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Introduction
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Somewhere in the world, at this very moment, a person is studying the laminated safety card in the seat pocket in front of them, nodding at the diagram of the life raft, and quietly sure that none of it will ever be needed. Most of us are that person. We trust that the real emergency will have the courtesy to wait.

It never waits. Emergencies turn up on a Saturday afternoon, or in the middle of a shift that began like any other. What they leave behind, for the few who walk out the other side, is a story with a shape that storytellers have loved since the first campfire: a trap, a clock, and a person with nothing in their hands but a head.

Fourteen sets of survivors, spread across a hundred and fifty-four years, share the same unlikely qualification. They were a schoolteacher, a seamstress, a foreman, a coach, a naval architect, a married couple who had simply fancied a change of scene. Their toolkits were embarrassing: a knife, a tin, some string. Their advantages were harder to pack, and consisted of patience, arithmetic, and a stubborn refusal to be finished.

Any one of them could have been the person beside you on a long train, and the best of them would probably have asked to borrow your pen.

Pour the tea. Mind the water level.
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Chapter One

The Hut Called Epigwaitt
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On the evening of Saturday, 2 January 1864, a squall came down on the schooner Grafton in Carnley Harbour and parted her starboard anchor chain at the bow. Captain Thomas Musgrave had put down both anchors with 30 fathoms of chain on each, which was all the good chain he owned. The second anchor, the best bower, began to drag.

The ship struck at midnight. Musgrave and his men held on to the cable and hoped that the wind would ease as the tide rose. At a quarter past two they gave up the pumps, and within about a quarter of an hour the water stood at the top of the cabin table. They carried provisions up to the deck. Musgrave judged the surf too dangerous for a landing in the dark, and the five men waited for light.

Landing began at daybreak. The beach was stone, and each time the boat came in she risked being broken against it. By ten o’clock the most important goods were ashore, and the mainsail and the gaff had been rigged as a tent. The crew slept that night on wet ground. Musgrave called the Grafton an unavoidable wreck.

She lay broadside to the beach at the southern end of Auckland Island, about 290 miles (465 kilometres) south of Bluff, on New Zealand’s South Island. Carnley Harbour is the remnant of a volcano’s crater, a narrow channel that separates the main island from Adams Island, and precipitation falls there on about 331 days in a year. The whaler Ocean had found the islands in 1806, and sealers worked them from 1807 to 1894. A settlement called Hardwicke had been planted at Port Ross, at the northern end of the main island, in 1849, and it lasted about two and a half years. By January 1864 nobody lived on the island, and nobody was expected.

The Grafton had come south for tin. Musgrave, a man in his early thirties who had been born in Durham and gone to sea at sixteen, was given the command by a group of Sydney traders, one of whom was his uncle. The backers believed that tin lay under the rocks of Campbell Island, and they hoped that sealing might help pay for the voyage. They sent along François Édouard Raynal, a Frenchman of about thirty-three who had spent eleven years on the Australian goldfields and who served as the traders’ representative. The rest of the crew were Alexander McLaren, a Norwegian seaman of twenty-eight, George Harris, an English seaman of twenty, and the cook, Henry Forgès, a Portuguese of twenty-eight.

The Grafton, a schooner of 56 tons, sailed from Sydney on 12 November 1863 and reached Campbell Island on 2 December. She stayed about a month. Raynal fell seriously ill there, the sea lions were few, and no tin worth digging turned up. About 29 December Musgrave set a course for Sydney by way of the Auckland Islands. He sighted them the next day, and on 1 January he took the schooner into Carnley Harbour looking for anchorage. The weather turned before he found a good one.

The seals he had failed to find at Campbell Island were plentiful here. On 21 February, writing from the shore, Musgrave noted that he could have loaded the schooner with skins in a month.

The wreck left the men with time. On 4 January they went back aboard her for boards to floor the tent, unbent her sails, and sent down yards and topmasts for building.

In tools they had almost nothing. On 17 January Musgrave listed them in his journal: a hammer, an axe, an adze, and what he spelled a gimblet. The party lived chiefly on seal meat shot at the door of the tent, and it kept its own small stock of stores for later. A young seal, Musgrave wrote, tasted exactly like lamb.

Timber was plentiful, Musgrave wrote on 4 January, and a creek of clear water ran beside the camp, but the trees were too short and small to be laid as the logs of a cabin wall. When he climbed the mountain to the northeast on 24 January he found the bush timber crooked and poor for planks. Whatever the men built would have to stand on posts.

They built it anyway. By 10 January they had the frame of the house up. The site stood about 30 feet above mean tide and 50 yards from the water, beside a stream. The archaeologist Peter Petchey, who wrote the site’s heritage assessment for the New Zealand Department of Conservation, sets out the construction in detail from both men’s accounts. The corner posts were shaped from the Grafton’s masts and set about 40 inches into the ground on foundations of large stones, with small stones packed around them. The centre posts came from her mainyard, and her bowsprit lay across them as the ridge pole, at a height of 14 feet. Twenty-eight rafters, 14 to a side and about 20 inches apart, were cut from small mountain pines and lashed with cordage, without a nail. The walls were bush timber set upright in the ground and covered with horizontal laths, and the whole building measured 24 feet by 16, with walls 7 feet high.

The roof had two sets of rafters and two ridge poles, and old canvas went over the top. Thatch of coarse grass went on afterward, beginning on 28 February and finishing on 27 March, in bundles that Musgrave counted at about 5,000, or two and a quarter tons. The thatch lay nine or ten inches thick. A door of inch boards faced inland, and the floor was boarded. Around the whole house the men dug a trench two feet deep to keep the floor dry.

The chimney was stone, eight feet by five and fifteen feet high. For mortar the men burned shells to lime, left it to calcine overnight, and mixed it with fine gravel from the beach. Raynal called the result a capital mortar. Two small panes of glass from the cabin of the Grafton were set into the walls. The sleeping stretchers stood six feet above the floor.

They moved in on Tuesday, 2 February. Musgrave named the place Epigwaitt, which he described as a North American Indian word meaning a home by the wave.

Raynal had begun the voyage ill. By 17 January he was well enough to work, and Musgrave noted that day that Raynal was the party’s blacksmith and made nails for it. The larger forge came a year later, with charcoal, an anvil made from the schooner’s ballast, and a saw cut from sheet iron, and Musgrave gave Raynal the nickname Vulcan. Raynal made bellows from timber and sealskin, and he reworked iron from the wreck into pliers, chisels, drills, saws, and moulds for nails.

Food came from the shore and the water. They hunted seals and shot widgeon, caught small cod among the kelp at low water, and gathered mussels at the spring tides. Musgrave found a starchy root that served as a substitute for bread and potatoes. In March, on Figure of Eight Island, the party killed about ten young seals and a large bull tiger seal, and the fight with the bull lasted about ten minutes. In the same month Musgrave began to write in seal blood, because the black ink had run out. A nest of young parrots was kept, and on 12 June he recorded that the parrots were beginning to talk. The men also made soap, cards, and board games.

In May he tried brewing beer from a root that the men grated, boiled, and fermented, and on 29 May he wrote that they had been obliged to abandon it because it gave them bowel complaints. Skins had been cured since 28 February with lye and sandstone in place of salt. Moccasins cut from sealskin, Musgrave wrote in September, wore out in five days or a week. In February 1865 he noted that bark tanning worked.

Musgrave worried about the temper of the men. In February he wrote that they had been obedient and respectful at first and that a spirit of obstinacy and independence was creeping in. He had given up command, he noted, and shared everything with them. The men took turns at cooking for a week at a time, and on 14 February Musgrave recorded that Raynal, who had cooked the week before, had served four course meals, and that the men had been obstinate and resentful in manner. On 1 May he wrote that he had begun to teach school in the evenings and to read prayers and scripture on Sundays, a way of keeping the men in order. The editor of his journals later wrote that he taught the men to read and write, and the men also taught one another their languages.

Musgrave’s instruments recorded the extremes. On 7 February the barometer fell to 28 inches, the lowest Musgrave had recorded. The thermometer stood at 30 degrees Fahrenheit on 29 July when a brilliant aurora australis lit the sky, as bright as any aurora borealis he remembered. In August, at the spring tides, the men tried to drag the wreck higher up the beach and failed, and on 21 August, in a hard gale from the southeast with sleet and snow, they turned her onto the other bilge and found the holes in her bottom. Musgrave and Raynal proposed taking the boat to New Zealand on 16 October. The other three opposed it at once, since they did not want to be left alone on the island, and Musgrave dropped the plan. On 23 November the barometer dropped from 29.92 inches to 28.78 in seven hours.

New Year’s Day 1865 marked a year since the Grafton anchored. Musgrave’s hair was falling out, he had boils, and he had no medicine except exercise. From 10 to 25 January a rotatory gale blew and the men came close to starvation.

On 5 February they began to build a cutter of about ten tons. The steel for the tools came from picks and shovel blades that had been carried from Sydney. Raynal made a saw, chisels, and gouges at his forge. He could not make an auger. After three days of trying, on 12 March, he gave up, and that left the party unable to build anything larger than a boat. They turned to the Grafton’s clinker dinghy, which measured twelve feet on the keel. Musgrave planned to raise her sides by about a foot and to lengthen her by about three feet.

A hurricane struck on 17 and 18 March, the heaviest Musgrave had ever experienced. By 16 April the boat held about 180 clinch bolts and about 700 nails and spikes, every one made by hand. The planks would not bend as first planned, and she had to be remodelled. She finished at 17 feet by 6. Her mast came from the mainyard, according to Raynal, and the seams were caulked with lime and seal oil. On 23 June Musgrave wrote that she was finished and rigged, and that the party was eating salted and dried seal meat eighteen months old, shrivelled up like chips. Dysentery and rheumatic pains had spread among them.

They launched her on 27 June. She was so tender that some of the men were frightened, and they stowed salted sealskins in her as ballast. They took her to Camp Cove, about seven miles away, an anchorage that Musgrave called excellent and sheltered.

On the morning of 11 July, with a fair wind, the men begged Musgrave not to start, for they feared a gale. He concluded that five people were too many for the boat. On 13 July he took Harris and Forgès back to the old camp at the wreck and left them there with everything that could be spared. Musgrave, Raynal, and McLaren left Camp Cove at eleven in the morning on 19 July, in the first squall of a southwest wind. They had gone no more than 20 miles when a full gale struck.

The passage took five days and nights. The boat leaked, and the pump was almost constantly in use. Musgrave worked it with one hand and held a rope with the other. The other two took the helm in turns, and they lay to for nearly half the time with the sea breaking over them. Musgrave wrote that he ate nothing from the day of leaving, that he drank about half a pint of water, and that he did not sleep. On the last night he became suddenly exhausted and lay down on the deck, where no water was washing over for the first time since the island. On 24 July they reached Port Adventure on Stewart Island, where Captain Cross of the cutter Flying Scud received them. Musgrave could not stand. He was led to Cross’s house, ate sparingly, took a warm bath, and slept. He gave Cross the boat and asked that she be named the Rescue.

Musgrave landed at Invercargill with Cross on 27 July, walked up the jetty, and entered the first store they reached. Within five minutes John Macpherson had come in, heard the story, and offered help without hesitation. The Collector of Customs and the Deputy Superintendent could do nothing officially. By six that evening Macpherson had about 40 pounds in five pound subscriptions, and on the next day his fund passed 100 pounds and added clothing and blankets for the men on the island. The Flying Scud was chartered, and she left Invercargill with Musgrave at about five in the afternoon of 29 July.

The return took twenty-five days. Contrary winds drove the cutter back to Port Adventure after she had come within about ten miles of the Snares, and her compass proved nearly three points out of her course. On 23 August a strong current put the vessel some twenty miles east of the islands. Musgrave saw, or thought he saw, smoke on a mountainside about eight miles north of the harbour entrance, and he was not sure of it. At eight that evening the Flying Scud anchored in Camp Cove.

The next day was Thursday, 24 August. The tent they had left standing had disappeared, along with much else. Half a tent hung from a tree, and a roughly made oar and mast lay near it, and Musgrave wondered whether the two men had built a raft. Musgrave and Cross landed, and the cook went white and staggered to a post, which he leaned against for support. Harris seized Musgrave’s hand in both of his and shook his arm hard. The men told him that on one occasion they had been obliged to catch mice and eat them, and that they had been on the point of separating and living apart. At about half past six they sat down to supper at Camp Cove: fish, potatoes, tea, and bread and butter.

From the wreck to that afternoon was 599 days, or about nineteen months and three weeks.

On 25 August the party moved up to Epigwaitt. On 3 September Cross, Harris, and Musgrave found a man lying dead on the shore, apparently of starvation, in the ruins of a house north of the peninsula. A slate beside him had the name James scratched on it, and the remains were buried. Another ship, the Invercauld, had gone ashore on the same island group on the night of 10 May 1864, in a northerly gale, and broke up within about twenty minutes. Six of her people drowned and nineteen reached the shore, and of those nineteen only three lived. The Portuguese ship Julian found them in 1865. The publisher of the 1866 edition of Musgrave’s book suggested that the dead man and his slate might belong to her party.

On 15 September the Flying Scud sailed from Port Adventure with the boat in tow for Invercargill. At the New River bar the tow rope parted, and the boat the men had built was left to her fate.

The hut outlasted the men who built it. When the steamer Victoria visited in October 1865 she found it in good condition, and her captain, Norman, planted an avenue of trees from the door to the steps at the creek. Captain Greig of the Southland stayed in it for two nights. In 1866 eight survivors of the General Grant spent the winter there. In 1868 Paddy Gilroy of the Amherst shored up the roof with timbers from the Grafton, replaced the thatch, and left provisions, a spade, and books. News of the Grafton and the Invercauld sent the governments of Victoria and then New Zealand to stock supplies for shipwrecked sailors, a practice the Department of Conservation counts as lasting 64 years. In 1881 a captain found Epigwaitt in poor condition and built an A frame depot beside it. By 1888 only the corner posts stood, and in 1907 only part of the stone fireplace remained.

All five men survived. Musgrave went home to Victoria and, according to a biographical account, promised his wife that he would not go far to sea again. In 1867 he became a pilot at Lakes Entrance, and from 1869 he kept a series of lighthouses. He had sixteen children, among them three sets of twins. His journals were published in London in 1866 as Castaway on the Auckland Isles, and Raynal’s own account appeared in English in 1880 as Wrecked on a Reef. The story is thought to have inspired Jules Verne’s novel The Mysterious Island.

Petchey surveyed the site in 2002 and 2003, and the Department of Conservation published his report in 2016. The hut was long gone, but eight rib sections of the Grafton lay in the gravel at the high water mark beside the stream mouth, and the keel and timbers of the hull lay scattered about 50 metres offshore. The fireplace still stood, 2 feet 8 inches at its highest, with fire reddening on its inner faces. Its mortar was brown, with white flecks of shell in it, as Raynal had described. The shells had been burned to lime by five men who had come ashore with an axe, an adze, a hammer, and a gimlet.
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