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RICHARD HENRY DANA, JR.

Richard Henry Dana, Jr., was born on August 1, 1815, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, into a prominent Brahmin family whose roots dated back to the early days of the original Bay Colony. His grandfather Francis Dana was a delegate to the Continental Congress and served in the administration of George Washington. His father, Richard Henry Dana, Sr., made a name for himself as a poet and man of letters who helped found the North American Review. Dana received an elementary education at various grammar schools in the Boston area and was briefly a pupil of Ralph Waldo Emerson. He entered Harvard College in 1831 but was forced to drop out during his junior year when an attack of measles temporarily affected his eyesight. Unable to afford a gentleman’s grand tour of Europe and determined to break with convention, he signed on as a common seaman before the mast (the quarters of common sailors were in the forward part of the ship—that is, in front of [before] the mast) on the merchant brig Pilgrim and in 1834 sailed around Cape Horn to California. “When I recall the motives which governed me in this choice,” Dana later reflected, “I can hardly tell which predominated, a desire to cure my eyes, my love of adventure and the attraction of the novelty of a life before the mast, or anxiety to escape from the depressing situation of inactivity and dependence at home.” Upon returning to Boston aboard the Alert in 1836, Dana re-entered Harvard and graduated the following year. Afterward, while attending Harvard Law School, he began writing a realistic account of his seagoing adventure.

Two Years Before the Mast was an immediate bestseller upon its publication in 1840. William Cullen Bryant praised it as “a new thing in our literature.” Herman Melville was deeply affected by the work and corresponded with Dana about sea fiction. As the writer Wright Morris later observed, “The extent to which young Dana spoke to Melville, a young man with his eyes and ears wide open, is superficially apparent everywhere [in the book].” Originally written to expose the brutal injustices of life at sea, Two Years Before the Mast remains a powerful portrayal of courage and endurance. “Dana’s small book is a very great book,” judged D. H. Lawrence. “It is the story of a man pitted in conflict against the sea, the vast, almost omnipotent element. In contest with this cosmic enemy, man finds his further ratification, his further ideal vindication. He comes out victorious, but not till the sea has tortured his living, integral body, and made him pay something for his triumph in consciousness.” Today critics generally regard Two Years Before the Mast as a defining influence of the literary period that has come to be called the American Renaissance.

Dana was admitted to the bar in 1840 and immediately embarked on a legal career. He displayed an impressive command of maritime law in The Seaman’s Friend (1841), a handbook that confirmed his reputation as a champion of the common sailor. In 1841 he married Sarah Watson, of Hartford, Connecticut, with whom he had six children. Active in public affairs, Dana served as a spokesman for the controversial Free Soil movement, aimed at stopping the spread of slavery, and twice came to the defense of fugitive slaves. In 1855 he was asked to join the Saturday Club, a circle of literati that included Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. A brief visit to Cuba in February 1859 inspired Dana to write To Cuba and Back (1859), which enjoyed moderate success as a travel guide, and in July of that year he set out on an around-the-world odyssey that lasted fourteen months. During the 1860s he was twice elected to the Massachusetts legislature, yet he was unsuccessful in his bid for a seat in the United States Congress. In 1876, President Ulysses S. Grant nominated him to become ambassador to England, but Dana’s political enemies defeated the appointment in the Senate. He subsequently retired to Paris to write a book on international law and spent the last years of his life abroad. Richard Henry Dana, Jr., died in Rome of pneumonia on January 6, 1882, and was buried there in the city’s Protestant Cemetery. Three volumes culled from his papers have been published posthumously: Speeches in Stirring Times and Letters to a Son (1910), An Autobiographical Sketch (1815–1842) (1953), and The Journal of Richard Henry Dana, Jr. (1968).
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INTRODUCTION

Gary Kinder

I can picture the scene. After dickering with Richard Henry Dana’s literary agent, a Hollywood producer acquires the rights to Two Years Before the Mast, and starts pitching it to studios. He’s got two minutes:

“Guy goes to Harvard. He’s smart, but he’s having problems with his eyesight from getting measles or something, so he quits school to sail on a hide ship ‘before the mast,’ which means he’ll be just another Jack hanging off the yardarm, so he sails out of Boston, around the Horn, to a faraway land called California, we’re talking 1834, and before long he’s unreeving the studding-sail with the best of them, but then he watches two shipmates flogged bloody by an insane captain, takes mental note and vows revenge, sees another shipmate tumble off the main mast in a gale and ponders death at sea, then gets seduced by the island of Robinson Crusoe, witnesses a California back when the entire population wouldn’t fill the restaurants now in Long Beach, and of course, having gone to Harvard and being well-versed in Greek and Latin and fluent in French, he teaches himself how to speak Spanish and becomes the ship’s interpreter, which puts him in the middle of California society, where he observes trysts and intrigues, jots down political and sociological observations on the mixing of diverse cultures, dissects men and their personalities, and manhood itself, races horses on the California beach, encounters beautiful señoritas, frequents the tiny coastal villages of San Diego, Santa Barbara, and Monterey, sails into a pristine, pre–Gold Rush, empty San Francisco Bay, we may have to digitize that one, and makes prescient predictions, carries a lot of hundred-pound hides on his head through the surf, and becomes blood brothers with a Kanaka, before sailing back around the Horn in the dead of an Antarctic winter in the most terrifying storms a landlubber could conjure, facing hurricane winds, snow, and gigantic icebergs, are you with me, but when he returns to Harvard, he’s hailed as a hero by his classmates, writes a book, which becomes a bestseller and later a classic in American literature, and goes on to become a famous lawyer. I’m sorry? How old? We’ll make him about nineteen.”

I’m sure the studios would pass, because it’s a period piece and would have to be shot on water. But this is a great book. That may seem presumptuous—of course it’s a great book—but I’m not commenting on its timelessness or its place in history; I mean that I really enjoyed spending time in Dana’s story, and I admire how he tells it. It is delightful and informative and stimulating. It doesn’t come close to accomplishing what Dana hoped to accomplish, but that’s not Dana’s fault. He tries to warn people of all the maltreatment, the danger, and the bad food at sea, but they just won’t listen.

When the mad captain flogs two of his shipmates, Dana writes, “I thought of our situation, living under a tyranny; of the character of the country we were in; of the length of the voyage, and of the uncertainty attending our return to America; and then, if we should return, of the prospect of obtaining justice and satisfaction for these poor men; and vowed that if God should ever give me the means, I would do something to redress the grievances and relieve the sufferings of that poor class of beings, of whom I then was one.”

And so he does. He sits down and writes a five-hundred-page classic. In his preface, he states that his purpose is to portray the life of common sailors “as it really is, the light and the dark together,” and if he happens to call attention to their frequent mistreatment and that helps to diminish “the hardships of their daily life,” then his purpose will be served. I imagine that after the book came out a lot of people did begin to look upon sailors with a little more respect, but according to historians their lives didn’t change much. I also imagine that, like a slingshot, Dana’s writings launched tens of thousands of young wanderlusters straight into the serpentine clutches of all those cartographers’ dragons depicting the Unknown.

This is where Dana dashes his own hopes. As hard as he tries to discourage them from taking their lust to wander aboard merchant ships, every line beckons like a siren’s song, and he can’t eat enough cold salt beef in a cramped, damp, heaving hold to discourage the adventurous from hopping the next freighter to Shanghai. I had wanderlust bad enough to venture from home, in sunny south Florida, with temperatures in the 70s, to the snowy peaks of Idaho, where it was 30 below. God knows where I would have ended up if I had read this book first. There cannot be a more romantic tale.

The day Dana leaves Boston Harbor, he is nineteen years, thirteen days old. He arrives on board at twelve, having changed from the tight dress coat, silk cap, and kid gloves of a Harvard undergraduate into the loose duck trousers, checked shirt, and tarpaulin hat of a sailor. “While I supposed myself to be looking as salt as Neptune himself,” he admits, “I was, no doubt, known for a landsman by every one on board as soon as I hove in sight.”

This sentence sets the honest, self-effacing, always perceptive, sometimes humorous tone for his narrative. Within moments he is reminded that his sailor costume does not come with instructions. “Unintelligible orders were so rapidly given and so immediately executed; there was such a hurrying about, and such an intermingling of strange cries and stranger actions, that I was completely bewildered. There is not so helpless and pitiable an object in the world as a landsman beginning a sailor’s life.”

Which makes his decision all the more admirable. Can you imagine walking onto that deck not knowing your aft from a hole in the ship, looking up at all that rigging seeing all those tough, sinewy, craggy, experienced salts, and having even the glimmer of a thought, “Oh yeah, I can handle this.” But a little over two years later, he returns to Boston Harbor, and “There came down from aloft a ‘rough alley’ looking fellow, with duck trowsers and red shirt, long hair, and face burnt as black as an Indian’s.”

That’s heady stuff, to be able to climb into the rigging and dangle a hundred feet above the deck, so high that the billowing sails obscure the hull from which they sprout, and actually know why you’re up there and what you’re supposed to be doing and doing it right. Dana’s transformation is alluring, and it starts as soon as he has “pitch[ed] all [his] sweetmeats overboard,” i.e., barfed over the taffrail, and filled his gut with half a pound of that cold salt beef and a couple of sea biscuits.

For those who would follow, Dana warns about all the tarring, greasing, oiling, varnishing, painting, scraping, and scrubbing required over a long voyage, and the watching, steering, reefing, furling, bracing, making and setting, pulling, hauling and climbing in every direction. He reveals that the mate’s duty is to keep everyone at work at all times, even if it’s no more than scraping rust from the anchor chains. “In no state prison,” he writes, “are the convicts more regularly set to work, and more closely watched.”

Much of the time their clothes are wet, and the only change is from wet to more wet. Belowdecks, they can’t read or work, because “we were too tired, the hatchways were closed down, and everything was wet and uncomfortable, black and dirty, heaving and pitching.”

Every time the ship jibes, Dana reminds the reader of the hardships, and in case the reader is still thinking a little too romantically, he summarizes, “A sailor’s life is at best, but a mixture of a little good with much evil, and a little pleasure with much pain. The beautiful is linked with the revolting, the sublime with the common-place, and the solemn with the ludicrous.”

But here’s where he slips. One night in the darkness near the Falkland Islands, with the ship becalmed on a glassy sea and enshrouded by fog, he hears shoals of “sluggish whales.” He leans over the bulwarks, “listening to the slow breathing of the mighty creatures—now one breaking the water just alongside, whose black body I almost fancied that I could see through the fog.” Put yourself up against that bulwark and listen to the snorting and blubbering in the dark only feet away, and try to imagine something more magical. Three weeks later, he rows ashore on the tiny island of Mas Atierra, three hundred miles off the coast of Chile, the same island where the inspiration for Robinson Crusoe (which Dana had read) was marooned for four years, “the most romantic spot of earth that my eyes had ever seen.”

Even the terrifying storms seem only majestic and awe-inspiring, providing no more than a nice shot of adrenaline as the ship bucks in a maritime rodeo. “By the time we had got down upon deck again,” he describes one storm, “the little brig was plunging madly into a tremendous head sea, which at every dive rushed in through the bow-ports and over the bows, and buried all the forward part of the vessel…. For some time we could do nothing but hold on, and the vessel diving into two huge seas, one after the other, plunged us twice into the water up to our chins.” All of this is accompanied by the hardest driving hail and sleet he has ever seen, and nothing much changes for the next five days. And this is springtime down at the Horn. When they head back a year and a half later, it’s winter, and the weather’s not so nice.

After 150 days at sea, they reach Santa Barbara. (Think about this the next time your flight from New York to LA. is delayed and you’re thirty minutes late for dinner.) Here we begin to see a California with no freeways, no office towers, no strip malls, no airports, no oil derricks, no Hollywood sign, no suburbs, no tract houses, no billboards, no cars.

“I shall never forget the impression which our first landing on the beach of California made upon me. The sun had just gone down; it was getting dusky; the damp night wind was beginning to blow, and the heavy swell of the Pacific was setting in, and breaking in loud and high ‘combers’ upon the beach…. We pulled strongly in, and as soon as we felt that the sea had got hold of us and was carrying us in with the speed of a race-horse, we threw the oars as far from the boat as we could, and took hold of the gunwale, ready to spring out and seize her when she struck, the officer using his utmost strength to keep her stern on. We were shot up upon the beach like an arrow from a bow, and seizing the boat, ran her up high and dry, and soon picked up our oars.”

As I read this, I wanted to go back to a time when Santa Barbara was a “large bay without a vessel in it; the surf roaring and rolling in upon the beach; the white mission; the dark town and the high, treeless mountains.” When Monterey was “decidedly the pleasantest and most civilized-looking place in California,” but also “a great place for cock-fighting, gambling of all sorts, fandangos, and every kind of amusement and knavery.” I wanted to climb a cliff rising nearly five hundred feet straight up out of the sea that levels off in “high table land,” stretching beyond eye’s reach, where the only human habitat is the small white mission of San Juan Capistrano, “the only romantic spot in California.”

I had to keep reminding myself that at this time there was nothing on the West Coast of the United States. The United States did not have a west coast. California belonged to Mexico. Scattered along thousands of square miles were a few presidios, a cattle ranch here and there, and some sparse settlements, by far the largest of which was an oasis called Pueblo de los Angeles. Sometimes in a harbor there were one, or two, or three other ships, but no more, and often, Dana’s ship was the only one. Nothing else. His writing made me want to experience that California, when I could ride a horse down Main Street in Pueblo de los Angeles, when I could sail into San Francisco Bay and see nothing but trees and water and little barren hills, when I could buy beach-front property for a dime and Santa Barbara for five hundred bucks.

The most remarkable sentence in Two Years Before the Mast appears on page 249. “If California ever becomes a prosperous country this bay will be the centre of its prosperity.”

The bay is San Francisco, and the date is two days after Christmas, 1835. Twelve years and a few days later, up above, in the Sierra Nevada, a man named James Marshall would roll up his sleeve, reach down into the cold water of John Sutter’s millrace, and pick up a curious yellow rock. Two years later, this remote outpost with one mud hut would become a metropolis approaching a hundred thousand, and the first of the ’49ers steamed right into that bay, which became the hub of the Gold Rush.

When Dana arrives in California, he teaches himself how to read and speak Spanish, first by studying a dictionary and a grammar text, then by carefully listening to local speech. His resourcefulness opens him to new adventures, for now the captain relies on him to procure provisions and deliver messages ashore, which “gave me opportunities of seeing the customs, characters, and domestic arrangements of the people.”

He notes that revolutions occur constantly. “Instead of caucusing, paragraphing, libelling, feasting, promising, and lying, as with us, they take muskets and bayonets … and declare a new dynasty.” He observes the Spanish men and finds them proud and extravagant; they throw away money and love to gamble. The women are beautiful, uneducated, and “their morality, of course, is none of the best.” But surprisingly little infidelity occurs, because though the women possess little virtue, the men are poised for revenge at the click of a castanet, and the punishment for an unwary man who smiles in the wrong direction is often “a few inches of cold steel.”

What interests me as much as Dana’s social and political observations is his knack for putting himself in a good spot to encounter the texture of a place and time: like strolling outside a village away from the grog shops, where he sees a gaggle of little girls dressed all in white with wreaths of flowers on their heads and bouquets in their hands, laughing and skipping to keep up with the coffin bearing the body of one of their own; or finding a horse and saddle for a few pesos to race Italian sailors down hard, flat sandy beaches with the California rollers breaking on shore; or volunteering to row the captain to the beach and coming within ten feet of hitting a breaching humpback, which would have crushed their little gig and blown the pieces into the sky; and always being open to new cultures and friends, which lands him in a hovel on shore, trying to explain to the Kanakas from the Sandwich Islands the concept of steam locomotion.

Every evening in San Diego, men from all over the world row ashore. One evening, Dana counts two Englishmen, three Yankees, two Scotchmen, two Welshmen, one Irishman, three Frenchmen, one Dutchman, one Austrian, three Spaniards, six Spanish Americans and half-breeds, two Indians from Chili (Chile), one Negro, one mulatto, twenty Italians, twenty Sandwich Islanders, and one Kanaka from the Marquesas, all sequestered in a tiny place, singing in turn their national anthems.

He meets an old African cook who falls in love with his pet pig; a Frenchman so huge he has to send to Hawaii for shoes; a perfect, almost comic-book specimen of “the thoroughbred English sailor;” the sadistic captain who struts and yells as he flogs; and “the most remarkable man I have ever seen,” who performs complex mathematical calculations in his head, and dead-reckons to within a whisker of the captain’s instruments. Especially endearing are the Kanakas, “the most interesting, in telligent, and kind-hearted people that I ever fell in with…. I

would have trusted my life and my fortune in the hands of any one of these people.”

I don’t want to take up too much more of your time, but I’ve got to tell you about one minor character, an innocuous fellow who got my curiosity running faster than any other. You won’t see him until the end of the book; even then you’ll wonder, Where did this guy come from? And that’s my point. This is the meek, mild, slightly nutty Professor Nuttall of Harvard, whom Dana had left “quietly seated in the chair of Botany and Ornithology, in Harvard University.” I wish Dana had told us more. Somehow the professor makes his way overland three thousand miles to the Pacific Northwest, in a time when there are no trains, no stagecoaches, not even a way station, let alone a town. He then hops a small vessel down to the trading post at Monterey. How he got through the Rocky Mountains, the hostile Indians, the wolves and rattlesnakes, the raging rivers, and the sparsity of 7-Elevens would make a fascinating story of its own. When Dana sees him again, the professor, whom the sailors dub “Old Curious,” is strolling hunched and barefoot along a beach in the settlement of San Diego, wearing a pea-coat, a wide straw hat, and his pants rolled up to his knees. He’s picking up rocks and shells and so far has collected enough of these and samples of flora to fill a dozen barrels.

We can sometimes measure the worth of a book by what we learn. Here are a few of the things Dana has taught me, which I will remember the next time I find myself on a long voyage at sea:


	1) eat the pigs last, they’re better sailors


	2) icebergs are a deep blue


	3) “a ship is like a lady’s watch, always out of repair”


	4) “Johnny” is sailor talk for shark


	5) a whale-ship is called a “spouter”


	6) “Jack” means any sailor, so, as in airports, the greeting “Hi, Jack!” will turn many heads


	7) sailors got “three sheets in the wind” even back then


	8) a little heads-up for the entrepreneur: According to Dana, “The Californians are an idle, thriftless people, and can make nothing for themselves. The country abounds in grapes, yet they buy bad wines made in Boston”


	9) dark bruises and deep cuts must be ignored, others’ or your own, for any show of pity would look “sisterly”


	10) corollary to #9: If you fall from the main royal staysail through rigging, spars, and yards, hit the deck and somehow survive, jump up quickly and say no more than something like “Whoa, that was interesting”


	11) all letters must be read aloud to the entire crew under the forecastle


	12) when carrying a hundred-pound hide on your head through the surf, make sure you’ve sewn a little piece of sheepskin to the inside of your hat


	13) to get rid of pests like cockroaches, rats, and fleas, batten all the hatches and start a fire in the hold


	14) if you’ve got something heavy to move, a good song will “put life and strength into every arm”


	15) in a storm, sleep in a hammock, so when the ship rocks, you don’t


	16) learn to sew; if you’re headed around the Horn, find a nice pattern for flannel underwear; make several pair


	17) my favorite, which I have memorized: When you’re coming back around the Horn, and you hit fair weather on the other side—say, about the Falklands—and you’ve sprouted full sail in a steady southwester blowing up your taffrail, yell, “Hurrah, old bucket, the Boston girls have got hold of the tow-rope!”




Which reminds me. Dana, now on the Alert with her “snow-white, holystoned decks,” and everything “ship-shape and Bristol fashion,” still has to get back around the Horn. With forty thousand hides in her hold, thirty thousand horns, plus barrels of beaver and otter skins, four live bulls, a dozen sheep, more than a dozen pigs, and forty-some chickens, the Alert sails out of San Diego on May 8 (the height of spring in the northern hemisphere, but looking at late fall in the southern) with five months of ocean still ahead. One week out, they’ve traveled thirteen hundred miles. “Fine weather, day after day, without interruption,” records Dana. “Fair wind, and a plenty of it,—and homeward bound.”

Once past the Equator, they sail another twelve hundred miles in seven days. “Glorious sailing,” Dana describes it. “A steady breeze, light trade-wind clouds overhead, a clear sun by day, clear moon and stars at night.” As the north star falls from view, one sailor notes that the next time they see her, “We shall be standing to the northward, the other side of the Horn.” But with all of them calculating how long it will take to get home, one old salt reminds them, “You may see Boston, but you’ve got to ‘smell hell’ before that good day.” They did “smell hell,” and hell was frozen over. The Alert’s return trip around the Horn in the dead of winter inspired Dana to write some of the most memorable passages in literature.

Still a thousand miles from the latitude of Cape Horn, a huge sea buries the ship and sweeps everything forward of the mainmast: the galley, the pig-sty the hen-coop, and a large sheep-pen, all gone, “in the twinkling of an eye—leaving the deck as clean as a chin new-reaped—and not a stick left, to show where they had stood.” And that sea was not half what the Horn would blow their way.

Nearing the latitude of the Horn, they are seventeen hundred miles out to get enough “westing” to make a run at it, when they hit “rain, sleet, snow, and wind, enough to take our breath from us, and make the toughest turn his back to windward! The ship lay nearly over upon her beam-ends; the spars and rigging snapped and cracked; and her top-gallant masts bent like whip-sticks…. The decks were standing nearly at an angle of forty-five degrees, and the ship going like a mad steed through the water, the whole forward part of her in a smother of foam.”

Then come the icebergs, and here we read Dana at his best. “The sea in every direction was of a deep blue color, the waves running high and fresh, and sparkling in the light, and in the midst lay this immense mountain-island, its cavities and valleys thrown into deep shade, and its points and pinnacles glittering in the sun…. No description can give any idea of the strangeness, splendor, and, really, the sublimity, of the sight. Its great size;—for it must have been from two to three miles in circumference, and several hundred feet in height;—its slow motion, as its base rose and sank in the water, and its high points nodded against the clouds; the dashing of the waves upon it, which, breaking high with foam, lined its base with a white crust; and the thundering sound of the cracking of the mass, and the breaking and tumbling down of huge pieces…. This is the large iceberg; while the small and distant islands, floating on the smooth sea, in the light of a clear day, look like little floating fairy isles of sapphire.”

They’re still seven hundred miles west of the Horn, in the teeth of a gale, blowing from the east, pushing hail and sleet and fog so thick they can’t see half the length of the ship. Ice covers the ship, the hull, the spars, the standing rigging. Large hailstones cut their exposed hands and faces. A week goes by and nothing changes. “The yard over which we lay was cased with ice … the sail itself about as pliable as though it had been made of sheets of sheathing copper. It blew a perfect hurricane, with alternate blasts of snow, hail, and rain. We had to fist the sail with bare hands. No one could trust himself to mittens, for if he slipped, he was a gone man…. We had need of every finger God had given us.”

They make it through, though, and the Boston girls grab hold of the tow rope, and several weeks later, in the stillness of Boston Harbor, from aloft comes swinging that “‘rough alley’ looking fellow, with … long hair, and face burnt as black as an Indian’s.” The transition is complete: from bewilderment to competence in a man’s world.

I love Dana’s book. I love the self-confidence, the curiosity, the resourcefulness, the sensitivity, that enabled him first to live the story and then to write it. What does he think of himself? As dangerous, lonely, alternately monotonous and terrifying as his adventure becomes, I think that after he pitches his sweetmeats overboard, deep inside he is proud of what he’s doing, because few young men from his patrician Boston background could survive the transformation. But he has too much character to stick it in a reader’s face. He reveals his pride only one time, and even there, curiously, critics have interpreted the passage I refer to as a lament. I see it as the opposite. I see Dana feeling superior, but having enough of a sense of humor to note the irony of the situation.

Here’s the setup: Still in Santa Barbara, Dana secures a stack of six-month-old Boston newspapers, in which he comes across a lengthy account of the Harvard commencement, including the graduation exercises of his own class. As he reads each name, he pictures their faces and their characters as he knew them earlier when he was one of them: “*****, handsome, showy, and superficial; ****, with his strong head, clear brain, cool self-possession; *****, modest, sensitive, and underrated; *****, the mouth-piece of the debating clubs, noisy, vaporous, and democratic…. Then I could see them receiving their A. Bs from the dignified, feudal-looking President, with his ‘auctoritate mihi commissâ,’ and walking off the stage with their diplomas in their hands; while, upon the very same day, their classmate was walking up and down California beach with a hide upon his head.”

EPILOGUE

Perhaps the most delightful part of the book is not a part of the book but a postscript written a quarter century later, when Dana returns to California. By now, argonauts with gold fever from all over the world have been rushing to California for a decade. Beginning in a luxurious, oceangoing sidewheel steamer departing New York, Dana’s trip has been cut to three weeks: five days down to Havana, a stay overnight in the harbor there, then on across the Caribbean Sea to Panama in four days, a half-day on the new railroad across the isthmus, and the remaining ten days aboard another steamer up the coast to San Francisco.

The contrast between sailing into San Francisco Bay in 1835 on a hide ship, and in 1859 aboard the steamer Golden Gate—“gay with crowds of passengers, and lighting the sea for miles around with the glare of her signal lights of red, green, and white, and brilliant with lighted saloons and staterooms”—boggles the mind, his and ours. Because in 1835, “the entire region of the great bay … was a solitude.” Now, “Clocks tolled the hour of midnight from its steeples, but the city was alive from the salute of our guns, spreading the news that the fortnightly steamer had come, bringing mails and passengers from the Atlantic world.” In the darkness, though, he can’t see much of the city, so at about two A.M. he finds a nice hotel, the Oriental, which stands, as near as he can tell, about a clam spit from the spot where he once tossed hides.

“When I awoke in the morning, and looked from my windows over the city of San Francisco, with its storehouses, towers, and steeples; its court-houses, theatres, and hospitals; its daily journals; its well-filled learned professions; its fortresses and lighthouses; its wharves and harbour, with their thousand-ton clipper ships, more in number than London or Liverpool sheltered that day … when I saw all these things, and reflected on what I once was and saw here, and what now surrounded me, I could scarcely keep my hold on reality at all.”

Nearly every San Franciscan he meets has read Two Years Before the Mast, because when President James K. Polk announced in his 1848 State of the Union speech that this new California territory we’d just acquired in the war with Mexico was nearly paved with gold, no one knew anything about it except a few ship captains and those who had read Dana’s book. It was in every sourdough’s rucksack, one of the staples of the Gold Rush.

Dana’s visits to the old haunts are immensely satisfying, but I’ve waxed blabbing far too long already. I’ll leave the pleasure of those discoveries for you. One last satisfaction: In the middle of his sojourn in San Francisco, Dana heads to the Sandwich Islands aboard a clipper ship, which at sea catches fire and burns to the waterline; he and others survive in lifeboats, are picked up by a passing bark, and sailed into Honolulu, where he establishes his base for three months to explore Hawaii. It’s comforting to know that now in middle age, Dana has lost not a whisper of his wanderlust or his curiosity.

——

GARY KINDER is the author of Ship of Gold in the Deep Blue Sea. He lives in Seattle.
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TWO YEARS BEFORE THE MAST


Crowded in the rank and narrow ship,—Housed on the wild sea with wild usages,—Whate’er in the inland dales the land conceals Of fair and exquisite, O! nothing, nothing, Do we behold of that in our rude voyage.

COLERIDGE’S WALLENSTEIN.






CHAPTER I

I am unwilling to present this narrative to the public without a few words in explanation of my reasons for publishing it. Since Mr. Cooper’s Pilot and Red Rover, there have been so many stories of sea-life written, that I should really think it unjustifiable in me to add one to the number without being able to give reasons in some measure warranting me in so doing.

With the single exception, as I am quite confident, of Mr. Ames’ entertaining, but hasty and desultory work, called “Mariner’s Sketches,” all the books professing to give life at sea have been written by persons who have gained their experience as naval officers, or passengers, and of these, there are very few which are intended to be taken as narratives of facts.

Now, in the first place, the whole course of life, and daily duties, the discipline, habits and customs of a man-of-war are very different from those of the merchant service; and in the next place, however entertaining and well written these books may be, and however accurately they may give sea-life as it appears to their authors, it must still be plain to every one that a naval officer, who goes to sea as a gentleman, “with his gloves on,” (as the phrase is,) and who associates only with his fellow-officers, and hardly speaks to a sailor except through a boatswain’s mate, must take a very different view of the whole matter from that which would be taken by a common sailor.

Besides the interest which every one must feel in exhibitions of life in those forms in which he himself has never experienced it; there has been, of late years, a great deal of attention directed toward common seamen, and a strong sympathy awakened in their behalf. Yet I believe that, with the single exception which I have mentioned, there has not been a book written, professing to give their life and experiences, by one who has been of them, and can know what their life really is. A voice from the forecastle has hardly yet been heard.

In the following pages I design to give an accurate and authentic narrative of a little more than two years spent as a common sailor, before the mast, in the American merchant service. It is written out from a journal which I kept at the time, and from notes which I made of most of the events as they happened; and in it I have adhered closely to fact in every particular, and endeavored to give each thing its true character. In so doing, I have been obliged occasionally to use strong and coarse expressions, and in some instances to give scenes which may be painful to nice feelings; but I have very carefully avoided doing so, whenever I have not felt them essential to giving the true character of a scene. My design is, and it is this which has induced me to publish the book, to present the life of a common sailor at sea as it really is,—the light and the dark together.

There may be in some parts a good deal that is unintelligible to the general reader; but I have found from my own experience, and from what I have heard from others, that plain matters of fact in relation to customs and habits of life new to us, and descriptions of life under new aspects, act upon the inexperienced through the imagination, so that we are hardly aware of our want of technical knowledge. Thousands read the escape of the American frigate through the British Channel, and the chase and wreck of the Bristol trader in the Red Rover, and follow the minute nautical manuvres with breathless interest, who do not know the name of a rope in the ship; and perhaps with none the less admiration and enthusiasm for their want of acquaintance with the professional detail.

In preparing this narrative I have carefully avoided incorporating into it any impressions but those made upon me by the events as they occurred, leaving to my concluding chapter, to which I shall respectfully call the reader’s attention, those views which have been suggested to me by subsequent reflection.

These reasons, and the advice of a few friends, have led me to give this narrative to the press. If it shall interest the general reader, and call more attention to the welfare of seamen, or give any information as to their real condition, which may serve to raise them in the rank of beings, and to promote in any measure their religious and moral improvement, and diminish the hardships of their daily life, the end of its publication will be answered.

R.H.D., Jr.
Boston, July, 1840.


DEPARTURE

The fourteenth of August was the day fixed upon for the sailing of the brig Pilgrim on her voyage from Boston round Cape Horn to the western coast of North America. As she was to get under weigh early in the afternoon, I made my appearance on board at twelve o’clock, in full sea-rig and with my chest, containing an outfit for a two or three years’ voyage, which I had undertaken from a determination to cure, if possible, by an entire change of life, and by a long absence from books and study, a weakness of the eyes, which had obliged me to give up my pursuits, and which no medical aid seemed likely to cure.

The change from the tight dress coat, silk cap and kid gloves of an undergraduate at Cambridge, to the loose duck trowsers, checked shirt and tarpaulin hat of a sailor, though somewhat of a transformation, was soon made, and I supposed that I should pass very well for a jack tar. But it is impossible to deceive the practised eye in these matters; and while I supposed myself to be looking as salt as Neptune himself, I was, no doubt, known for a landsman by every one on board as soon as I hove in sight. A sailor has a peculiar cut to his clothes, and a way of wearing them which a green hand can never get. The trowsers, tight round the hips, and thence hanging long and loose round the feet, a super-abundance of checked shirt, a low-crowned, well varnished black hat, worn on the back of the head, with half a fathom of black ribbon hanging over the left eye, and a peculiar tie to the black silk neckerchief, with sundry other minutiae, are signs, the want of which betray the beginner, at once. Beside the points in my dress which were out of the way, doubtless my complexion and hands were enough to distinguish me from the regular salt, who, with a sun-burnt cheek, wide step, and rolling gait, swings his bronzed and toughened hands athwart-ships, half open, as though just ready to grasp a rope.

“With all my imperfections on my head,” I joined the crew, and we hauled out into the stream, and came to anchor for the night. The next day we were employed in preparations for sea, reeving studding-sail gear, crossing royal yards, putting on chafing gear, and taking on board our powder. On the following night, I stood my first watch. I remained awake nearly all the first part of the night from fear that I might not hear when I was called; and when I went on deck, so great were my ideas of the importance of my trust, that I walked regularly fore and aft the whole length of the vessel, looking out over the bows and taffrail at each turn, and was not a little surprised at the coolness of the old salt whom I called to take my place, in stowing himself snugly away under the long boat, for a nap. That was a sufficient look-out, he thought, for a fine night, at anchor in a safe harbor.

The next morning was Saturday, and a breeze having sprung up from the southward, we took a pilot on board, hove up our anchor, and began beating1 down the bay. I took leave of those of my friends who came to see me off, and had barely opportunity to take a last look at the city, and well-known objects, as no time is allowed on board ship for sentiment. As we drew down into the lower harbor, we found the wind ahead2 in the bay, and were obliged to come to anchor in the roads.3 We remained there through the day and a part of the night. My watch began at eleven o’clock at night, and I received orders to call the captain if the wind came out from the westward. About midnight the wind became fair, and having called the captain, I was ordered to call all hands. How I accomplished this I do not know, but I am quite sure that I did not give the true hoarse, boatswain call of “A-a-ll ha-a-a-nds! up anchor, a-ho-oy!” In a short time every one was in motion, the sails loosed, the yards braced, and we began to heave up the anchor, which was our last hold upon Yankee land. I could take but little part in all these preparations. My little knowledge of a vessel was all at fault. Unintelligible orders were so rapidly given and so immediately executed; there was such a hurrying about, and such an intermingling of strange cries and stranger actions, that I was completely bewildered. There is not so helpless and pitiable an object in the world as a landsman beginning a sailor’s life. At length those peculiar, long-drawn sounds, which denote that the crew are heaving at the windlass, began, and in a few moments we were under weigh. The noise of the water thrown from the bows began to be heard, the vessel leaned over from the damp night breeze, and rolled with the heavy ground swell, and we had actually begun our long, long journey This was literally bidding “good night” to my native land.


CHAPTER II

The first day we passed at sea was the Sabbath. As we were just from port, and there was a great deal to be done on board, we were kept at work all day, and at night the watches1 were set, and everything put into sea order. When we were called aft to be divided into watches, I had a good specimen of the manner of a sea captain. After the division had been made, he gave a short characteristic speech, walking the quarter deck with a cigar in his mouth, and dropping the words out between the puffs.

“Now, my men, we have begun a long voyage. If we get along well together, we shall have a comfortable time; if we don’t, we shall have hell afloat. —All you’ve got to do is to obey your orders and do your duty like men,—then you’ll fare well enough;—if you don’t, you’ll fare hard enough,—I can tell you. If we pull together, you’ll find me a clever fellow; if we don’t, you’ll find me a bloody rascal. —That’s all I’ve got to say. —Go below, the larboard2 watch!”

I being in the starboard, or second mate’s watch, had the opportunity of keeping the first watch at sea. Stimson, a young man, making, like myself, his first voyage, was in the same watch, and as he was the son of a professional man, and had been in a counting-room in Boston, we found that we had many friends and topics in common. We talked these matters over,—Boston, what our friends were probably doing, our voyage, &c, until he went to take his turn at the look-out, and left me to myself. I had now a fine time for reflection. I felt for the first time the perfect silence of the sea. The officer was walking the quarter deck, where I had no right to go, one or two men were talking on the forecastle,3 whom I had little inclination to join, so that I was left open to the full impression of everything about me. However much I was affected by the beauty of the sea, the bright stars, and the clouds driven swiftly over them, I could not but remember that I was separating myself from all the social and intellectual enjoyments of life. Yet, strange as it may seem, I did then and afterwards take pleasure in these reflections, hoping by them to prevent my becoming insensible to the value of what I was leaving.

But all my dreams were soon put to flight by an order from the officer to trim the yards,4 as the wind was getting ahead; and I could plainly see by the looks the sailors occasionally cast to windward, and by the dark clouds that were fast coming up, that we had bad weather to prepare for, and had heard the captain say that he expected to be in the Gulf Stream by twelve o’clock. In a few minutes eight bells were struck, the watch called, and we went below. I now began to feel the first discomforts of a sailor’s life. The steerage in which I lived was filled with coils of rigging, spare sails, old junk and ship stores, which had not been stowed away. Moreover, there had been no berths built for us to sleep in, and we were not allowed to drive nails to hang our clothes upon. The sea, too, had risen, the vessel was rolling heavily, and everything was pitched about in grand confusion. There was a complete “hurrah’s nest,” as the sailors say, “everything on top and nothing at hand.” A large hawser5 had been coiled away upon my chest; my hats, boots, mattress and blankets had all fetched away and gone over to leeward, and were jammed and broken under the boxes and coils of rigging. To crown all, we were allowed no light to find anything with, and I was just beginning to feel strong symptoms of sea-sickness, and that listlessness and inactivity which accompany it. Giving up all attempts to collect my things together, I lay down upon the sails, expecting every moment to hear the cry of “all hands ahoy,” which the approaching storm would soon make necessary. I shortly heard the rain-drops falling on deck, thick and fast, and the watch evidently had their hands full of work, for I could hear the loud and repeated orders of the mate, the trampling of feet, the creaking of blocks, and all the accompaniments of a coming storm. In a few minutes the slide of the hatch was thrown back, which let down the noise and tumult of the deck still louder, the loud cry of “All hands, ahoy! tumble up here and take in sail,” saluted our ears, and the hatch was quickly shut again. When I got upon deck, a new scene and a new experience was before me. The little brig was close hauled upon the wind,6 and lying over, as it then seemed to me, nearly upon her beam ends.7 The heavy head sea was beating against her bows with the noise and force almost of a sledge hammer, and flying over the deck, drenching us completely through. The topsail haliards had been let go, and the great sails were filling out and backing against the masts with a noise like thunder. The wind was whistling through the rigging, loose ropes flying about; loud and, to me, unintelligible orders constantly given and rapidly executed, and the sailors “singing out” at the ropes in their hoarse and peculiar strains. In addition to all this, I had not got my “sea legs on,” was dreadfully sick, with hardly strength enough to hold on to anything, and it was “pitch dark.” This was my state when I was ordered aloft, for the first time, to reef8 topsails.

How I got along, I cannot now remember. I “laid out” on the yards and held on with all my strength. I could not have been of much service, for I remember having been sick several times before I left the topsail yard. Soon all was snug aloft, and we were again allowed to go below. This I did not consider much of a favor, for the confusion of everything below, and that inexpressible sickening smell, caused by the shaking up of the bilgewater in the hold, made the steerage but an indifferent refuge from the cold, wet decks. I had often read of the nautical experiences of others, but I felt as though there could be none worse than mine; for in addition to every other evil, I could not but remember that this was only the first night of a two years’ voyage. When we were on deck we were not much better off, for we were continually ordered about by the officer, who said that it was good for us to be in motion. Yet anything was better than the horrible state of things below. I remember very well going to the hatchway and putting my head down, when I was oppressed by nausea, and always being relieved immediately. It was as good as an emetic.

This state of things continued for two days.

Wednesday, Aug. 20th. We had the watch on deck from four till eight, this morning. When we came on deck at four o’clock, we found things much changed for the better. The sea and wind had gone down, and the stars were out bright. I experienced a corresponding change in my feelings, yet continued extremely weak from my sickness. I stood in the waist on the weather side,9 watching the gradual breaking of the day, and the first streaks of the early light. Much has been said of the sun-rise at sea; but it will not compare with the sun-rise on shore. It wants the accompaniments of the songs of birds, the awakening hum of men, and the glancing of the first beams upon trees, hills, spires, and house-tops, to give it life and spirit. But though the actual rise of the sun at sea is not so beautiful, yet nothing will compare with the early breaking of day upon the wide ocean.

There is something in the first grey streaks stretching along the eastern horizon and throwing an indistinct light upon the face of the deep, which combines with the boundlessness and unknown depth of the sea around you, and gives one a feeling of loneliness, of dread, and of melancholy foreboding, which nothing else in nature can give. This gradually passes away as the light grows brighter, and when the sun comes up, the ordinary monotonous sea day begins.

From such reflections as these, I was aroused by the order from the officer, “Forward there! rig the head-pump!” I found that no time was allowed for day-dreaming, but that we must “turn-to” at the first light. Having called up the “idlers,” namely carpenter, cook, steward, &c, and rigged the pump, we commenced washing down the decks. This operation, which is performed every morning at sea, takes nearly two hours; and I had hardly strength enough to get through it. After we had finished, swabbed down, and coiled up the rigging, I sat down on the spars, waiting for seven bells, which was the sign for breakfast. The officer, seeing my lazy posture, ordered me to slush the main-mast, from the royal-mast-head, down. The vessel was then rolling a little, and I had taken no sustenance for three days, so that I felt tempted to tell him that I had rather wait till after breakfast; but I knew that I must “take the bull by the horns,” and that if I showed any sign of want of spirit or of backwardness, that I should be ruined at once. So I took my bucket of grease and climbed up to the royal-mast-head. Here the rocking of the vessel, which increases the higher you go from the foot of the mast, which is the fulcrum of the lever, and the smell of the grease, which offended my fastidious senses, upset my stomach again, and I was not a little rejoiced when I got upon the comparative terra firma of the deck. In a few minutes seven bells were struck, the log hove,10 the watch called, and we went to breakfast. Here I cannot but remember the advice of the cook, a simple-hearted African. “Now,” says he, “my lad, you are well cleaned out; you have n’t got a drop of your ’long-shore swash aboard of you. You must begin on a new tack,—pitch all your sweetmeats overboard, and turn-to upon good hearty salt beef and sea bread, and I’ll promise you, you’ll have your ribs well sheathed, and be as hearty as any of ’em, afore you are up to the Horn.” This would be good advice to give to passengers, when they speak of the little niceties which they have laid in, in case of sea-sickness.

I cannot describe the change which half a pound of cold salt beef and a biscuit or two produced in me. I was a new being. We had a watch below until noon, so that I had some time to myself; and getting a huge piece of strong, cold, salt beef from the cook, I kept gnawing upon it until twelve o’clock. When we went on deck I felt somewhat like a man, and could begin to learn my sea duty with considerable spirit. At about two o’clock we heard the loud cry of “sail ho!” from aloft, and soon saw two sails to windward, going directly athwart our hawse.11 This was the first time that I had seen a sail at sea. I thought then, and have always since, that it exceeds every other sight in interest and beauty. They passed to leeward of us, and out of hailing distance; but the captain could read the names on their sterns with the glass. They were the ship Helen Mar, of New York, and the brig Mermaid, of Boston. They were both steering westward, and were bound in for our “dear native land.”

Thursday, Aug. 21st. This day the sun rose clear, we had a fine wind, and everything was bright and cheerful. I had now got my sea legs on, and was beginning to enter upon the regular duties of a sea-life. About six bells, that is, three o’clock, P. M., we saw a sail on our larboard bow. I was very anxious, like every new sailor, to speak her. She came down to us, backed her maintop-sail, and the two vessels stood “head on,” bowing and curvetting at each other like a couple of war-horses reined in by their riders. It was the first vessel that I had seen near, and I was surprised to find how much she rolled and pitched in so quiet a sea. She plunged her head into the sea, and then, her stern settling gradually down, her huge bows rose up, showing the bright copper, and her stem, and brest-hooks dripping, like old Neptune’s locks, with the brine. Her decks were filled with passengers who had come up at the cry of “sail ho,” and who by their dress and features appeared to be Swiss and French emigrants. She hailed us at first in French, but receiving no answer, she tried us in English. She was the ship “La Carolina,” from Havre, for New York. We desired her to report the brig Pilgrim, from Boston, for the north-west coast of America, five days out. She then filled away and left us to plough on through our waste of waters. This day ended pleasantly; we had got into regular and comfortable weather, and into that routine of sea-life which is only broken by a storm, a sail, or the sight of land.


CHAPTER III

As we had now a long “spell” of fine weather, without any incident to break the monotony of our lives, there can be no better place to describe the duties, regulations, and customs of an American merchantman, of which ours was a fair specimen.

The captain, in the first place, is lord paramount. He stands no watch, comes and goes when he pleases, and is accountable to no one, and must be obeyed in everything, without a question, even from his chief officer. He has the power to turn his officers off duty, and even to break them and make them do duty as sailors in the forecastle. Where there are no passengers and no supercargo,1 as in our vessel, he has no companion but his own dignity, and no pleasures, unless he differs from most of his kind, but the consciousness of possessing supreme power, and, occasionally, the exercise of it.

The prime minister, the official organ, and the active and superintending officer, is the chief mate. He is first lieutenant, boatswain, sailing-master, and quarter-master. The captain tells him what he wishes to have done, and leaves to him the care of overseeing, of allotting the work, and also the responsibility of its being well done. The mate (as he is always called, par excellence) also keeps the log-book, for which he is responsible to the owners and insurers, and has the charge of the stowage, safe keeping, and delivery of the cargo. He is also, ex-officio, the wit of the crew; for the captain does not condescend to joke with the men, and the second mate no one cares for; so that when “the mate” thinks fit to entertain “the people” with a coarse joke or a little practical wit, every one feels bound to laugh.

The second mate’s is proverbially a dog’s berth. He is neither officer nor man. The men do not respect him as an officer, and he is obliged to go aloft to reef and furl the topsails, and to put his hands into the tar and slush, with the rest. The crew call him the “sailor’s waiter,” as he has to furnish them with spun-yarn, marline, and all other stuffs that they need in their work, and has charge of the boatswain’s locker, which includes serving-boards, marline-spikes, &c, &c. He is expected by the captain to maintain his dignity and to enforce obedience, and still is kept at a great distance from the mate, and obliged to work with the crew. He is one to whom little is given and of whom much is required. His wages are usually double those of a common sailor, and he eats and sleeps in the cabin; but he is obliged to be on deck nearly all his time, and eats at the second table, that is, makes a meal out of what the captain and chief mate leave.

The steward is the captain’s servant, and has charge of the pantry, from which every one, even the mate himself, is excluded. These distinctions usually find him an enemy in the mate, who does not like to have any one on board who is not entirely under his control; the crew do not consider him as one of their number, so he is left to the mercy of the captain.

The cook is the patron of the crew, and those who are in his favor can get their wet mittens and stockings dried, or light their pipes at the galley in the night watch. These two worthies, together with the carpenter and sailmaker, if there be one, stand no watch, but, being employed all day, are allowed to “sleep in” at night, unless all hands are called.

The crew are divided into two divisions, as equally as may be, called the watches. Of these the chief mate commands the larboard, and the second mate the starboard. They divide the time between them, being on and off duty, or, as it is called, on deck and below, every other four hours. If, for instance, the chief mate with the larboard watch have the first night-watch from eight to twelve; at the end of the four hours, the starboard watch is called, and the second mate takes the deck, while the larboard watch and the first mate go below until four in the morning, when they come on deck again and remain until eight; having what is called the morning watch. As they will have been on deck eight hours out of the twelve, while those who had the middle watch—from twelve to four, will only have been up four hours, they have what is called a “forenoon watch below,” that is, from eight, A. M., till twelve, M. In a man-of-war, and in some merchantmen, this alternation of watches is kept up throughout the twenty-four hours; but our ship, like most merchantmen, had “all hands” from twelve o’clock till dark, except in bad weather, when we had “watch and watch.”

An explanation of the “dog watches” may, perhaps, be of use to one who has never been at sea. They are to shift the watches each night, so that the same watch need not be on deck at the same hours. In order to effect this, the watch from four to eight, P. M., is divided into two half, or dog watches, one from four to six, and the other from six to eight. By this means they divide the twenty-four hours into seven watches instead of six, and thus shift the hours every night. As the dog watches come during twilight, after the day’s work is done, and before the night-watch is set, they are the watches in which everybody is on deck. The captain is up, walking on the weather side of the quarter-deck, the chief mate on the lee side, and the second mate about the weather gangway. The steward has finished his work in the cabin, and has come up to smoke his pipe with the cook in the galley. The crew are sitting on the windlass or lying on the forecastle, smoking, singing, or telling long yarns. At eight o’clock, eight bells are struck, the log is hove, the watch set, the wheel relieved, the galley shut up, and the other watch goes below.

The morning commences with the watch on deck’s “turning-to” at day-break and washing down, scrubbing, and swabbing the decks. This, together with filling the “scuttled butt”2 with fresh water, and coiling up the rigging, usually occupies the time until seven bells (half after seven,) when all hands get breakfast. At eight, the day’s work begins, and lasts until sun-down, with the exception of an hour for dinner.

Before I end my explanations, it may be well to define a day’s work, and to correct a mistake prevalent among landsmen about a sailor’s life. Nothing is more common than to hear people say—“Are not sailors very idle at sea?—what can they find to do?” This is a very natural mistake, and being very frequently made, it is one which every sailor feels interested in having corrected. In the first place, then, the discipline of the ship requires every man to be at work upon something when he is on deck, except at night and on Sundays. Except at these times, you will never see a man, on board a well-ordered vessel, standing idle on deck, sitting down, or leaning over the side. It is the officers’ duty to keep every one at work, even if there is nothing to be done but to scrape the rust from the chain cables. In no state prison are the convicts more regularly set to work, and more closely watched. No conversation is allowed among the crew at their duty, and though they frequently do talk when aloft, or when near one another, yet they always stop when an officer is nigh.

With regard to the work upon which the men are put, it is a matter which probably would not be understood by one who has not been at sea. When I first left port, and found that we were kept regularly employed for a week or two, I supposed that we were getting the vessel into sea trim, and that it would soon be over, and we should have nothing to do but to sail the ship; but I found that it continued so for two years, and at the end of the two years there was as much to be done as ever. As has often been said, a ship is like a lady’s watch, always out of repair. When first leaving port, studding-sail gear is to be rove,3 all the running rigging4 to be examined, that which is unfit for use to be got down, and new rigging rove in its place: then the standing rigging5 is to be overhauled, replaced, and repaired, in a
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