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Fore Words

This book began as a short article that I wrote in the spring of 2012 as part of an application for a summer internship at Mystic Seaport Museum in Mystic, Connecticut. The Seaport was looking for history teachers in the local area that would be willing to research and develop stories about items in its vast collection, with the intent of invigorating its website. Among the items in the application’s list of choices for research was the logbook of the Stonington, a whaleship that had been owned by the Williams & Barns whaling firm. The Williams in this case was none other than Thomas W. Williams II, the man after whom the school at which I taught—The Williams School in New London, Connecticut—had been named. I thought this would be an interesting tie-in to the school, so I decided to use it for my application.

The first section of the logbook was, as I had expected, a series of entries about weather and whaling activities. Suddenly, the focus shifted, and I found myself reading about interactions between the ship and the people of San Diego, California. The accounts continued in that manner until I realized that this was no ordinary logbook. This was a daily record of the Stonington’s direct involvement in the Mexican-American War of 1846–1848, an involvement that lasted for four months. I had found a story within a story, and I knew I had to tell it.

It wasn’t until I retired in 2020 after twenty-nine years of teaching that I was able to devote substantial and continuous time to writing this book. While doing further research, I discovered many interesting facts about the people with whom the Stonington came into contact while serving in the Mexican-American War, and about the war itself. I knew, however, that I needed to maintain my focus on telling the story of the Stonington and not go off on tangents that would interrupt the flow of the narrative. Instead, I have included some biographical sketches at the end of the book. I leave it to the reader to investigate further the background, conduct, and aftermath of the Mexican-American War, a very significant and controversial conflict that would ultimately change the course of history for the United States. When the war was finally over in 1848, the country had acquired a large swath of territory, and the debate over which portions of that territory should be slaveholding or free would consume the nation until the argument boiled over and became a full-fledged civil war only thirteen years later.

The main and guiding source for this book is the Stonington logbook. Throughout my research, I cross-referenced and confirmed the information within this record before including it in my book. The nature of most logbooks, including this one, is such that their writers restricted themselves to recording “just the facts” in a very terse manner. On rare occasions, they would briefly reference some pertinent dialogue. My challenge, therefore, was to expand on the information in such a way as to bring the events and characters to life for the reader while still remaining faithful to the details and historical context of the logbook.

In many cases, it was contemporary primary sources that provided the additional material. The names and physical descriptions of the Stonington’s crew are derived from the ship’s crew list. The words that the characters speak to one another stem from the interactions, and their logical extensions, that occurred within the logbook. During my writing process, I would sit quietly and place myself among the people involved in a given scene, listening to what they were “saying,” all the while maintaining a sense of their time and the language they would have used. Whenever a word or expression, such as “okay,” seemed too modern for their usage, I would research it to be certain that it was contemporary to them. The story that you are about to read, therefore, is based on the historic adventures of the Stonington, its crew, and those with whom they came in contact during the more-than-one-year period that stretched from August 1846 to September 1847.

Krystal Kornegay Rose is the Mystic Seaport Museum representative who came to The Williams School during a faculty meeting in the spring of 2012 to tell us about the Interactive Artifact Records project at the Seaport. My acceptance into that project provided me with the opportunity to work closely with her and Laura Nadelberg, as well as with other members of the Seaport staff, including Sarah Cahill, Fred Calabretta, Paul O’Pecko, Maribeth Bielinski Quinlan, and Carol Mowrey. I am perpetually grateful to all of them for their friendly and knowledgeable assistance during my time at the Seaport, a truly world-class facility.

Katy Phillips at the San Diego History Center assisted me for three very full hours in May of 2022, pulling material from the Center’s archives and recommending sources. Megan Turner Ball provided me with excellent advice about the publishing process, and she kindly critiqued my book proposal. Eugene Brissie at Lyons Press graciously took a chance on this first-time author, for which I am extremely grateful. Also at Lyons, Felicity Tucker deftly oversaw the book’s production phase, Melissa Hayes offered many cogent edits after her obviously careful reading, and Jason Rossi provided helpful guidance on marketing.

My good friend and master of woodworking and yacht joinery Bill Taylor endured my barrage of questions and provided humorous, keen insights on all things nautical.

My daughters, Emily and Kaylin; my sons, Spencer and Clancy; my son-in-law, Eric; my daughter-in-law, Kara; and Nathan Towry were constant sources of encouragement and inspiration. Special thanks go to Spencer for creating the maps and illustrations that are included in the book.

Above all, I thank my wife, Patti, for keeping me on point with this project. She guides me regularly with her pragmatic approach to life. Her honest evaluations and probing questions during the research and writing phases resulted in a book that is much more coherent and focused than it would have been if I were working alone. She, of course, knows that, but I wanted to put it in print.
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Chapter 1


A Whaleship . . . for Now
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“We’re throwing it all overboard?”

“All that work for nothing!”

“Whose ship is this, anyway?”

“He must be out of his mind!”

Frustration and disbelief were in the air after Second Officer Alanson Fournier delivered the orders from Captain George W. Hamley that the crew of the Stonington had to clear the storage area. This was, after all, a whaleship, meant to hold barrels of oil that had been processed from the blubber of whales, to be sold to merchants back home in New London—oil that would fuel the lamps that lit homes, oil that would lubricate the machinery that manufactured goods, oil that would make some people very wealthy. Why throw it all away, as if the dangerous and deadly work that it had taken to obtain it meant absolutely nothing? What could possibly be a worthy enough cause for such a wasteful order? They knew the answer, as reluctant as some of them may have been to accept it.1

The Stonington was a typical whaleship, one hundred feet and four inches in length, with two decks and three masts, the tallest being the center mainmast that rose to a height of nearly ninety feet above the deck, holding five tiers of square sails. The foremast held four tiers of square sails as well as three triangular sails that were also fastened to the bowsprit. The mizzenmast, closest to the stern, carried a four-sided sail and three triangular sails. Under full sail on a clear day, the Stonington was an impressive sight, with an array of white billowing canvas set against a bright blue sky, the dark hull gleaming in the deeper blue ocean.

Attached to the bow beneath the bowsprit was a bust of a man with a round head, straight, short hair, a high forehead, and a pointed nose. He was Richard Law, whose many credentials had earned him a great deal of respect. His father, Jonathan, was the twelfth governor of colonial Connecticut. Richard had been a delegate to the Continental Congresses, mayor of the city of New London, and chief judge of the Connecticut Superior Court. In 1789, President George Washington had nominated him, and the United States Senate had confirmed him, as the judge for the US District Court, District of Connecticut.2

The Stonington was broad, twenty-seven feet and eight inches at the beam, with a bluntly rounded bow and a squared-off stern, its black sides rising twelve feet above the water. It sat in the water at a depth of thirteen feet and ten inches, and it could carry enough cargo to displace over three hundred fifty tons. The ship was sturdy, not sleek, yet it moved through the water with surprising ease. The frame and rigging had to withstand not only the usual challenges of traveling through open seas but also the strains of hauling huge strips of blubber, most of them weighing at least a ton, up onto the deck for processing. The blubber was cut from the body of the whale that the crew had hunted, captured, killed, towed back, and tethered to the starboard side of the ship. As those strips of blubber rose away from the carcass they had encircled and up into the air, the ship leaned down toward the ocean amid the creaking sounds emitted by the ropes and pulleys under the weight of that blubber. When the crew finally maneuvered it over the gunwale and lowered it onto the deck, the release of that tremendous weight allowed the ship to roll back upright. The ship’s design certainly meshed very well with its purpose.3

The Stonington had been at sea for three years, hunting whales throughout the world’s vast oceans and encountering the world’s remotest islands along the way. Having nearly filled its hold with thousands of gallons of oil contained in wooden casks of various sizes, it was time for the ship to begin making its way home. Twenty-four days in San Francisco after a stretch of hunting in the frigid waters of the Gulf of Alaska had given the crew of around thirty men time to get the ship ready for the lengthy voyage past South America, through the treacherous waters around Cape Horn, and then northward to its home port in Connecticut.

There had also been time in those twenty-four days for carousing and enjoying the diversions that San Francisco offered to those who had been out to sea for so long. The men of the Stonington took full advantage of their shore liberty, knowing that the captain intended to limit further stops on the homeward voyage and spend just enough time in selected ports to replenish food and water.4










Chapter 2


A Time in San Francisco

[image: ]
A whaleship’s stop at any port provided an opportunity for the crew to take all sorts of action. San Francisco was no exception.

George Mayors, a twenty-nine-year-old seaman from the whaling village of Sag Harbor, New York, decided that it was time to pursue a different profession. He had come aboard in April, while the Stonington was at the island of Tubuai in French Polynesia, as the ship steward. He supervised the cook and the meals for the crew, and also worked as the cook and servant in the main cabin for the captain and other officers.

He sought out Second Officer Alanson Fournier, a young man of twenty-three from Long Island, New York. Mayors was much more comfortable speaking to Fournier than Captain Hamley. Like most other whaleship captains, Hamley, a thirty-one-year-old experienced shipmaster from New London, Connecticut, separated himself from the crew in order to maintain his status as commander and chief disciplinarian, seeking to make the men fearful of breaking any of his rules. Fournier, on the other hand, as with most second officers, interacted with the men frequently, and his personality was such that he created an atmosphere of friendly respect.1

“A word, Mr. Fournier?”

“What is it, Mayors?”

“I’ve been thinking, sir—a dangerous activity, I know,” said Mayors, “and I’ve come to the conclusion that I’ve done all the whaling that I want to do. No offense to you, sir. It’s just that I’ve been at it for nearly half my life, and I’d like to try something different.”

“I’ll be sorry to see you go, Mayors,” said Fournier. “You’ve been a fine steward, and you know your way around the rigging damn well, too. It’ll be hard to find your replacement. I appreciate your honesty, however. There’s many a man who wouldn’t have thought twice about simply jumping ship without even a fare-thee-well before he left.”

“Yes, sir,” said Mayors, somewhat embarrassed by the compliment.

“The money you’re owed for your work is not aboard this ship, and there’s no guarantee we could get it to you once we’re back in New London and have settled our affairs. Considering your experience and good service, I’ll ask the captain if he’d be willing to offer you payment in oil. What say you to that?”

“I’d be much obliged, sir,” answered Mayors in a grateful tone.

“If I may ask, what are you thinking of doing once you leave?”

“I’m not quite sure, sir. I might try my hand at farming. After being on the receiving end with fruits and vegetables for so long, it’d be interesting to come at them from the production side, and I hear the land around these parts is mighty good for growing.”

“Lotta work, farming,” said Fournier, “but knowing you, I’d say you’ve got a good chance of making a go of it. Who knows, maybe someday you’ll be supplying the ships that come into this port.”

“That’d be quite the turn, wouldn’t it, sir,” said Mayors with a smile.

“Certainly would. Whatever you end up doing, I hope it all goes well for you. I’ll be off now to speak with the captain.”

The two men shook hands, then Fournier made his way to the captain’s cabin.

Hamley listened as Fournier relayed his conversation with Mayors. When he got to the part about the whale oil, Hamley stiffened. “Oil? How much oil?”

“I didn’t mention any specific amount, sir,” said Fournier, “knowing that you’d have to approve such a payment in the first place.”

“Mighty considerate of you, Fournier,” said Hamley sarcastically. After some thought, he said, “I suppose we can pay him with a small cask, given his good work, but only because it’s Mayors. We can’t be tossing oil out of the hold like there’s no tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” said Fournier, “and thank you, sir.”

‌‌And so it was that on August 29, 1846, George Mayors received his discharge papers and a small cask of that precious commodity around which his life had centered for over a decade. He made his way to shore aboard one of the Stonington’s whaleboats with several of his now-former crewmates, who decided they weren’t going to let him go easily.


“What’s the matter, George, body gone soft?”

“Finally realized you smell too bad for even the likes of us greasy whalers?”

“What’re you going to lubricate with that oil, George?”

The boat came to rest on the sandy shore, and George Mayors waved good-bye and called out the traditional “Greasy luck!” to his companions as he made his way into town and the next phase of his life.

‌‌The time spent in San Francisco, known to the Californios as Yerba Buena, was tumultuous for Captain Hamley. His intent on stopping there was to perform some basic maintenance on the ship and restock supplies in order to be prepared for more whaling during the long voyage home. The first few days went according to plan, with some of the crew employed in cleaning and painting the ship, while others went ashore to cut wood and hunt deer. Getting beyond houses and other buildings and into undeveloped land was easier to do at that time. Boats from the Stonington came ashore at what would eventually be named Montgomery Street, which later would be just over six blocks inland due to fill that was put in place to satisfy the demand for more land. The crew would cross the sandy beach and walk uphill past widely spaced houses and other buildings of one or two stories until, after about one hundred fifty feet, they would be in open land covered in nothing but low brush and moderately tall trees. They would then begin their work.2


The situation was markedly different when, just five days into their stop, the crew received permission from Captain Hamley to go ashore for liberty. Sunday, August 30, 1846, was a beautifully warm day—fair weather, clear skies—perfect conditions for being outdoors. The attractions for the majority of the crew, however, were indoors—grog shops and brothels.

Most of the men maintained a certain amount of self-control while satisfying their desires for drink and sexual gratification, but this was not the case for Henry Thompson, William Wallace, and John Williams. Within moments of walking into the first establishment in their path, the trouble began. The Stonington was not the only ship in the port, nor the only one whose crew was on liberty, but these three men behaved as if that were the case.

“Out of my way,” barked Williams as he shoved toward the bar, “I’ve got drinking to do!”

“Keep the lane clear for the both of us!” shouted Wallace, bumping past the men that had started to close the gap behind Williams.

Thompson, the ship’s blacksmith, forged his own path to the bar, thrusting his barrel-chested frame through the crowd.

By the time the three of them had reached the bar, the men they had pushed away were primed for a fight.

The trio took their bottle and glasses and went about finding themselves a table. Seeing they were all filled, the men stopped at the nearest one and ordered its three occupants to stand and give up their seats. The seated men refused, but quickly felt themselves being lifted out of their seats and onto the floor. The Stonington men had little chance to settle into their commandeered seats, as those they had just deposed, joined by those who had been pushed earlier, descended on them, pummeling them, carrying them to the door, and tossing them out onto the ground.

“That’s what we do with the likes of you!”

“Know your place and keep it!”

Those and other cries fell on the ejected men as they attempted to right their bloodied, battered selves. As they did so, a group of men in uniform approached. It was the local police, always on the alert for trouble such as this, which was, for them, a regular occurrence. Within a matter of minutes, Thompson, Wallace, and Williams were shackled and led to the prison.

This was exactly the kind of interruption Captain Hamley wanted to avoid, as he needed every person in the crew to work steadily in order to go back to sea as soon as possible. Three men missing would slow everything down.

The next morning, Hamley sent a boat to town with enough muscle to retrieve the wayward crewmen and bail money in case it was needed.

“I ought to flog each and every one of you!” Hamley shouted as the three men made their way back onto the ship. “But you’re in rough enough shape as it is, and I need you to get to work—now! Mind yourselves proper, or by God, I’ll give you the lash, no matter the cost! And speaking of cost, your pay at the end of this voyage will be minus the amount of money spent to bail you out.”3

‌‌Matters continued to be complicated for Captain Hamley as the next two weeks progressed. On Wednesday, September 2, he discharged William Wallace and William Peterson, both of whom just wanted a clean break with Hamley and the Stonington.


The same could not be said for two other men, Henry Thompson and Francis Bedrake, who deserted the very next day while onshore during a work detail.

Hamley was furious when the boats returned without them. “We’ve too much to do aboard ship, and the day is fast closing. I’m not sending you back now to find them, but I’ll want every last one of you to be looking out for those two tomorrow when you’re back onshore!”

So on Friday, while collecting wood and filling casks with fresh water, the men kept their eyes open for any signs of their missing shipmates. Some of them even asked around a bit as they passed through town on their way to and from their work, but to no avail.

When they returned to the ship without Thompson and Bedrake, Hamley looked at them knowingly. These men aren’t going to readily send up two of their own, he thought.

“Fournier!” Hamley called out to his second officer.

“Aye, sir.”

“My quarters.”

The two men walked toward the stern of the ship and down the companionway stairs that led belowdecks, to the living area. As opposed to the sailors’ bunks that were crowded into the fo’c’sle, where the bow often pounded into the sea, giving the men a rough ride, the captain’s cabin was at the stern, where the ride was usually much smoother. The cabin was also quite spacious, containing a sitting room furnished with a sofa and shelves along the back wall, a desk at the front, and a separate bedroom and private head to the side.

“Fournier, I know those men ashore today were not so keen on hauling in their crewmates,” Hamley began, once they had entered his quarters. “I expect a higher sense of duty from you. Tomorrow, you’ll take five men with you in a boat and retrieve those two deserters. I can’t afford to lose two more deckhands when there’s so much to be done to be ready to head back to sea. Are we clear?”

“Aye, sir, we’re clear.”

“Then back up top you go.”

Alanson Fournier left Hamley’s cabin and headed down the hall toward the companionway that was just beyond his own quarters. The second officer’s cabin was a single room, smaller than the captain’s bedroom. As Fournier walked by his room, he paused, looked at the door, and pictured the space inside. He glanced back at the door to the captain’s quarters for a few seconds, then continued walking.

‌‌The boat left for shore Saturday morning, with Fournier and the five men that he had selected for the retrieval of Thompson and Bedrake.


The first place they checked was the prison, Fournier thinking that maybe they had gotten into the same sort of trouble that Thompson, Wallace, and Williams had gotten into nearly a week ago. The police told Fournier that neither of the men they sought was there, nor had been there since the previous offense.

The next place they checked was the grog house, but they weren’t there, either. Then Fournier thought to check the brothel. Just as they approached the building, its door opened and there in front of them was Henry Thompson with a contented grin spread across his face. He was about to tell the crewmates standing before him that they had come to the right place when he noticed Alanson Fournier among them.

“Take him,” ordered Fournier, and two of the men grabbed Thompson’s arms as the others blocked him from going back inside.

“Where’s Bedrake?” demanded Fournier.

“Long gone, and good for him,” said the blacksmith with a sneer.

Fournier had one of the men check inside, but Thompson was telling the truth.

“Bedrake isn’t in there,” Thompson said. “He’s not even in town. He’s taken his chances with another ship. Like I said, long gone.”

Fournier had noticed a ship leaving port the day before. He decided to take Thompson at his word and minimize the risk of him getting away while they continued to search for Bedrake.4

Fournier led the group back to the boat, and as they boarded and shoved off to return to the ship, he detected resentment among the men he’d taken on this mission. He could see it in their eyes—he had coerced them into becoming enforcers against men of their own kind, setting them apart from their fellows. They didn’t like it, and frankly, neither did he. If he was going to seriously pursue his desire to be a ship’s captain one day, he would have to learn from this incident. He would need to figure out how to galvanize his crew in the face of adversity, not pit them against one another.










Chapter 3


War for California

[image: ]
While in San Francisco, the men of the Stonington learned that a war had been under way between Mexico and the United States since the end of April. The root cause, as is almost always the case in wars among humans, was the acquisition of land. This time, it was the United States seeking to gain control of the western portion of North America before its European rivals, particularly Great Britain, had a chance to beat them to the prize. The British Empire may have lost its thirteen American colonies just over sixty years before, but it had not lost its desire for land in North America. The Oregon Territory, comprising what would eventually become the states of Oregon and Washington, as well as portions of Idaho and the Canadian province of British Columbia, was a huge tract of land rich in natural resources and access to the Pacific Ocean. Great Britain wanted it not only for its intrinsic value, but also as a means of reasserting its power to the upstart nation that had managed to appear victorious against the Empire yet again, this time in the War of 1812.1

The United States also wanted to acquire Alta California, an expanse that was currently Mexican territory, comprising what would become the states of California, Nevada, and Utah, and portions of Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. Mexico, in its quest to free itself from the colonialism that Spain had imposed on the region since the arrival of its emissary Christopher Columbus to the New World in 1492, had gained its independence from Spain in 1821 and was attempting to assert its control over the territory that Spain had previously claimed for itself.

Unfortunately for Mexico, its government was very young and unstable; its capital (Mexico City) was over a thousand miles away; and the Californios (Californians of Mexican descent) had developed a certain amount of autonomy due to decades of inattention by the Spanish government. All of those factors amounted to a situation that was challenging for Mexico and left California vulnerable.2

Caught in the middle of all this were the First Peoples of the land, more than one hundred non-nomadic native tribes spread throughout the territory. For over ten thousand years, the people of these tribes had enjoyed the fruits of the land and the sea, some of them simply harvesting what was available, others planting crops intentionally. Skirmishes and jostling for control of the land broke out occasionally between adjacent tribes, but there was no single tribe that attempted to dominate the entire territory. Their existence as singular groups left them susceptible to being overtaken by an entity seeking such widespread domination.

Spain became that entity when it began its establishment of outposts, known as missions, in 1769, the first of which was San Diego. In less than eighty years, it would be the United States that held such grand designs of conquest, spurred by the belief of many Americans that it was the apparent fate—the “manifest destiny,” as editorial columnist John O’Sullivan put it in 1845—of the United States to be a continental nation, stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific.

It was in this context that President James K. Polk and his supporters set out to accomplish that goal.3










Chapter 4


Back to Sea

[image: ]
On Wednesday, September 16, 1846, Captain Hamley determined that the Stonington was ready for sea. The maintenance work was done, supplies had been restocked, and new crewmen had been recruited. He planned to leave San Francisco the next morning, but Thursday began with strong gales and thick fog, so he decided to wait one more day. Friday the 18th was clearer, with diminished winds. Hamley gave the order to get under way, initiating a flurry of activity.

While some of the men headed for their positions on deck, others climbed the ratlines and made their way up into the rigging. In addition to the noises coming from the various parts of the ship’s equipment, a distinct sound was coming from the men—they were singing! Each task required coordinated precision, and the rhythm of the songs provided beats on which the men would pull a rope or push a bar at the same time:

When I was a little boy, so me father told me, tell me

Way, haul a-way, we’ll haul away Joe-uh!

That if I did not kiss the girls, me lips would all grow moldy, tell me

Way, haul a-way, we’ll haul away Joe-uh!

In addition to making the work more enjoyable, the singing drew the men together, developing a sense of camaraderie among them. They had begun the voyage, for the most part, as strangers, and in some cases, appeared strange to each other. Most were from the United States, places such as Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New York, and Pennsylvania, and among them were Whites, Blacks, and Indigenous people. Others hailed from Nova Scotia, England, the Azores, Cape Verde, and the Sandwich Islands (later known as Hawai’i). Some wanted to see the world they didn’t know; some wanted to get away from the world they did know. No matter their place of origin or their background, however, what mattered most was their ability to work together in order to keep the ship running smoothly and safely. There was little room for focusing on differences. Ultimately, their lives depended on each other.1

‌‌“Mr. Fournier, who the devil is at the helm?” shouted Captain Hamley from the bow. The Stonington had only just left the bay of San Francisco when it began moving erratically. “My orders were to head southwest out to sea, not zigzag like a drunken lout back toward land. Put us right before we find ourselves on a pile of jagged, nasty, hellfire rocks!”


“Aye, sir, I’ll take care of it,” Fournier quickly responded from his position amidships.

“See that you do! There’s more whaling ahead of us yet!” bellowed Hamley impatiently.

Fournier made his way toward the stern and found Mark Comstock, a twenty-eight-year-old experienced whaler from Massachusetts, at the helm.

“Your course is a sloppy one, Comstock. Captain wants you to straighten us out and take us to open water.”

“I’m trying, sir, I’m trying, but there’s something off with the tiller.”

“Step aside and let me get the feel of it.”

As soon as Fournier grabbed ahold of the wheel, he could tell that something was loose.

“Take a look at the rudder head, Comstock, and tell me what you see,” said Fournier, as he did his best to keep the wheel from wobbling side to side.

Comstock crouched down on the deck to inspect the linkage behind the wheel. He could see that one iron band, fastened by iron bolts to the tiller and the rudder post into which the tiller was inserted, was bulging outward somewhat instead of laying flat against the wooden surfaces of the post and tiller. Another iron band, this one connecting the rudder post to the sternpost, was also bulging outward in spots. This was perhaps the most critical point on the ship, where the forces of wind and sea converged on the mechanism that all too often worked against those forces in order to drive the ship in the opposite direction from which the wind and sea were pushing it.

The rudder itself, most of which was below the water, was a long wooden blade that weighed over a ton. It was attached to the rudder post, which was attached to the sternpost. As the helmsman turned the ship’s wheel, the tiller to which it was mounted would turn left or right. The rudder, to which the tiller was ultimately connected, would turn in one direction or the other, causing the ship to turn as well. Currents running against the desired direction of the ship put enormous strain on the steering mechanism. Weakness at any of its connection points could result in losing the ability to maneuver, and so it was vital to maintain it properly.

“Do your best with what you’ve got, Comstock. I’ll let the captain know the source of the trouble. Your head’s tight, all right. It’s the rudder head that’s sprung,” said Fournier with a bit of a grin.

“I’m thankful to you for that, sir,” Comstock replied, a look of relief on his face. “I’ve seen the captain’s anger play out, and I’d rather not be on the receiving end, ’specially if the fault ain’t with me.”

Fournier nodded knowingly before making his way back to Hamley.

“What have you to report, Fournier?”

“It’s the rudder head, Captain. It’s sprung, plain to see. Comstock’s doing his best at the helm to keep the course steady.”

“Damn it all!” shouted Hamley. “We’re finally out of the harbor and headed to sea. I’ll not turn back to that hellhole San Francisco. Far too much trouble there, and sure to be more should we return so soon. Set a course for Monterey. We’ll see if Thompson is up to the task when we get there.”

“Aye, sir, Monterey it is.”2

Fournier headed to his charts to plot the new course. Monterey was just under one hundred miles southeast of their present position. Not a terrible distance, but certainly much farther than San Francisco. He questioned Hamley’s decision to be at sea any longer than necessary, given the situation with the rudder. Why take the chance? Why risk the ship as well as the crew?

He checked his thoughts. He wasn’t the captain; he was second officer, and he had orders to follow. He finished plotting the course and then called the heading to Comstock.

Fournier had just given the order to Comstock when the cry came from the lookout stationed near the top of the mainmast. “Thar she blows!” A pod of humpback whales was swimming less than a mile away from the ship.

Captain Hamley quickly assessed the situation and briskly shouted, “Lower away boats!”

Those were the words every whaler wanted to hear, the words that let them know they were about to do the thrillingly dangerous task they had signed on to do: go out and catch a whale.

Groups of six men headed to each of the four boats that hung at the sides of the ship. The boats themselves were about thirty feet long, and the men made sure that each boat had the equipment they would need for the hunt, including weapons and rope.

Two men in each group then lowered their boat so they could climb in and finish lowering it to the water. The remaining four men climbed down the side of the ship and into their boat. All six men put their oars in position, five on the sides for rowing, one in the stern for steering, maneuvering the boat away from the ship and out toward the whales.

The very fair weather and mild winds made it easy for the men to move their boats without any trouble. The late afternoon sun in the clear blue sky cast a wide swath of bright light across the surface of the ocean, and the water flickered as ripples passed across its surface. As the oarsmen rowed, the boatheaders steered the boats toward the area where they had last seen the telltale spouts and arching backs of the whales.

They were now within a few hundred feet from the whales, close enough that they needed to move the oars quietly and speak in hushed tones in order to avoid gallying, or scaring, the whales, causing them to swim away and making the hunt much more difficult.

One boat drew nearer than the others, and Edwin Arthur, a young harpooner in his late teens, from Connecticut, gently lowered his oar into the boat, picked up a harpoon, stood tall, braced himself in the bow, and waited for his moment.

Within seconds, the broad back of a whale rose up above the water, a mere dozen feet or so from the boat, and Arthur threw his weapon as hard as he could into the whale. The line attached to the harpoon began paying out as the shocked and pained whale began swimming rapidly to escape its predators, who had already stowed their oars in preparation for the “Nantucket sleigh ride” that the whale was about to give them.

The rough, bouncing tow did not last very long, however, as the stricken creature sounded heavily. The whale’s deep dive caused the line to tighten, and the bow of the boat was close to going under when, before the crew could pay out more line, it slackened on its own. They knew in an instant that the harpoon had popped out of the whale.

In the meantime, the other whales, now sufficiently gallied, had swum or sounded far enough away to make chasing them impractical.

The hunt was over.

The boats returned to the ship, and the voyage to Monterey resumed.3










Chapter 5


The Greenhand

[image: ]
On Tuesday, September 22, two days after the whale hunt, Captain Hamley called Alanson Fournier into his cabin.

“Mr. Fournier, we’ve made damn little progress toward Monterey on account of that blasted rudder head. Our next best chance of a place that would have what we need for repairs is San Diego, so I’ve decided to take us there. Set your course for San Diego and give the order to the helmsman.”

Fournier hesitated to respond as quickly as he usually did. Once again, the captain seemed to be putting the crew at risk by staying longer in the open waters of the Pacific in a ship with a damaged steering system. Was it worth the gamble?

“I gave you an order,” said Hamley impatiently, breaking the uncustomary silence.

Fournier swallowed his objections and managed to squeeze out an “Aye, sir, I’ll see to that” from his throat before making his way out of Hamley’s cabin and toward his own.1

‌‌The Stonington continued sailing toward the southeast through fair weather and, at times, strong winds.


On September 24, Santa Cruz came into view. It was one of the Channel Islands, an archipelago stretching one hundred fifty miles along the coast from Santa Barbara to San Diego.

The next day, as the ship neared Santa Catalina Island, about one hundred miles northwest of San Diego, Fournier, who was standing amidships near the main hatch, heard a commotion of voices at the fo’c’sle companionway.

Making his way forward, he could see a group of five men with their backs toward him, facing one man standing at the top of the stairway. Fournier was close enough now that he could catch some of what the men were saying, even though they were all talking at once.

“Who, you say?”

“Whereabouts, exactly?”

“Since when?”

“What in hell for?”

“Why this ship?”

The man at the top of the stairs had little chance to respond to the flurry of questions until Fournier called out, “Hey-oh, hey-oh! What goes on here?”

As the group turned to him, he saw the face of the man they were peppering with questions and understood immediately why there were so many. This was a man that none of them had seen before.

“He says he’s been—”

Fournier cut the crewman off mid-sentence. “Quiet down, now, quiet down! I’ll be asking the questions.” Turning to face the stranger, he said, “I’m Alanson Fournier, second officer aboard this ship, and I expect some clear answers from you. What’s your name?”

“J-J-James Rice, sir,” the young man responded nervously.

“Where’ve you come from, James Rice?”

“I was down in the hold by the—”

“No, man, where’d you come from to get on this ship?”

“I was in San Francisco, aboard another whaleship, sir, the Trescott.”

“Why the jump from one whaleship to another?”

“Well, sir, the Trescott’s a Mallory ship, out of Mystic, and Mr. Mallory, he’s got some high expectations for his business, and the captain’s determined to meet the old man’s expectations and fill the hold chock-full before heading ’round the Horn. Me, sir, I’ve got a girl waiting for me back home, and after asking around town in ’Cisco, I learned that your ship has been out a few years more than the Trescott, and that you’re headed back to New London, so I figured I’ve got a better chance of shortening my time by riding with you, sir.”

“You’ll not be riding, Rice, you’ll be working, let’s be clear on that! What’s your experience?”

“This is my first time at sea, sir.”

“Well, well, now. From out of its belly, this ship has birthed a greenhand!”

The men reacted with a mixture of chuckles and groans, knowing how amusing yet difficult it could be to have a sailor on board that was unfamiliar with the ways of a ship.

“We could toss you over now, Rice . . . ”

“No sir, please!”

“ . . . or we could take you on as a replacement for that good-for-nothing Bedrake. Are you ready to show us you’re not a worthless deserter like him, that you’re up to the work?”

“I’m ready, sir, yes I am.”

“That’s good to hear, Rice. I’ll be keeping watch on you, but my duties will keep me from being with you as much as might be needed.”

Fournier looked around the group and stopped at Peter McDonnald.

“McDonnald, you look to be almost twice Rice’s age. Do you think you could pack twice as much knowledge into his head as he has now before we get to the Horn, where we’ll need him to be in top form?”2

McDonnald was a veteran of the crew, a sandy-haired, solidly built sailor from New York with an easy way about him. He knew the importance of having a tightly knit, well-functioning crew aboard a ship as large and complex as the Stonington, and his even temperament and steady focus, as well as his wry sense of humor, would be just what Rice needed.

“I believe I can handle him, sir. I may have to bounce him off the deck from up in the rigging a few times to get his attention, but I’ll get him shipshape.”

“All right, then,” said Fournier. “I’ll be off to the captain to let him know we’ve just acquired a new hand.”

‌‌McDonnald and the rest of the crew didn’t have long to wait in order to see what Rice could do. No sooner had the discussion ended than they heard the call from the lookout, “Whales ho!” A great many humpbacks were swimming in the waters between San Nicolas and San Clemente, two more of the Channel Islands.


“Follow me,” McDonnald called to Rice, and they headed for a boat on the larboard side.

After the boat was in the water, McDonnald watched Rice as they clambered down the side of the ship. He’s got his legs, all right, thought McDonnald. Let’s see what he can do in a boat.

The six men, including McDonnald and Rice, set their oars and began heading for the whales along with the other boats.

He’s a good strong back, McDonnald thought as he observed Rice’s movement with the oar.

The boats got near enough that it was time to be quiet in order to avoid gallying the whales.

“Soft row, now, men,” the boatheader ordered in a hushed tone.

James Rice misunderstood the command, thinking that it meant to slow down rather than row quieter. The change that he made in his stroke caused his oar to hit the oar of the man behind him. The loud thwack was all it took for the whales to sense danger and take off.

“Stern all!” cried some of the boatheaders, their crews rowing their boats backward in order to avoid being hit by the whales’ flukes as they whipped their tails up and down to propel themselves forward and away.

Rice looked across the boat to McDonnald, who was looking at him with his mouth set and one eyebrow raised. The first words were from Joseph Frank, the boatheader from the Azores. “That be a mistake you not make again, yes?” he said with a thick Portuguese accent.

“No, sir. Er, I mean, yes, sir.”

“I not be sir, I be Joseph,” he continued in a deliberate manner as the men rowed and he steered them back to the ship along with the other boats. “I need you pay attention to orders in boat, know my words. Soft not mean slow; soft mean quiet. Like in music. You want guitar play quiet, you say soft. You want fast, slow, you say those words. You know my words now?”

“Yes, s—I mean, yes, Joseph.”

“Good. All we need. We go back now.”










Chapter 6


Harsh Discipline

[image: ]
The Stonington continued to maneuver between the Channel Islands despite the difficulty caused by the faulty rudder head. Captain Hamley displayed his sailing skill by having the crew steer by the wind, adjusting the sails in order to maintain a steady course for San Diego. Alanson Fournier had observed Hamley throughout the voyage and admired him for his ability to keep the ship going in a nearly straight line for days, even in rough weather. He questioned, however, the apparent stubbornness of his captain in continuing to sail even though it was within his power to stop and fix the equipment problem.

There were other aspects of Hamley’s manner of command that did not sit well with Fournier. Such was the case on the morning of September 26, when Alexander Anthony got on the wrong side of the captain.

Hamley was on deck, giving direct orders to the men in the rigging, among whom was Anthony. He had come aboard two days before the ship left San Francisco, and Hamley had given him the position of steward, replacing the discharged George Mayors, on a trial basis.

Anthony had willingly agreed to take the position, knowing that it would give him a certain amount of authority as well as limit the amount of regular ship’s duty he would have to do. Due to the sprung rudder head, however, working conditions had changed, and all hands were expected to contribute to the actual sailing of the ship when needed. This did not please the thirty-four-year-old Anthony, originally from Westerly, Rhode Island, and, at five-foot-three, one of the shortest men on the crew. His mouth was quick, and his temper could be as short as the man himself.

“Hired me as a steward, did he?” Anthony began grumbling, loud enough that the man working with him on the yard of the mainsail could hear him. “Serve him his dinner, do I? Sure, I can serve from right here.” His voice had gotten louder, and the men on the yard of the topsail above him could hear him now. “Ya like clams? Comin’ right up—or should I say down?”

Anthony began clearing his throat with an exaggerated grating sound, collecting a wad of mucus that he moved to the front of his mouth. Leaning backward to avoid hitting the sail billowing below him, he took a deep breath and then spat toward where Hamley was standing on the deck. The spit landed with a splat, barely missing the captain.

Hamley looked around, then up, and spotted Anthony.

“Doin’ my duty, Captain, servin’ you up some dinner. How about a nice steak to go with that clam? I can getcha a nice rump cut,” he shouted, loud enough that he was drawing the attention of even more of the crew. “Right here!” he cried, and then he patted his right buttock with his right hand. Some of the crew were now starting to laugh.

Hamley was not amused. “That’s enough!” he shouted
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