown to the mercy of wind and
sea. Worse was for them off duty, stuck in pitch-black darkness
below, with storm hatches battened and the waters rising to claim
them. Them on deck had little chance in the violent sea, amongst
sharp rocks, with tons of masts and spars falling all about them;
them below, they had none. The mighty Association sank in
but a few minutes, with the loss of most all hands.

“St
George beat through to St Mary’s Sound, the light on Peninnis
Head just clear under our lee bow, showing us deep water. Us passed
the Spanish Ledges, where a Spanish man-o’-war ’ad floundered after
the Armada. We wore ship, turning to nor’eastward through North
Channel, the Crim and Tearing Ledges well to leeward. Clear o’ the
dangers, we anchored. Dawn that morning we was in sight o’ eleven
sail a-sheltering in St Mary’s Sound.

“Five ships
were lost that fateful night: three ships of line – Association,
Eagle and Romney – the frigate Phoenix and the
fireship Firebrand. Near 3,000 men drowned. The admiral, his
two stepsons and Cap’n Loades, commander of the Association,
was all washed up at Porthellick Bay along with a part o’ the
admiral’s barge. They had got away from the wreck. ’Tis said Sir
Cloudesley was still alive when ’e was come across by a Scillonian
woman. She finished ’im off and stole two of ’is rings, having cut
off one of his fingers to get ’em. The admiral was buried that
morning in the sand. Later they dug ’im up and gave ’im a state
funeral at Westminster Abbey in London.

“Poor Lady
Shovell lost ’er ’usband ’n two sons that wild October night. There
was no courts martial, and the matter went quiet, except of course
here on Scilly. The crimes o’ the stolen rings were never solved;
someone on St Mary’s has got ’em hidden somewheres.

“Well boy,
enough of an old seaman’s ramblin’s. ’E had better get yourself off
to sleep. I’m turning in meself.”

John snuffed
out the candle, plunging the cottage into darkness; they were left
with the noise of the storm, the two-foot thick granite walls of
the old cottage softening the sounds sufficiently to allow a fitful
sleep.


Chapter 2 -
Scilly

 


The great wind
continued its malevolent song throughout the following day. John
and Simon returned to the cottage soaked to the skin, having
checked the moorings of the little yawl that provided their
livelihood. The comely 24-footer was fully set up as a lobster
catcher; however, her holds often held more than a lobster or two
after what was, to the unwitting observer, an innocent fishing trip
across the English Channel!

“Doubt as we be
goin’ to sea fer a few days yet, me lad,” said John Pearce, as he
removed the sodden oiled canvas jacket that served to protect him
from some of nature’s wrath. He removed his wet shirt revealing a
well-built torso that suited his height of five foot nine – a very
tall man for the times.

John produced a
smoked mackerel and some bread, and he and young Simon sat down at
the small, oaken table. The rude piece had been built from the
bones of some luckless ship which had been among the countless
wrecks caught on the rocks of the Scilly Isles throughout history.
The simple midday meal was eaten in relative silence save, that is,
for the sound of the driving rain and the ocean, as wave after wave
smashed into the rocks below.

“How was it you
came to live on Scilly, Grandfather?” asked Simon between mouthfuls
of fish and bread, the Scillonians’ staple diet.

“Yer flatter an
old man, lad, a-wanting to hear me old stories – not that I mind
the tellin’, if ye’ll excuse a tear now an’ then. A good life at
sea, then I finds a paragon of a woman that was yer grandma. Now I
got you for company. I be a very lucky man.

“After the
wrecking o’ Sir Cloudesley’s fleet, no prize money was to be had –
the loot were mostly on the Association ’n that was now
spread over the ocean floor a hundred foot down. I ’ad a few pound
saved, not near enough t’ set meself up proper. Howsomever the navy
was good – the crews wot had saved their ships, they put us on half
pay while the fleet were bein’ refitted.

“Once the good
ol’ Royal George were moored safe at the naval dockyard in
Plymouth, I packed me kit and took up lodgings at the Admiral
Benbow Inn. A tidy place, not far from Plymouth Hoe, where Sir
Francis Drake calmly finished his game o’ bowls afore takin’ out
his tiny fleet against the mighty Spanish Armada.

“It were at the
Benbow I first set eyes on Esther May. ’Tweren’t what yer call love
at first sight like, we just sort o’ got together nice ’n slow.
Esther had been a serving wench all ’er life, first in the employ
o’ Sir ’Enry Blackmore, cavalry officer, who ’ad used ’is ‘trouser
charger’ in no polite way on ’is young parlour maid and got ’er wi’
child. Dallying with th’ household staff in fancy ’omes is a common
occurrence – generally countenanced favourably by the lady o’ the
house who ’ad all the kiddies she wanted and were ’appy for her
’usband to let a serving lass take the wind out o’ his sails, so to
speak, as long as ’e be discreet about it. Howsomever when Esther
May got with child ’Er Ladyship decreed she would not be so shamed
as to live under the same roof as her husband’s bastard. So Esther
had to go.

“Sir ’Enry were
good enough t’ pay the innkeeper o’ th’ Benbow to take poor little
Esther May in. She worked ’er keep and that o’ th’ child, a better
lot than some unfortunates who ended up in a workhouse or worse.
Esther ’ad a fine boy – his father kept a soft spot for ’im. At the
lad’s eleventh birthday Sir ’Enry paid for a midshipman’s
commission in the Royal Navy fer him. The boy did real well for
’imself. I ’ear tell that now ’e goes under the name o’ Captain
Richard Blackmore and commands a privateer in the isles o’ the
Caribbees.

“Life were
rough fer a servin’ wench in a seaport town in ’08. Every man Jack
would try to ’ave his way with her. Esther weren’t one for an easy
roll in th’ hay like, a fact I was to find out for meself. She
always said if I wanted my wicked way with ’er I’d have to wed her
first.”

John let out a
loud guffaw at the memory of it. “That got me t’ thinkin’. I were
34 year old, been in the Royal Navy since I were 10 – it were all I
knew. There were but few ways a seaman could make a livin’ out of
the service. But if ’e ’ad a wife, a home and wherewithal to buy a
boat, ’e could fish, maybe raise a family, and have a right fine
life.

“Sundays was
her day off, so I asked real nice-like if she would accompany me on
a picnic excursion t’ the Hoe the followin’ Sunday. Ye should have
seen ’er face; a tavern wench was used to a more direct and hardly
so subtle approach from sailormen …

“A picnic,
John?” she said. “What else are ’e after?”

“A picnic I
says, and a picnic I means. Plus a few words in private yer might
care t’ ’ear,” I says in the most gentleman-like way I could.

Esther curtsied
all ladylike, and said, “Sir, I’d be honoured. After church – noon
if it suits ’e.”

“It do indeed,
ma’am …

“No, it weren’t
no heart-hammering romance, us just sort o’ talked of things ’n
more things till I got to suggest we could ’ave a sort of future
together …

“I’ll ’ave t’
go back t’ sea fer a few year. I’ve got a bit o’ cash saved, but
not enough for the cottage and boat I want to own – not rent – so
we ain’t at the mercy of some miserly landlord.”

“How much more
does ’e need?” she asked all innocent-like.

“I’ve enough
fer the boat,” I says. “A cottage on Duchy o’ Cornwall land can be
’ad for about 20 pound, ’n ground rent o’ two shillin a year. Four
year o’ service pay fer a bosun’s mate, less if there’s prize or
’ead money to be had.”

Her eyes went
all misty like. “Now don’t get me wrong ’ere, John. I like th’ cut
o’ yer jib well enough; ’e seems like a decent man, but I’ll not
wed a navy man – not never!” she said. “Right now ye’r whole and
hearty, and you’ve bin lucky. Four years more at sea with the wars
not yet done, I might get back the leftovers o’ the surgeon’s
knife, or worse – widderhood. Just leave it all for now, John. Let
me thinks on it. In the meantime, if you ’ave a mind t’ take me out
again, I’ll be mighty pleased for it. I’d kind o’ like to tell ’e a
bit about me life ’n all, that is, if ye ’as a mind to hear it?”
said Esther.

“I’d be
honoured.”

“I were born in
Dittisham, near Dartmouth. Me dad were a tenant farmer – there was
seven o’ us in all; five lived t’ be old enough to work. I were the
youngest and the only girl. Me brothers all worked the land with
Dad. Me, I helped me mum washin’ and cookin’. Wasn’t much of a
childhood. Funny, I don’t remember really bein’ a child – just
chores, chores and more chores.

“I remember
when I were six; it were me birthday – a March’nt, I was. It ’ad
been a good harvest the year previous. As the family sat down t’
supper, me dad ’anded me a parcel. ‘Happy birthday, princess,’ he
said. I were all taken aback, but I was so proud o’ me new dress,
the only new one I ever ’ad! My brothers all fussed about me. I
felt, for that one tiny space o’ time, like I were a real princess.
I rushed up t’ me space in the attic an’ put it on. It was all
ruffles ’n frills, with a pink bow at me waist. I went downstairs
and did a few turns, so me ’hole family could see. That was the
only memory of ’avin’ fun I recall from when being young.

“It were rent
time again. I always knew when rent was due ’cause we had less and
less to eat. We ’ad t’ sell the best we growed so’s we could stay
on th’ farm. Every year got a tad bit worse. Me dad called me to
’is chair; I knew something were wrong ’cause me mum left the room
sobbing. ‘Esther, I gotten ’e some other place t’ live, me
darling,’ he said, all choked up like. I were eleven years old.
’Cept for church on Sundays I’d only known the cottage me eleven
years had bin spent in. Why? were all I could think. I started
crying. We had reached rock-bottom, ’n th’ full rent could not be
paid. My father ’ad indentured me into service for ten year – the
rent would be paid with me wage. I was to be no better’n a slave.
‘I’m sorry, princess, but this ’ere’s a way us can keep the farm.
With a bit o’ luck us can put something aside fer the boys t’ get a
start.’ Dad’s eyes were bright, pleading-like. ‘When yer done at
Sir Henry’s ye’ll be well trained and get a paid job in any fine
’ome ’e likes.’

“So I enters
Dittisham Manor as junior ’ousemaid. I was saved from the scullery
’cause I was pretty-like, and Sir ’Enry said I’d be wasted in th’
kitchen. The first two year were good. I worked ’ard, but no more
’an I was used t’ at ’ome. The ’ouse was warm ’n I ’ad clean
clothes an’ good food. Lady Blackmore seemed t’ favour me, and I
spent much o’ my time fussin’ over her.

“March come
round again. It was three days after me thirteenth birthday. I was
cleaning Sir ’Enry’s study when ’e reached out ’an touched me
bubbies …

“It’s a mighty
fine woman ye are becoming, Esther. Mighty fine. Ye will make some
man very happy when the time comes. That is, in eight years’ time
when your contract with this house is completed. If you could see
your way clear to please me, lass, you could leave with sufficient
dowry to get well wed.”

“’E knows, sir,
I want t’ please,’ says I, all innocent-like.

’E were kind of
breathless-like, an’ opened his pantaloons; his man-thing stuck out
like a broom handle. ’E looked straight at me!

“Ye just need
to learn ways to please this, my dear!”

What were a
poor young farm girl t’ do? If I didn’t please him, I’d lose me
job. At first all I ’ad t’ do was rub it with me ’and, like – well,
you’ve got one, so I ’spose you knows what ’appens. Later ’e made
me do all sorts o’ other things with it. It were amazing it took a
full two year afore I got with child …

“When she’d
finished ’er story she ’ad tears runnin’ down ’er cheeks. I vowed
there ’n then I’d never let her cry again. Esther and me saw each
other at meal times. I’d have me pint o’ porter or half o’ rum. She
were real friendly-like; her made sure I ’ad my fair share o’
vittles ’n a bit more besides. Nothing more were said about us
hitchin’ up. We ’ad a couple more outings with no more than a
parting kiss between us. If I’d press her she’d just say, ‘Give me
time, John, give me time.’

“’Twas almost
four weeks later, Friday dinner time at the Benbow, when Esther
asked could she come up t’ me room later – she had some news and
were all flushed, excited-like. I could ’ardly wait. About eleven
came a tap on me door. Her had gotten off early that night. I
opened me door, and she rushed in clutching a letter …

“Johnnie, me
’andsome. ’Bout that cottage ’e talked of. Would one on Garrison
Hill at St Mary’s on Scilly suit ’e?” she said, all of a
fluster-like.

“Settle down,
lass. A cottage on Scilly – what’s the story?” I replied.

“My brother ’as
done well for himself. He was left a cottage in his wife’s
grandfather’s will. ’E said before that if I have need o’ a place
to go, I could live there. After our picnic I wrote him in London,
and ’e said ’e would be happy t’ give us the cottage as a wedding
present. ’E’s even sent a deed made out to Mr and Mrs Pearce to be
signed by the pastor what weds us, so the cottage will be ours, all
nice and legal-like …

“Us was wed
soon as the banns were read. I bought the yawl ’n named her
Esther May, in honour o’ me new wife. Loaded t’ the gunnels,
we sailed her to Scilly, our new home, this same one us is in now.
It were summer ’08. It were just th’ turn of our first year here
that us was blessed with your father, Joseph. Your Aunt Elizabeth
came along a couple o’ year after that.

“Best ’e get
outdoors ’n bring in some firewood, Simon, afore it gets dark. ’Tis
a long winter’s night we ’ave ahead, and that cursed wind’s got a
bit t’ howl yet afore it gives us a rest.”

* * *

As in any new
place, particularly a small Cornish village on an island, newcomers
were looked on as foreigners. It was difficult to obtain supplies
and find the materials needed to repair the cottage. Much of the
thatch needed replacing – what had not been ruined by rats had been
at the mercy of the weather. In the windswept islands no thatch was
available so after weatherproofing as best they could, they set off
in the little yawl for the mainland to buy some.

The thirty-odd
miles from Penzance to St Mary’s is some of the roughest water
found in England. Add fearsome tides, open Atlantic swells and
rocky coasts, and only experienced sailors could attempt it. John
required all the skills he could muster. He would hand over the
helm to Esther so he might take an hour or two’s rest, husbanding
his strength for when it was needed. The couple worked hard to use
the winds and tides effectively, and eventually slipped into
Penzance Harbour 18 hours after leaving St Mary’s.

What a hand she
had on the tiller, and how quickly she’d picked up how to trim the
sails. It was the most satisfying thing in John’s life, showing his
new wife the ways of the sea, and seeing the way she took to
seafaring, like a pup seal’s first swim.

The return
voyage was almost the end for the both of them. Just south of the
Seven Stones a violent squall hit the little ship abeam and lay her
down. Piled high with thatch, she was top-heavy and threatened not
to stand herself up again. John released the main and jib sheets
and let go the main halyard, pulling the sail, now heavy with the
water, up onto the heaving deck. Slowly Esther May became
upright and turned neatly into wind, weathercocking on the tiny
mizzen sail set in her after quarters. The wind eased, allowing the
exhausted couple to hoist sail, making a safe home landfall. That
night, after hauling the thatch up the hill on a borrowed hand
cart, they fell on their straw mattress, exhausted – or not so
exhausted, as it may have seemed, as John would tell later, that he
reckoned that was the night that Simon’s father Joseph ‘got
started’.

The local men
soon recognised how skilful a seaman John was. Begrudgingly they
began to respect the ex-naval sailor. He and the seafaring men of
St Mary’s swapped stories at the Mermaid Tavern on Hugh Town Quay,
lubricated by rum, porter or ale. It wasn’t long before they asked
him if he was up for a ‘bit o’ the trade’.

As far back as
anyone could remember, the men and women of Cornwall supplemented
their meagre livelihoods by the time-honoured pursuit of smuggling.
It was estimated that a hundred thousand English, Irish and Welsh
men, women and children were involved one way or another.

To pay for the
never-ending wars, Her Majesty Queen Anne had decreed that all
international trade would be subject to customs and excise levies.
Since then the traffic across the English Channel in illicit
cargoes had been an integral part of Scillonian life, even in time
of war, as the armies and navies of England and France were
battering each other in bloody conflict. Small boats would run the
gauntlet of weather and government excise cutters to trade in fine
goods, wines and brandies only available on the Continent, where
they were all readily available at a fraction of the prices they
cost legally in Britain. Profits from the trade were all that saved
many a family from starvation; it was an essential part of family
income. All levels of English society were involved, as either
procurer or customer. There were, however, considerable risks. A
victory for the authorities could result in the death penalty being
handed down to some poor wretch.

Government had
become very alarmed at the success of smugglers, so they had begun
to build large, fast, well-armed, sailing cutters for patrolling
the channel. With a man at the masthead and a fore lookout, they
would spot a suspicious looking sail from far off, run her down and
apprehend her crew should all not be legal and above board. The
least excuse would do. Boats of convicted smugglers would be
confiscated and sold, the money realised becoming, in part, prize
money for the crews of the cutter involved in the apprehension. The
men of the trade on Scilly had long since forgone sail as the
principal means to propel their craft. They had instead turned to
channel pilot gigs to work the trade. Gigs could be away at sea for
long periods, seemingly plying the legitimate business as pilots.
They raised little suspicion when they returned from a 180-mile,
five-day round trip to Guernsey or Roscoff, having delivered their
illicit cargo to willing hands on some dark, deserted beach.

Pilot gigs were
32 feet long, more or less, with a five-foot beam, and carried six
oars. They were very fast and seaworthy. A small ‘dipping lug rig’
was carried to ease work at the oars in a fair breeze in the dark.
Gigs operating in the English Channel worked dangerous waters. A
captain of a square-rigger making landfall, unsure of his position,
could easily be cajoled into paying a pilot’s fee. The crews were
usually seven – a coxswain and six oarsmen, plus the pilot.
Sometimes they carried extra men to spell the oarsmen, the norm on
a smuggling gig.

If a revenue
cutter were sighted they would row directly into the wind, a point
that no sailing vessel could sail, while the cutter had to tack,
beating upwind to catch their prey. At the time no Scillonian had
been arrested for smuggling.

John clearly
remembered the day that Brian Jenkins said the fateful words,
‘What’s ’er t’ be, John? The moon ’n tides be right, me handsome;
thar be a load o’ brandy awaitin’ us in Guernsey. I got a spare
berth as Bart ain’t comin’. Yer with us or not?’

He knew that to
refuse would have dire consequences for him and his new family’s
position on Scilly. Scillonians were a fearsome bunch – they would
not take kindly to be turned down by a newcomer. It was considered
an honour to be a gig crewman. His growing family needed cash.
Though he caught his fair share of pollack, cod and bass, getting
them to the markets on the mainland was difficult. He needed to
salt or smoke them, then pack them carefully in boxes, sending them
to Penzance on the island packet. The unscrupulous fishmongers
would pay him a fraction of their true worth. Worse, if the fish
were to spoil, he stood the loss. While he had also brought back
the odd ‘cargo’ from his fishing trips, he did not have the
contacts to profit much from these forays.

* * *

“Grandfather,”
asked Simon, “please tell me a story o’ the gigs.”

“Aye, lad … I
were just now a-thinking o’ me first channel run on ol’ Bonnet.”
John leaned back taking a sip from his tankard. “Yer grandmother
were a mite angry, what with me leaving her alone and ’er knowing
what us was about. She were wi’ child and her time was near.
Knowing I had no choice in the matter, she packed some food for the
journey. I kissed her farewell ’n made me way down t’ the Mermaid
where the lads was ’avin’ a few ales with Sar’nt Bower and Corporal
Brownlee o’ the Garrison Guard …

“Well, me fine
lads, you’ll be away fer a bit, lookin’ for pilot work I ’spose,”
said the sergeant, his florid features giving a conspiratorial
wink. “These dark nights puts fear into ’em foreign-goin’ captains
– soon as they gets a whiff o’ the land they’ll happily pay yer
pilot fee. Not bad cover for smugglers either. You lads keep a
weather eye out for those rogues, won’t ’e now – let I know if you
sees anything suspicious-like? Her Majesty’s gallows on Falmouth
docks ’ave been empty for a while now, eh Brownlee?”

“Aye, sar’nt,
they bin wastin’ away these last few year,” the rotund corporal
answered.

“We’ll keep ’n
eye out, that’s for sure, sar’nt,” said big Brian, the smile on ’is
face hidden by his full set of ginger whiskers. He kept smiling as
he pushed another jug o’ porter into the sergeant’s hands.

“Th’ ol’ Bonnet
had been carted over the Hugh Town spit to Porthcressa to save
rowing round the island. We had a direct course t’ France. All th’
lads was there, Brian the skipper and Charlie Pender, the supposed
pilot, his two brothers, Ben ’n Peter, took turns at stroke when
Jack rested. There were the Hicks boys, Mike ’n Guthrie, and young
Jimmy Barker in as coxswain – eight o’ us, in all. Us’d do
three-hour shifts at th’ sweeps, restin’ fer th’ next one. It were
170 mile t’ Guernsey – the trip would take about two nights ’n a
day, if all went well. We needed to be well down channel afore
daylight. With a good feed at the other end, the loading, then
return, we should be home in a week. Any longer and suspicions
would be raised at Garrison, givin’ cause for Sar’nt Bower t’ ask
some awkward questions.

“A fair
northerly breeze let us set the lugsails, easing the work at the
sweeps, two oarsmen bein’ enough to keep the boat moving at a
steady five knots. ’Twas a fair an’ easy run – beginner’s luck, th’
boys said it were. Us made landfall at dawn after just 30 hours.
The northerly that’d helped us so much on our way was
bone-chilling, mind – worse when yer was off the rowin’ thwart.
Good Frenchie brandy, ’n plenty of it, would soon warm us.”


Chapter 3 -
The free-trade

 


Since well
before 1700 the Channel Islands, and St Peter Port on Guernsey in
particular, had been the main conduit of trans-shipment for
contraband bound for the British Isles. Ships of all shapes and
sizes, from the pilot gigs to custom-built armed cutters of 150
tons or more, came to St Peter Port to purchase fine goods at a
fraction of their landed tax-paid cost in England.

By ancient
charter, Guernsey was exempt from customs and excise levies;
neither was it bound by excise laws in force on mainland France.
The free-trade was a way of life for most of Guernsey’s inhabitants
in the eighteenth century, and it made many of them very wealthy.
St Peter Port was a bustling town of warehouses, taverns, docks and
wharves, offering everything their clientele – criminals in England
– could require.

“Well, Simon me
lad.” Old John was back on track and soon got into his stride. “We
hove up into St Peter Port be lunchtime, ’avin waited for the
35-foot tide to turn in our favour. Jack got the lads ashore for a
meal and some grog. ’Ceptin’ me o’ course – as new boy I was left
to guard the gig and her cargo o’ tin, the currency what we was to
pay for the return cargo with. I was bein’ eyed up friendly-like by
a few o’ the locals but wasn’t bothered by anyone. Brian arrived
back with a couple of well-dressed men in tow.

“Brian
Jenkins,” said a tall, lean man, his craggy features burned dark by
a lifetime’s exposure to wind and sun, “you know me as a fair
dealing man. I’ll give you a far better price for your tin than
anyone else in the port.”

Brian answered,
his eye ’ard as flint. “Aye, Martin, we’ve ’ad some good dealings,
but I’ll not take the first offer I get without bein’ sure that
it’s the best, not after the trouble we took to get it ’ere.”

The second man
replied as if he had been invited to speak. “André Monona at your
service, sir. You will need to be secure alongside a ware’ouse
wharf before dark or you will ’ave another long night watching over
your goods. My ’umble establishmont is just to the right of Rosie’s
in the western end. We ’ave an arrangement with Madame Rosie that
would make you very comfortable tonight, were we able to conclude
our business satisfactorily.”

“If you want to
do business with a Frenchie, Brian, be my guest, but once an enemy,
always an enemy is what I’d say,” said Martin Polkinhorn.

André feigned
hurt and replied, “Ah, Martin, your insult is perhaps to hide the
not-so-good deal you have to offer this gentleman, eh? You
Engleesh, you ’ave been in control ’ere for ’undreds of years, but
the free-trade depends on the good, cheap products of France,
no?”

“We’ve 450
pound o’ the best tin ’e’ll find; we want best brandy in return.
Give me yer best offers, in private like, and I’ll see if I like
’em. Maybe you can save me the trouble of askin’ around,” said our
Brian to the Frenchie ’n Martin Polkinhorn. First André whispered
into Brian’s ear, then Martin took him to one side.

“Be that the
best ye’ve got, boys, the whisper is I’ll get a barrel o’ the
finest fer eight pound o’ tin,” said Brian.

“Let me see the
tin. Ye are well over the top with yer price, but I may do a bit
better once I’ve seen it.”

With that
Martin made his way down the long ladder into the gig. With 35 feet
rise and fall of the tide, it was a long way down from the wharf at
what was now low tide. Martin looked carefully and seemed pleased
with the cargo.

”I’ll take nine
pound to the barrel, Brian; that’s the best ye’ll get on this
island today,” he said.

Brian looked to
the Frenchman who said he would equal the offer and throw in a
night at Rosie’s fer the crew. A look in André’s eye made John feel
uncomfortable. He hoped that Brian would stick with Polkinhorn, the
man that had proven to be trustworthy before.

“Thank ’e,
André,” says Brian, “but I’m not a man to whore around. Besides, my
Dorothy would sniff another woman on me afore I’d got through the
front door. It don’t pay to annoy the likes o’ she. We’ll take your
offer, Martin, as long as ’e’ll find food, grog and a warm bed for
the lads, as ’e has done afore …

“I finally was
able to get off the boat and join the rest of the crew in the
tavern, continued Simon’s grandfather. “Martin’s men took the
Bonnet to their own dock to unload her cargo on the high tide,
replacing it with the agreed number of brandy casks. Brian had got
us a good trade; he had paid a low price for the tin, and the
agreement would turn a handsome profit. The split was half for them
wot had put up the money for the tin, an eighth went to the Penders
as they part-owned the boat, the rest was split between the crew.
For me it would be equal to three months’ navy pay.

“The King’s
Arms Tavern were in full flight when I arrived. My shipmates were
well on the road t’ a sore head, and it weren’t long afore I was on
my way t’ join ’em. With Mr Polkinhorn’s note in the innkeeper’s
hand, we was fed and watered the likes of which I’d not seen for a
while.

“It were a
sorry lookin’ bunch o’ drunks wot gathered at Polkinhorn’s dock
midway through the next mornin’. The only one missin’ was young
Jimmy Hicks, the cox’n; I’d seen ’im goin’ out the back door of the
tavern in tow with one o’ the ‘ladies’ wot worked there. ‘Where be
that cursed boy?’ said Brian. ‘Us’ll be leaving on the ebb. It’ll
be the first and last time ’e uses them jewels o’ his if we miss
the tide. John, you and Guthrie get about and find ’im.’ Brian were
in a thunderous mood.

“I went round
back of the King’s Arms and spoke to one o’ the pantry girls. She
reckoned young Jimmy was with Polly Prentice – she ’ad a room round
back o’ the fishmonger on Quay Street. The fishmonger, a huge man
as round as he was tall, laughed good-natured like. ‘Young buggers
kept me awake ’arf the night. The boy won’t be much good t’ you men
at sea t’day. Polly’ll ’ave dun wore ’im out.’ The fishmonger
pointed to a small room tacked on to the back of his shop. ‘They’re
in there,’ was all he said, with another lewd laugh.

“I rapped on
the door and yelled for Jimmy. ‘You in there, boy?’ I says. ‘Jack’s
a-ready t’ sail. He’ll make a girl of ’e if us misses the tide.’
Jimmy sort o’ shuffled out o’ the room with a grin from ear to ear
and with no more than ‘see yer next trip, Pol’, we made us way to
the dock.

“The weather
looked fine, and at the top o’ the Guernsey spring tide, us slipped
our moorings, makin’ way at a leisurely pace to the harbour
entrance, taking our dipping rate from Mike Hicks at stroke oar. We
charged past Castle Coronet – home of the island’s governor and the
main military barracks – sitting on its small island at the
entrance to St Peter Port. Slipping under the silent, menacing
cannon we thought o’ the long row ahead. The next cannon we saw
could well be on a revenue cutter pointing fair at us.

“The old Bonnet
was heavy in the water. On the outward journey the tin was low in
the bilges and had no bulk, making the boat stiff and stable. The
casks of brandy we ’ad traded were everywhere space would permit,
makin’ it difficult t’ row a full, flowing stroke. It were even
’arder for the off-duty oarsmen – they had to sit astride the cargo
– no laying down t’ sleep.

“All was well
that afternoon, but there were a brassiness to the sunset with
wisps o’ purple in the cloud that bode no well for an overloaded
gig in the middle of the English Channel. I finished me second
spell at two hours to midnight when Brian called me to his thwart
…

“How’d yer see
the weather, John? ’E have spent more nights at sea than the rest
of us put together.”

“A change is
abroad fer sure, Brian,” said I. “Yer saw the sunset. Since then,
wind’s veered to the west’ard, just where we want to go. Even if it
only gets to force four or five we’ll be takin’ water over the bows
and bailing to stay afloat.”

“Aye, John,
that’s how I see it. At best we’d ’ave to ditch half the cargo, at
worst turn and run back to Guernsey now, and that would ’ave us
away from Scilly for too long. It would raise the suspicions of the
good sar’nt.”

“Us could head
north,” I says. “I’ve a cousin at St Just-in-the-Roseland; the
’hole peninsula is in the trade. Why the vicar at Gerrans was known
to keep the congregation on its knees while he changed out of his
robes t’ get a head start when ’e heard o’ a ship comin’ ashore in
his parish. It wasn’t the saving of souls he had on his mind, I
tell ’e. It’s only about fifteen degrees to the nor’ard off our
present course and ’arf the distance than to Scilly if we reach the
lee under the Lizard and rest while it blows itself out. Even maybe
sell the cargo there, saving ourselves some trouble.”

Brian pondered.
“Yer right, John, but we’ll be sailing into the thick o’ the
revenue men. I hear tell there’s a new cutter at Falmouth, and the
excise men keep watch over the bays and inlets during a blow, just
fer the likes o’ us.”

“If we stays at
sea we’ll have to ditch the cargo t’ stay afloat. If us head for a
lee under the Lizard, if needs be we can net the cargo, put it over
the side anchored and weighted, then head into St Mawes or St
Just’s where me cousin is the vicar’s wife. We can then sit out the
worst as an honest pilot boat taking shelter.”

Brian gave his
orders. “Right, lads, we’re goin’ to make a run for the coast.
Break out the tarps and cover the for’ard quarter – let’s keep as
much o’ the sea outta the boat as us can. Five and six oars come
aft, move the high cargo for’ard, then row in pairs on three and
four thwarts. Off-duty oarsmen bail. We’ve eight to ten hours to
make a lee o’ the Lizard. Us had better be at it quick-like …

“We jumped to
the skipper’s orders. Two barrels was lost as us shifted the cargo;
sea tarps were lashed in place formin’ a kind o’ fo’c’sle that
stopped the tops of the waves breaking into the boat. We changed
course; the wind was now on our port bow making the distance
between the tops of the wave crests a little further apart. We made
headway, but terrible slow, every mile was wrung from our straining
backs.

“Hour after
hour we pulled fair into the teeth o’ the wind, the only rest from
the oars a brief off-watch hour, then us ’ad t’ bail. It were the
longest night o’ all my years at sea. We was soaked t’ the skin,
and bone weary from hours at the oars and the motion o’ the boat.
Just before daylight, ’tween squalls, Jimmy got a sight o’ the
Lizard light to the west’nor’west. We was all but done for, me lad,
but seeing the light gave us th’ strength to row for four more
hours. We made our way into a small cove, between the Lizard and
the Helford River, edging our way past an evil group o’ rocks
called the Manacles.

“Bonnet
anchored in a small cove, a mere dent in the deserted coast. Two
men was left on board t’ keep a watch, the rest o’ us huddled
together under the cliffs, out o’ most o’ the rain and wind.
Finally sleep overcame us.

“After resting
a while, we moved all but two barrels o’ cargo above high-tide line
into a natural cleft in the cliffs, covering it best we could with
driftwood ’n stones from the beach. Mike Hicks, his brother Guthrie
and Peter Pender were left in the cove with a brace of pistols
apiece t’ guard the loot.

“Reboarding
Bonnet as dusk set, quick time were made o’ the ten or so miles
into St Just’s cove. Rounding the small spit o’ sand wot protects
St Just’s creek from the River Fal, we grounded on a small beach
beside the wee church o’ St Just-in-the-Roseland, pretty as a
picture in the moonlight, at the head o’ the cove. So far so good –
we wasn’t seen nor heard by no one.

“Me cousin Meg
’ad married a preacher by the name of Daniel Farmiloe. I hadn’t
seen her since before I went t’ sea as a boy. Some years later, I’d
’eard that Dan was made vicar o’ St Just’s. I walked up to the
vicarage where candlelight said that the household was not yet
a-bed and rapped on the door …

“Who is it
calling at this time of night?” a woman’s voice called out.

“’Tis John
Pearce, lookin’ for ’is Cousin Meg.”

“John Pearce?
How would I know you are telling the truth, man? What was my
father’s name?” the voice within questioned.

“Me father’s
name – your uncle – is Michael, his brother. Your father was
Richard Pearce, and your mother was my Aunt Elizabeth,” I
answered.

After that Meg
opened the door o’ the manse and ushered me in. “Ye must ’scuse me
manners, John. Me husband’s away visiting the bishop in Truro. It’s
no best for a woman on her own to open her door to strange men in
the dead o’ night in these parts. Sit ’e down, and get the weight
off yer feet. Can I get ’e a bite o’ food, lad?” she said. “How
long has it been, John! You was but a boy of ten or twelve when ye
went t’ sea with the navy. ’E must be 35 now. How, pray, did you
end up on my doorstep out of the blue so late at night and with not
even a note o’ warning?”

Meg’s questions
flowed thick and fast; near an hour had passed before John could
mention the true and delicate reason for his nocturnal visit.

“Well, luv,
there’s a bunch of us just rowed across the channel. We’re on our
way back to Scilly – we put in here to weather the storm. We have,
how can I put it, done a bit o’ trade on the way. I was kind o’
wonderin’ if you and your husband had any contacts in th’ trade
here? ’Tis well known the Roseland has many a fellow not keen t’
pay the King’s excise duty on ’is business dealins.”

“Why, John! How
on earth do ’e think a respectable Anglican vicar and his wife
would have contact with smugglers and that kind o’ folk? If you
weren’t family I think I’d turn you in,” said Meg with a glint in
her eye. “O’ course one ’ears rumours in a small community like
ours, but I’m afraid I can’t help ’e. If you tells me where your
boat is, I will bring some food for you and your companions early
in the morning. I’ll make a few enquiries on the way, that’s all I
can say.”

John bid his
cousin goodbye and went back to Jack and the lads, quickly passing
on what he’d heard.

“Do yer trust
’er, John?” asked Jack. “Us is in your hands, and while we ain’t
got the goods here with us, we would ’ave some explainin’ to do if
the revenue boat showed up.”

“Meg won’t let
on, least not t’ the wrong folk. She’s just being careful. Remember
I’ve not seen her in near 22 year. I reckons us should wait till
morning like she said and see what happens. Just hide ’em sample
kegs away from the boat, and let’s get some sleep,” says I, full o’
conviction …

“We woke to a
rustling sound in the bushes, and three men came out of the trees,
making their way towards us, real slow-like. A huge man, bigger ’an
Brian and sporting a similar unruly set of red whiskers, called out
my name, then smiled and held out his hand. ‘I’m John
Trefarthan.’

“It were so
easy! An arrangement was made, and gold sovereigns changed hands.
We went on our way, an honest pilot boat that had made port in the
storm. After the cargo was safely stowed under false gravestones,
we had a large tot with th’ Roseland men and me brother-in-law, Dan
Farmiloe, then left the pretty wee place. Afore long, us had
rounded the Lizard, a light offshore breeze nicely fillin’ the sail
givin’ us a fast, safe passage home.

“I were now in
with the free-trading men o
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