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To Owen Rutter. Over the last 230-odd years this incredible
story has had many enthusiasts gathering materials, doing
research, trying to work out exactly what happened.
None, however, were more dedicated, tenacious or
infectiously obsessed than the English historian Owen
Rutter and a hundred years later, I salute his work.
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There never was a mutiny of the Bounty. Rather there was a revolt of one man against another, Christian against Bligh . . .1

Glynn Christian, author of Fragile Paradise, direct descendant of Fletcher Christian

Awake, Bold Bligh! The foe is at the gate! Awake Bold Bligh! Alas! it is too late!2

Lord Byron, ‘The Island’




INTRODUCTION

It was at a fabulous 60th birthday party in Melbourne, a couple of years ago. Our hostess had placed Lisa and me next to the wonderful acting couple, Sigrid Thornton and Tom Burstall. Over the entrée, Tom raised the story that had long fascinated him, the one he had been gathering material on for 20 years, and had long thought could be the perfect film – Mutiny on the Bounty. He was insisting it was the perfect book for me, a killer story, which had not yet been done in the fashion I do my historical stuff, making it live and breathe like a novel, but backing it with footnoted fact.

I knew very little about it – not much more than Fletcher Christian rising against Captain William Bligh, before the former reached Pitcairn Island, and the latter returned to England – and was half-interested, at first. But as Tom continued to paint a picture, the contours of the tale, the staggering sexual freedoms of Tahiti, the brilliance of Bligh as a navigator, his bastardry as a Captain, his amazing feat of endurance after the Mutiny occurred; the courage of Fletcher Christian, his extraordinary fate; the division of the Bounty crew, first into Mutineers and Loyalists; then the division of the Mutineers into Blacks and Whites, and then most fascinatingly of all, women and men . . . I listened ever more intently.

‘What do you think?’ he asked when he had finished.

I was both stunned, and sceptical, but didn’t know him well enough to express the last part.

Quietly, privately, I couldn’t believe the story could be as good as he said. I had always said that the best story in the history of the world was the shipwreck of the Batavia, and noted how sad I was when I finished writing it, because I knew I’d never work on a better one. But the history Tom had just recounted had even more – the twists, the turns, the agony, the ecstasy, the endurance, the hatred and love – and lots of situations where the eternal question occurs: what would I do in that situation?

But could it possibly all be true, and actually backed up by the kind of original documentation I’d need to believe it was true, to give it the fine detail and dialogue I always cherish most, to make my version of history truly come alive?

A quick cruise trawling the internet later that night gave me the preliminary view – it was true! It was all there. Tom and I corresponded thereafter. He sent me some documents he had collected, I put one of my researchers, my cousin Angus FitzSimons, onto pursuing all the diaries, logs, letters, testimony and transcripts that surrounded the saga. Angus worked hard for three months, getting his head around the whole thing, working out where all the documents were, how they could best be accessed, what had already been done in the field, where we could strike new paths.

When he was finished, we had lunch, which I had scheduled for two hours or so. Four hours later, after I had filled both sides of 15 serviettes and one menu with notes, we got up from the table, and I went home and told Lisa that I had just heard the new best story in the history of the world, that this was an important day.

A year later, here we are!

As ever, and as I always recount at the beginning of my historical work, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive, by putting it in the present tense, and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with 1500 footnotes, give or take, as the pinpoints on which the story rests. For the sake of the storytelling, I have put the whole account in strong, though not strict, chronological order of events, and I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. When the story required generic dialogue – as in the things a Captain of that time would say when weighing anchor – I have taken the liberty of using that dialogue to help bring the story to life. Equally, every now and then I have assumed generic emotions where it is obvious, even though that emotion is not necessarily recorded in the diary entries, letters, etc.

Always, my goal has been to surmise what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented, and what the feel of the situation was. For the same reason of remaining faithful to the language of the day, I have stayed with the imperial system of measurement and used the contemporary spelling, with only the odd exception where it would create too much confusion otherwise. I also note the obvious, that in the eighteenth century displaying a consistency in spelling, particularly with place names and foreign words, was clearly so low on the priority list no-one was remotely fussed. This means that the primary documents have a wide array of different spellings, sometimes from the same person. I have broadly restored consistency, while mostly going with the way Captain Bligh spelt things. In the spirit of depicting the vernacular and thinking of the day, the sailors’ terms for Polynesian and Indigenous people – Natives, Indians, or Blacks – have been retained, for the sake of authenticity. And while, at the time, Tahiti was sometimes referred to as Otaheite, I have made it Tahiti throughout, for the sake of consistency.

All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but here I cite most particularly the words recounted by those who lived through the events: James Morrison, William Bligh, ‘Jenny’ the Tahitian Native, Alec Smith and Peter Heywood. In the modern era, I especially enjoyed the book on Bligh by Rob Mundle – while disagreeing with his fundamental conclusion on Bligh as a leader of men – and also Diana Preston’s book, Paradise in Chains.

My deepest debt, however – as it is for just about anyone of the modern day who writes about the Mutiny – is to the scholar, writer and editor Owen Rutter who, in the 1930s, produced volume after volume of carefully transcribed and collated documents, trial transcripts, diaries, letters and logs of ‘Bountiana’ as he put it. Thanks to him we have access to the unfiltered voices of the Bounty court martial, the complete stories of James Morrison, John Fryer and especially William Bligh. To indicate the infectious level of his enthusiasm on that maddening man Bligh, I can do no better than to quote his own words, introducing his final volume of Bligh’s logs and letters: ‘Probing into Bligh’s affairs and poring over his papers as I have during a course of years I seem to have come to know him very well: far better, I feel, than I could have known him in life. There have been moments when I could have sworn he was in my room, standing at my elbow as I wrote. Fancy, no doubt; yet at times a fancy that has been curiously real.’* Funny he should say that. For I, too, feel like I know Bligh, and can only hope the reader experiences many such moments before they lay this book down.

I must also thank that Aladdin’s cave of Bountyia, the Mitchell Library in Sydney. The Mitchell Library is a national treasure, a place of calm and diligence, a public institution that restores your faith in public institutions. You fill in your request slip for some arcane ancient magazine or incredibly rare, incredibly expensive volume of memoirs, and 45 minutes later, there it is, sitting waiting for you in the collection dock.

To give just one example, William Bligh wrote a Log after the Bounty mutiny, a Log full of complaints, arguments, drawn swords and (spoiler alert) further mutinies. This Log was never published by Bligh, there is not any copy of it in the Admiralty records in London, so where is it? The Mitchell Library. Bligh’s grandchildren donated it in 1902 and there it sat, waiting for its amazing story to be discovered by researchers like Owen Rutter in the 1930s, who could scarcely believe these scandalous, wonderful records still existed. And they still do, thanks to the Mitchell Library.

For the last decade I have relied heavily on a great team of researchers, and this book owes them as great a debt as ever. Now, if it sounds like nepotism to say I worked on this with my cousin Angus, perhaps it is – and I can only say I am very grateful that, in the name of our very tight extended family – his beloved grandfather was my uncle – he agreed to work with me. For he was brilliant, working on the story from first to last, around the globe, from north to south and back again, and there are no parts of this whole saga not stronger for his input. Long after my own intellectual resources were spent trying to get to the bottom of something from the frequently conflicting primary accounts, Angus worked on into the night and when I woke up in the morning, there it was! (Bligh did have his actual commission handed to him by Christian when he was getting into the Launch, and here is the quote that proves it!)

Dr Libby Effeney has worked with me on the last six books and, again as previously noted, as a researcher and friend she is as good as it gets – she is hard-working, and, curiously, as intellectually strict as she is herself creative in working out how the story can be told better while still remaining within the parameters of what happened. Her work on this, going into what we call the FD, Fine Detail, was stronger than ever. From the ground up she took each chapter by the scruff of the neck, worked out what I had, what was not backed up by the historical record, and what else I could add – backed by the historical record. If she were an aeroplane, she’d be a Learjet – fast, and first-class all the way.

My warm thanks also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who first started working with me on my book on Gallipoli, and has stayed with me thereafter. He joined this project late in the piece, but proved to know more about maritime lore, not to mention law, than all of the rest of us put together. As ever, his own commitment to accuracy strengthened the book throughout.

As ever, I also relied on other specialists in their fields, including Dr Michael Cooper for all matters medical, from scurvy through to syphilis.

I am once more indebted to Jane Macaulay for the maps, which you will see throughout. And I offer my thanks once again to Colonel Renfrey Pearson for finding rare documents in archives in the United Kingdom.

My long-time sub-editor, Harriet Veitch, meanwhile, took the fine-tooth comb to the whole thing, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and giving my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it. She has strengthened my stuff for three decades now, and I warmly thank her.

In all my books, I give a draft of the near-finished product to my eldest brother, David, who has the best red pen in the business. When his interest flags, it is a fair bet so too will the interest of most readers, and I generally slash what doesn’t grab him, so long as it is not key to the story. In this book, he was as astute as ever, and I record my gratitude.

My thanks also, as ever, to my highly skilled editor Deonie Fiford, who has honoured my request that she preserve most of the sometimes odd way I write, while only occasionally insisting that something come out because it just doesn’t work.

I am grateful, as ever, to my friend and publisher, Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, and who was enthusiastic and supportive throughout, always giving great guidance.

Finally, my thanks to my wife, Lisa. In the midst of this book she had something of a professional upset when, one Monday night, I asked her if, while she was up, she’d mind changing channels . . . and she did! She went from Channel Nine to Channel Ten in about 45 minutes and if that had its challenging moments, it at least meant that there were three glorious months when she was marginally less busy, and we could return to the great days earlier in our marriage when she was able to place her excellent editorial skills at the service of my manuscript, advising on what worked and what didn’t. This book also owes those skills an enormous debt.

I hope you enjoy it.

Peter FitzSimons

On the High Seas,

South of Cape Horn,

Late February 2018.

(The waves are every bit as high as Bligh said they were.)



 

_____________

* Rutter, Owen (ed.), Bligh’s Voyage in the Resource, Golden Cockerel Press, London, 1937, p. 10.


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

The crew of the Bounty as it leaves Spithead

COMMISSIONED OFFICER

Lieutenant William Bligh, Captain of the HMS Bounty but a Lieutenant of the Royal Navy in rank. Age: 33.1 A brilliant bastard from Plymouth, whose brilliance is narrowly outdone by his bastardry. Having first gone to sea at the age of seven, as a cabin boy, he has salt water in his veins and has risen to become a superb sailor and navigator, who has hauled himself high, despite his common beginnings, to be in command of a mercantile ship from the age of 30, and his first naval command, the Bounty, at 32. Of his many undoubted talents, the most singular is an extraordinary capacity to raise the hackles of the men he is meant to lead, against him. In a crisis, few men are better; in tranquillity, none more terrifying.

WARRANT OFFICERS

John Fryer, Master. Age: 34. A stubborn, proud man, born and raised in Norfolk. A good sailor, he is convinced that he is the best sailor on the ship, after Bligh. As Master, he is in charge of running the ship in its day-to-day operations, and also charged with aiding the Captain in matters of navigation.

William Cole, Bosun2 – the ship’s officer in charge of equipment and the crew. Age: unknown, estimated early 30s.

William Peckover, Gunner. Age: 39. Peckover, from London, is the real ‘old South Seas hand’ on board the Bounty. He had been on all three of Cook’s voyages and, since Cook had visited Tahiti four times (twice on the second voyage), Peckover’s visit on the bread-fruit expedition will be his fifth. He speaks Tahitian fluently and has an excellent understanding of Tahitian customs and ways of thinking.

William Purcell, Carpenter. Age: 26. Proud of his carpentry skills, he works well at them, but – in his first time on a naval, as opposed to merchant, ship – has no interest in other duties.

Dr Thomas Huggan, Surgeon. Age: 43. From Scotland, he is the oldest man on board and the drunkest. ‘The drunken sot’,3 as Bligh called him. An obese and incompetent surgeon.

PETTY OFFICERS

Fletcher Christian. Joined the Bounty as Master’s Mate but was promoted to Acting Lieutenant in March 1788, three months into the voyage. Age: 23. Born in Cumberland. Handsome, charming, popular, proud, moody and prone to secret fits of depression. He had sailed twice before with Bligh, albeit as part of the merchant marine, and not in the Royal Navy as with this trip.

William Elphinstone, Master’s Mate. Age: 36. Born in Edinburgh.

Thomas Ledward, Surgeon’s Mate. Age: about 30. From Scotland, quiet and conscientious.

John Hallett, Midshipman. Age: 15. Close to Bligh’s family.

Thomas Hayward, Midshipman. Age: 20. Born in London. A snippy Loyalist to beat them all.

Peter Heywood, Honorary Midshipman. Age: 15. Born on the Isle of Man. This is his first time at sea.

George Stewart, Honorary Midshipman. Age: 21. From the Orkney Islands. Well educated and experienced. Initially Bligh, who knew his family, considered Stewart a good seaman who ‘had always borne a good character’.4 Shares a mess with Christian, Tinkler and Heywood.

Ned Young, Honorary Midshipman. Age: 21. Born on St Kitts, West Indies. His father was an English gentleman, his mother a native of the West Indies – and he, an illegitimate child of wealth. He is a strong man with dark hair and naturally a dark complexion. There is something slightly unsettling about Mr Young to Bligh, who notes that he has ‘a bad look’.5

Peter Linkletter, Quartermaster. Age: 30. From the Shetland Islands.

John Norton, Quartermaster. Age: 34. From Liverpool. Functions as the helmsman, responsible for steering the boat. Obese. Previously sailed with Bligh on the Britannia.

George Simpson, Quartermaster’s Mate. Age: 27. Born in Westmoreland in Cumbria.

James Morrison, Bosun’s Mate. Age: 27. A Scot, five foot eight, with a sallow complexion, long black hair, slender. He has been a sailor since he was 18. Although he is qualified as a Master Gunner, that position is already filled on the Bounty and so he will serve as the Bosun’s Mate, the man who administers the floggings with the dreaded cat o’ nine tails. Morrison, who had previously served as a Midshipman, is a cut above your average seaman – a well-educated, witty, hard-working and mischievous man with a rather sardonic and cynical view of life.

John ‘Jack’ Mills, Gunner’s Mate. Age: 38. A cruel bully.

Charles Norman, Carpenter’s Mate. Age: 26. Pitted by smallpox.

Thomas McIntosh, Carpenter’s Mate. Age: 28. Born in North Shields, England.

Lawrence Lebogue, Sail-maker. Age: 40. Born in Nova Scotia, Canada. Served under Bligh on Britannia in 1786.

Charles Churchill, Master-at-Arms. Age: 28. Born in Manchester. In a rogues’ gallery, this brutal thug could count on his large portrait hanging in pride of place, in the major salon, before the picture window, so maximum light could fall upon this creature from the dark underworld.

Joseph Coleman, Armourer. Age: 38. Born in Dorking, Surrey. Apprenticed as a blacksmith, he sailed in the Discovery (the consort ship to the Resolution) on Cook’s final voyage.

John Samuel, Captain’s Clerk. Age: 26. He was born in Edinburgh and is that rarest of all things, a simpering Scot.

John Smith, Captain’s servant. Age: 36. Born in Stirling, Scotland.

Henry Hillbrant, Cooper. Age: 24. Born in Hanover, Germany. ‘Sandy hair, strong made, left arm shorter than the other, having been broke . . . speaks bad English.’6

Thomas Hall, Cook. Age: 38. Born in Durham. Evidently it was not easy to be a ship’s cook under Bligh because of the scanty rations he ordered to be issued to the men.

Robert Lamb, Butcher. Age: 21. Born in London. Served under Bligh on the Britannia in 1786.

ABLE SEAMEN

Thomas Burkett. Age: 21. From Bath.

Robert Tinkler, Ship’s boy. Tinkler is Mr Fryer’s 12-year-old brother-in-law. Born in Norfolk.

William Muspratt, assistant cook and also the Bounty’s tailor. Age: 29. From Yarmouth, England.

Michael Byrn, The ‘Blind Fiddler’. Age: 28. From Kilkenny, Ireland.

Thomas Ellison, also known as ‘Monkey’. Age: 15. Born in Deptford, London. Sailed with Bligh previously on the Britannia.


Bill McCoy. Age: 25. Born Aberdeen, Scotland. As hard as nails, but not nearly as sharp.

Isaac Martin. Age: 30. Born in Philadelphia. Served on an American ship during the Revolutionary War, was captured by the Royal Navy and then joined it.

John Millward. Age: 20. From Plymouth.

Matthew Quintal. Age: 21. Cornishman from Padstow.

Richard Skinner. A former hairdresser. Age: 22. Born in Tunbridge Wells, England.

Alec Smith. Age: 20. A working-class lad from Hackney with such a troubled past he has mustered under an assumed name. His real name is John Adams.

John Sumner. Age: 22. Born in Liverpool.

Matthew Thompson. Age: 37. From the Isle of Wight. A violent bastard who is bad to the bone.

James Valentine. Age: 28. Born in Montrose, Scotland.

John Williams. Age: 26. Born in London, grew up on Guernsey.

CIVILIANS

David Nelson, Botanist. Age: Mid-30s. Gardener at Kew Gardens when he accepted the post on the Bounty arranged by Sir Joseph Banks. Sailed with Cook on his last voyage. Bligh regards him as a friend. Described by Captain Clerke as, ‘one of the quietest fellows in nature’.7

William ‘Billy’ Brown, Assistant Botanist. Age: 26. Born in Leicester, Acting Lieutenant on the Resolution with Cook, but changed careers to become a gardener.


PROLOGUE

In Two Scenes


I, whose ambition leads me not only farther than any other man has been before me, but as far as I think it possible for man to go . . .1

Captain James Cook, 30 January 1774



 

Scene I

In the beginning, there was Tane, the Father of Gods, the Maker of the World, ‘the cause of all things; light, darkness, thunder, lightning and rain’.2

And He was Good, and He was Great, and nowhere was His Goodness or His Greatness better shown to all His children than in the creation of these islands of Otaheite, Tahiti. A sprinkling of land from His mighty hand sits gracefully atop the impossible blueness of the ocean, and beneath the sparkling sun, life flourishes. The coconut palms, plantain plants and bread-fruit trees grow tall and keel over heavy with their fruits; the grass is verdant, the sand is fine, the birds roam and chatter, the surrounding sea bubbles with life, and the blessed people are smiled upon by Tane like no-one else on this earth. The men of these lands are handsome, strong and supple, able to shinny up the coconut trees in mere seconds, never putting a foot wrong. The women are glistening and voluptuous, with round hips, bountiful bosoms and unrelentingly accommodating natures.

On no-one does Tane more shine, however, than the Tahitian King, Otoo, whose lineage reaches back to the dawn of time and Tane himself. Otoo is divine, Otoo can do no wrong. And Otoo will remain King, until such time as a male child is born to his Queen, at which point that child will be King, until such time as he, too, is blessed with a male child.

For so has Tane decreed.

So it has been. So it is. So it will always be.

As Great as Tane is, however, as Divine as King Otoo is, there comes a day in the life of Tahiti, unchanged for centuries, when a Greater Man, a visitor from another land, somewhere far beyond the seas, arrives in a vessel the likes of which the Tahitians have seen only twice before.

His own men call him ‘Captain Cook’, and he arrives in April 1769, aboard a vessel called the Endeavour. Initially, the Tahitians are wary. After all, the first visitors to their shores, two years earlier – Captain Samuel Wallis and the crew of the Dolphin – had provided a brutal introduction to how British men might use their power. But this man, Captain Cook, some 40 years of age, is not like that at all. For he comes not to conquer, nor to plunder. No, he comes on a peaceful mission of science. In an effort to pronounce his name, they call him ‘Toote’.3

Using sign language, Cook tries to explain to them precisely why he has come, but it is quite beyond the people’s understanding. (This is no surprise to Cook. A careless carpenter missing a few digits could easily count on the fingers of both hands how many of Cook’s own crew actually understand their reason for being here.)

He has come, you see, to observe the Transit of Venus, an event that occurs with pairs of transits, each pair eight years apart, in a pattern that repeats every 243 years, when for around six hours the planet moves in front of the sun, showing up as a small black disc on its face. When compared with the observations made in London and other points around the globe, it is hoped that the distance from Venus to Earth can be calculated, and that scientists can thereafter use that data to calculate the distance of all the other known planets from Earth,4 as well as the diameter of the Earth itself.

There are many things in the Tahitian way of life that are quite beyond the understanding of Cook and his men. Things like . . . the Heiva, a jigging dance, performed often and complete with costumes, movements and facial expressions the like of which the men have never seen. One Tahitian who explains these strange rituals and rites introduces himself as Hetee-Hetee, a curiously charismatic 40-year-old with a face like a dropped pie, who clearly wants to be of use to these powerful white men, and who makes the effort to learn as many of their words as he can. In the meantime, though Hetee-Hetee, as Cook’s surgeon will note, ‘was almost constantly drunk with Kava’,5 he also gets Kava for the men and anything for the officers.

And then there’s something the British really, TRULY don’t understand . . . the Tahitian women and their overwhelming availability, sexually. Back in England, to get a nice woman to lie with you required a commitment of marriage, while those of easier virtue could be persuaded for a good chunk of your wages, around two shillings. But here in Tahiti, even the comeliest maidens, the most gorgeous creatures, are ready, willing and relentlessly, amazingly able.

Captain James Cook, happily married to Elizabeth Batts, who is waiting for him back in England with their four children, not only declines all offers on the grounds of his marriage vows, but also because he believes it sets a bad example to his men. He is a moderate man.

No matter, one of Cook’s trusted associates on the voyage to these shores, the 26-year-old naturalist from the Royal Society, Joseph Banks, is more than happy to take over the skipper’s share. Born into a very wealthy family, Banks was educated at Harrow, Eton and Oxford, but his sexual education masters degree takes place on Tahiti. Banks has scarcely set foot on the island paradise, which he records as the ‘truest picture of an arcadia of which we were going to be kings’,6 when two beautiful women invite him to partake of their considerable charms, at the same time, the only problem being they do so in broad daylight!

Banks records the situation as delicately as he can: ‘The ladies who shewd us all kind of civilities our situation could admit of, [but] we had not an opportunity of putting their politeness to every test that maybe some of us would not have failed to have done had circumstances been more favourable; indeed we had no reason to doubt any part of their politeness, as by their frequently pointing to the matts on the ground and sometimes by force seating themselves and us upon them they plainly shewd that they were much less jealous of observation than we were.’7

Yes, in broad daylight, gorgeous naked maidens are inclined to throw you to the ground to have their way with you. For these extraordinary people, sex is not a matter of shame, nor furtive groping in the dark. It is something to be celebrated, engaged in, vigorously. In the same spirit, there is no sense that the job of the woman is merely to succumb to the male’s desires. If the women are so inclined, and they frequently are, it is for them to initiate and no eyebrows are raised. No-one pursues the study of this extraordinary cultural phenomenon more than Joseph Banks, who throws himself at the task with enthusiasm, first with the handmaiden of the Tahitian Queen, at which point he is stunned to get an offer from the Queen herself! A few days later, double-canoes arrive bearing more young Tahitian maidens, and just so there can be no mistaking their intentions, one woman disrobes as she walks to him, displaying all her charms, ‘and gave me a most convenient opportunity of admiring them by turning herself gradually round’. Well, what is an English gentleman to do? ‘I took her by the hand and led her to the tents acompanied by another woman her friend . . .’8

Of course Banks recounts his adventures to a bemused Captain Cook, but Cook has no interest in such dalliances himself. He is the Captain, and keeps himself well removed from such activity, for he has serious work to do, in this case starting with the observation of the Transit of Venus which is drawing near.

Banks wishes him well, and when, on 3 June 1769, the Transit of Venus takes place – Cook is certainly occupied with it, as are the astronomer Charles Green and their helpers, but not Joseph Banks. Instead, he closely observes the transit of three Venuses at sunset, with his journal subsequently overflowing with delight:


3 hansome girls came off in a canoe to see us . . . they chatted with us very freely and with very little persuasion agreed to send away their carriage and sleep in [the] tent, a proof of confidence which I have not before met with upon so short an acquaintance.9



And so, as Captain Cook works through the night making highly detailed observations of heavenly bodies, so too does Banks. Both men are confident they have done fine work, with Banks unable to resist recording the evidence, noting in his journal the following morning: ‘We prepared ourselves to depart, in spite of the entreaties of our fair companions who persuaded us much to stay.’10

Unfortunately Cook’s observations do not go quite so well. His measurements are off. As Cook glumly records, the separate observations taken by himself, the naturalist Dr Daniel Solander and the astronomer Mr Charles Green all differ by ‘more much more than could be expected’.11 A ‘dusky shade round the body of the Planet . . . very much disturbed the times of the contacts’,12 Cook writes.13

It is regrettable, but the opportunity has passed and is not coming around again for over a century. The Royal Society – the most powerful and venerated scientific institution in England, boasting all the leading scientists – will have to make do with the recorded observations; the result will have to be just an approximation, rather than a definitive distance.

With their primary goal achieved, Cook now opens his sealed orders from the British Admiralty – that august institution based at Whitehall, run by the maritime Lords, appointed by the Crown to be responsible for the conduct of the Royal Navy – which were to be read only after the transit observation had been completed. Only now does he find out the second part of his mission.

His secret orders are to seek a Continent or Land of great extent14 – the long-postulated Terra Australis Incognita.

A long journey awaits, and clearly it will take some time to fill the pantries and supply rooms of the Endeavour with all the fresh food and water from Tahiti they will need.

Thankfully, there are plenty of exotic fresh fruit and belly-filling roots on this munificent island. And there is one particular plant that has astonished Joseph Banks: the bread-fruit tree, which is so bountiful it has made Tahiti a modern-day Garden of Eden.

It is as big as an apple tree, albeit with enormous multi-pointed leaves and fruit that can grow up to five times the size, and all the Tahitians have to do when hungry is to pick a bread-fruit, bake it in an underground oven, covered in hot coals, or over an open flame and then pick off the black crust of the rind.15 What remains is, as explorer William Dampier described it in 1688, ‘a pure substance like bread’.16

Joseph Banks is impressed and intrigued by the possibilities. It has made the Tahitian life so easy:


Scarcely can it be said that they earn their bread with the sweat of their brow when their cheifest sustenance Bread-fruit is procurd with no more trouble than that of climbing a tree and pulling it down.17



Perhaps, he muses, there might be a use for such plants in another part of the British Empire, where they could provide an enormous amount of food, for a minimal amount of effort.

On 13 July 1769, after three months in emerald and azure Tahiti, the Englishmen bid farewell to Obarea, the Queen, and many other acquaintances who have come down to the shore, and now surround the ship with their canoes. The Tahitians farewell Cook as they would a God about to depart for Heaven. From Toote’s first days in these islands, despite the extraordinary power of the ship with the big guns that he commanded, he had been kind and benevolent to them, had treated them with respect and honour. He had killed no-one, never betrayed territorial ambitions, had forbidden his sailors to harm the Tahitians or their property in any way, and always made it clear that he was only here for his Transit of Venus observations, and then would go. And now that day has come.

And so farewell. Practically a God, we tell you – benevolent, all powerful, the divine Toote.

Captain Cook gives the orders. The anchor is weighed, the sailors haul on the ropes, the swathes of heavy canvas unfurl and fill with the light easterly breeze, and the Endeavour sails away, many of its crew crowding the stern, gazing back to the green pearl sinking into the blueness, just as the Natives on the shore gaze at the receding white sails until they, too, sink into the hazy horizon.

Among those so gazing is a young girl, Mauatua, the daughter of one of the Chiefs. The impression left by these magnificent officers in their dashing blue coats is so strong that Mauatua will spend many a’night thereafter dreaming of the return of beings just like them.

Scene II

A decade later, in November 1778, James Cook is at the height of his powers, the pinnacle of his fame, but . . . in the depths of his temper.

Yes, the ships he commands, the Resolution and Discovery, have reached a similar kind of paradise to Tahiti – this one called Hawaii – but he can no longer command a steady mood.

Despite the warm weather, the plentiful food and the agreeable Natives, any sailor can see all is not right with Captain Cook. The warm and rather caring soul of previous voyages seems to be slipping away. He is remote, perpetually irritable, even on a good day, and so prone to losing his temper in such theatrically furious form that his sailors even have a name for it. Captain Cook is doing his Heiva, they say of the ‘violent motions and stampings on the deck’, that little jigging dance of demonic fury and ‘the paroxysms of passion’,18 which so resembles the dance the Tahitians used to do, back in ye good olde days.

‘The old boy has been tipping a Heiva to such and such a one,’19 the men would remark as they ate their evening meal and recounted the fate of the latest poor officer who had copped a blast from Cook that day, usually unfairly.

It is all so reminiscent of those days, the crew-members even call him Toote, the name the Tahitians had for him.

At balmy daybreak on 16 January 1779, after more than a month of sailing around and charting this new land, Captain Cook sees a decent bay, fit for anchor. It may just be the place they need ‘to refit, and supply ourselves with every refreshment that the place could afford’.20

He sends out his Master, a Mr William Bligh, to sound and reconnoitre the harbour. Young Bligh, a Cornishman by birth, is now 24 but has been signed to the Royal Navy since the tender age of seven, and so, having spent most of his life on the water, is a more than worthy Master. Responsible for the ship’s navigation, maintaining the Log, setting the sails as required for the conditions, and advising the Captain on the state of the crew and seaworthiness of the ship, he shows a particular aptitude for the technical work of the voyage – sounding and reconnoitring harbours, as well as surveying and charting with remarkable skill. Perhaps seeing a little of himself in the lad, Cook places great value on the young man’s abilities. True, Bligh – a man of very humble origins, and, it has to be said, quite common visage, with a head like a potato not plucked at its prime – has an acerbic nature, and often speaks more roughly to the men than Cook would like. But, in the end, his capacity to get the job done is reason enough for Cook to overlook his shortcomings – his rough manner and ever-ready snapping tongue – not to mention the palpable air of tension that too often follows in his wake.

As Cook watches Bligh head off towards the harbour in the ship’s Jolly Boat – the smallest boat attending the ship, used as a tender – he notices a canoe making its way towards the ship from shore, followed, yes, by others. Many others. Soon there are 50 canoes, all of different length, some being rowed by powerful-looking men, some with a sail, but all full to the gunnels with fierce Natives . . .

These are serious canoes, made by a sophisticated people, their craft carved from single trees, with elaborate carvings on the bow, and the biggest of them holding as many as 50 men, moving at a speed of at least ten knots!

‘Before ten o’clock there were not fewer than a thousand about the two ships, most of them crowded with people, and well laden with hogs and other productions of the island. We had the most satisfying proof of their friendly intentions; for we did not see a single person who had with them a weapon of any sort. Trade and curiosity alone had brought them off.’21

In the following hours, crowded, loud and joyous – ‘the natives singing and shouting, and exhibiting a variety of wild and extravagant gestures’ – some of their visitors eventually ‘betray a thievish disposition’22, making off in a canoe with a boat rudder. Cook takes the opportunity to show them, for the first time, the spectacle of firearms. Three muskets and three six-pounders fire over the heads of the men rowing away with the rudder; but it evokes more surprise than fright, and the thieves make no move to turn around.

That evening, of 16 January 1779, Cook notes with satisfaction in his journal:


In the evening, Mr Bligh returned and reported that he had found a bay in which good anchorage and fresh water tolerable easy to be come at.23



He is not surprised that Bligh has done the job quickly and well, nor that he reported back with almost ceremonial pride, his big green eyes sparkling, the corners of his small mouth turned up in self-congratulation. It is Bligh all over. Responsible yet cocksure.

The following morning, early, Cook gives the orders and the Resolution nudges into Karakakooa Bay, just 13 fathoms to the sandy bottom. The busy crew shorten sails so the ship merely bobs forward at one knot, just a mile per hour, before the Master, Bligh, orders the Resolution turned into the wind, and gives the order, ‘Let go the anchor . . .’

Just 400 yards away, across the bay, the Discovery performs the same manoeuvre.

Still the Natives crowd the decks, hang off the sides and the riggings. The clear water around the ships is filled with women and children, ‘swimming round the ships like shoals of fish’,24 all day long, never appearing to tire. Many hundreds of Natives also watch from the shoreline.

As the crew get to work, some heading to shore in the ships’ Cutters – larger than the Jolly Boat but smaller than the Launch, and used to ferry supplies from shore to ship – to scout for fresh water, others getting to work on fixing the ships, Cook becomes acquainted with the various local Chiefs who are coming on board, even as his concern grows over the sheer numbers and trustworthiness of these new acquaintances.

He is visibly angered when he is gravely informed that the Hawaiians have been swimming under the boats and pulling out nails, something that actually risks sinking them. One of the thieves is caught and flogged on board the Discovery. For their part, the Natives are growing curious about when the Europeans plan to leave. They are no doubt wary of the extraordinary amount of supplies Cook and his men are accepting and trading. It has been one thing for them to come and fill their shrunken bellies for a while, but their stay at this bay is now 16 days old, and the sheer quantity of produce they are taking is a worry. If it continues, the Hawaiians will not have enough for themselves, and they will go hungry.

Finally, the day of departure arrives – 4 February 1779. Unfortunately, their absence is short-lived, for a few days later a crucial foremast is wrenched from its cradle, which means they must return to damn Hawaii, for repairs.

As they sail into the bay, they find their reception ‘very different from what it had been on our first arrival’.25

For this time, as they enter the bay, there aren’t hundreds of canoes being paddled towards them nor the shouts of thousands of natives welcoming them.

Instead, there are . . . none. No-one there at all, ‘only here and there a canoe stealing close to the shore’.26

The Hawaiians, it seems, are not pleased about something.

‘Our return to this bay,’ one of the crew-members, John Ledyard, would chronicle, ‘was as disagreeable to us as it was to the inhabitants, for we were reciprocally tired of each other . . .’27

When King Terreeoboo arrives the following morning and greets Captain Cook, friendly intercourse resumes once more.

Still, sceptical officers like Master William Bligh, and he is not alone, harbour doubts about the depths of this friendship. While Bligh neither knows nor cares what English swabs feel about anything, he has a different approach to Natives, reckoning it is important to both know and care, and he prides himself on having nearly a sixth sense as to their collective mood. And today, something is up. He is not sure what it is yet. But it is very likely bad, and he can feel it in his bones.

The common sailor Ledyard feels the same.

‘The provisions, both in quantity and quality, plainly informed us that times were altered,’ Ledyard records. ‘It was also equally evident from the looks of the natives, as well as every other appearance, that our former friendship was at an end, and that we had nothing to do but to hasten our departure to some different island, where our vices were not known, and where our extrinsic virtues might gain us another short space of being wondered at, and doing as we pleased.’28

It is the once peaceful Captain Cook who grows unfriendly first and fastest, for on the Discovery on this day, tongs and tools are stolen, and on land, some of the Natives throw stones at the men in the watering party.

Captain Cook orders his 2nd Lieutenant, James King, ‘in case of their beginning to throw stones or behave insolently, immediately to fire a ball at the offenders’. It is not long before they hear a ‘continued fire of muskets from the Discovery’. The shots appear to be directed at a canoe, which is escaping towards the shore. Cook, King and some Marines give chase, following the culprits, who are making their escape.

Meanwhile, back on the beach, Thomas Edgar, Master for the Discovery, is involved in an unarmed tussle with a young chief, Pareera. Blows are exchanged, an oar is snapped, over a knee or head no-one is sure, but things have now degenerated into danger.

When Captain Cook returns from his fruitless pursuit of the thieves, he is informed of the altercation.

‘I am afraid,’ he says to 2nd Lieutenant King with anger in his voice, ‘that these people will oblige me to use some violent measures; for they must not be left to imagine that they have gained some sort of advantage over us.’29

Reluctantly, for violence does not come easily to him, his Master, William Bligh, agrees. Force is the only thing these Natives will respect, the only thing that will bring them to heel. And yet, at least for the moment, other officers intervene, to pacify Cook and delay reckless retribution.

At dawn on 14 February 1779, Cook is woken by a message of troubling news from the Discovery: the ship’s large Cutter, ‘which had been moored to a buoy’, ‘was missing, and on examining, the Rope which fastened her was found to have been cut . . .’30 It has been stolen during the night. A whole boat gone!

This is the last straw. Cook moves quickly.

He orders the Marines to arm, immediately, and station themselves across the bay – both on water and land – to ‘prevent any of the sailing canoes going out’.31

The Discovery’s Launch heads to the south point, under the command of 2nd Lieutenant John Rickman, while the large Cutter of the Resolution, commanded by Master William Bligh, is sent in chase of a sailing canoe heading out of the bay.

As is Cook’s usual practice when things go missing, he intends on pleasantly, politely, bringing the King and his two sons on board the Resolution, only to then hold them hostage until such time as the Discovery’s Cutter is found and returned. A mean trick? Kidnapping? Yes, but effective.

It is a beautiful, sunny morning, precisely as Hawaii specialises in, when, just after 7.30 am, Cook loads his double-barrelled gun, climbs down into his ship’s Jolly Boat, where his 2nd Lieutenant, Molesworth Phillips, the commander of the Marines on the Resolution, awaits with nine well-armed Marines, all sitting by their oars, ready to pull their commander to shore, and protect him thereafter. A Launch accompanies the Captain.

Captain Cook heads towards the town of Kavarooa, where King Terreeoboo lives.

•

There they are!

In his large Cutter, perhaps half a mile away, Master William Bligh is catching up to the fleeing canoe in the south end of the bay. At the same time, Lieutenant John Rickman, in the same part of the bay, spots another canoe. Both English officers, and their crews, close fast. But, the thieving ‘Indians’ are getting away. Desperate to stop them, Bligh orders his men to fire, and with the volley of shots in the far distance, Cook turns.32

Unwise?

Perhaps. The boldness of Bligh prompts Rickman to follow suit, he orders his men to fire too, and in short order Nooenemar, a Chief ‘of the first rank’,33 – not a thief – is killed. Things are spinning out of control. Before Cook has even made land, a Chief is dead. How will the Natives on the beach react when they hear the news?

•

Yes, Cook sees the distant hubbub out on the water, close by the rocks, but he and his men must stay focused.

‘The Indians will not stand the fire of a single musket,’34 he reassures his men, and with that turns his gaze resolutely to the shoreline and beyond, to the cluster of huts where the King is to be found.

Just before 8 am, Captain Cook lands.

He orders the Marines in the Launch to stay put with the Jolly Boat, and marches up the beach with his ten-strong guard, and into the village. The Natives are none the wiser about his intentions as they show him their ‘usual marks of respect’35 as he passes.

Captain Cook waits for the King to emerge, as a matter of courtesy. Out he finally comes, only ‘just awoke from a sleep’36 and greets Cook, who gets straight to explaining the situation with the stolen Cutter.

The King ‘squatted down upon his hams as a mark of humiliation’.37

The old man tells Cook that he is ‘innocent of the Cutter’s being stolen’.38

Of course. With practised, easy deception, Cook takes Terreeoboo by the hand and asks if he will accompany him to the Resolution, to discuss this further?

He will.

Nearby, standing on the beach, Able Seaman William Peckover watches the extraordinary scene closely, as the British Captain and Hawaiian Chief clasp each other’s hands tightly, as they purposefully make their way to the shore, even as wild tension flares all around. No, there are no shouts, no stones being hurled. It is much more terrifying than that. Instead, there is a rumble, a murderous murmuring, a strange and sinister noise – not quite of this world – that slowly gets louder as the news spreads among the Natives. News of death. A Chief killed, by the Britishers. Shot.

Resolute, Cook continues walking towards the boats waiting by the shore. The youngest of Terreeoboo’s sons, Kaoowa, is already waiting in the Jolly Boat. The green pathway under the Captain’s and King’s feet gives way to the hot black rocks of the beach when, suddenly, the boy’s mother – one of the King’s favourite wives – comes from the village, and upon reaching Terreeoboo, grabs him by the neck and implores him to stay on land, her tears flowing, her voice strained. Behind her come two Chiefs, who insist the same and eventually force their King to sit down on the ground. They tell him ‘he would be put to death if he went on board the ship’.39 For death has already come today, from one of the British boats!

Bligh. It was that shot that started the volley, the volley that killed a Chief and now Cook can feel the powerful Royal hand in his tighten with rage, the knuckles white.

The King’s countenance changes, the Hawaiians seem alarmed, and converse in a manner far too fast for Cook or any of the Marines to follow. People are gathering. Some in the village are seen putting on their war-mats – a native armour made of woven plants then soaked in water – and are ‘arming themselves with long spears, clubs, and daggers’.40

Captain Cook talks as best he can, trying to persuade the King that no harm is intended, but after no more than ‘ten minutes with Terreeoboo he is surrounded by three or four hundred people’.41

The situation is not easy. Bligh watches, bobbing in his boat, his glass to his eye, how will the Captain deal with this mob?

Cook can see no way forward. He quickly decides to let the whole ruse go.

‘[The King] cannot be forced on board without killing a number of people,’42 he tells the Marines near him, and they all understand. No-one wants that.

‘Lieutenant Phillips,’ Cook says quietly, but with urgency. ‘Withdraw the men, and get them into the boats.’43

A Marine approaches Cook with the news he has been dreading. ‘The Indians,’ the Marine says, ‘will attack in a few minutes. I have just overheard the man I have just stopped say that our boats which were out in the harbour had just killed his brother and he would be revenged.’44

The numbers of Natives continues to expand, as does their anger.

Most worryingly, many have started to pick up stones in each hand, and are now knocking them together with an alarming rhythm, the quickening beat of an attack that is surely building.

Clack, clack, clack-clack . . .

The mob starts to close on Cook and his men, swirling around them, beating their rocks, yelling, shaking their fists and weapons. Steady now, lads, steady. For Cook knows that to make any sudden move now, show any signs of panic, is to die.

Clack, clack, clack-clack . . .

In the end, however, it is Captain Cook who must act, as he is confronted by ‘the insolence of a man armed with a thick mat and a long spike’.45

Taking his gun, Cook aims it at the threatening Native and pulls the trigger. As the barrel is loaded only with small shot, it is not intended to kill, merely to hurt – and to warn the others off.

The instant the shot is fired, there is a momentary pause as everyone – Cook, the Native, and the men backing each of them – look to see the result.

He is still standing! The shot did not penetrate the Native’s water-soaked war-mat.

Clack, clack, clack-clack . . .

Captain Cook’s assailant is now convinced that Cook is not invincible, and, worse, aggrieved that Cook has fired at him . . . he charges!

Alarmed, desperate, Cook fires his second barrel, this one ‘loaded with a ball’.46 He misses, but his shot finds another Native, who drops to the ground.

From next to Cook, Lieutenant Phillips shoots at the assailant, killing him.

In an instant, all is chaos. ‘A general attack with stones immediately follows’47 as the numerous Natives close in even more.

Captain Cook hesitates no more.

‘Fire!’48 he calls to the Marines still lined up along the rocks. The muskets are discharged with a thunderous roar. But, as 2nd Lieutenant King later wrote, ‘the islanders, contrary to the expectations of every one, stood the fire with great firmness; and before the marines had time to reload, they broke in upon them with dreadful shouts and yells. What followed was a scene of the utmost horror and confusion.’49

This haphazard firing, however, will draw fierce criticism from William Bligh, watching contemptuously out in the bay.

‘The marines fired & ran,’ he will recount, ‘which occasioned all that followed, for had they fixed their bayonets & not have run, so frightened as they were, they might have drove all before them.’50

All is mayhem and murder, as the musket-balls fly, spears are thrown, and clubs swing. Before long, four of the Marines are cut off amongst the rocks in their retreat, others have taken to the water, while 2nd Lieutenant Phillips, still nearby his Captain, is stabbed between his shoulders with a pahooa.

Cook turns his back on the angry Natives and waves his hat to the officers in the boats just offshore.

What does he mean by that?

Exactly.

Lieutenant John Williamson, in the Launch, will ever after claim that Cook was signalling for the men in the boat to retreat, to save themselves. And so Williamson orders his men to retreat, with some enthusiasm – an order that is instantly obeyed – leaving just the Jolly Boat close by.

Lieutenant King, for his part, would insist that Cook waved with his hat for them ‘to cease firing, and to pull in’.51

Bligh, who swears and curses at the sights in his glass, is sure that Cook is calling for their urgent assistance, for them to do the obvious: drive their boats onto the shore, land, and charge at the Indians.

Whatever Cook’s intention, there is no doubt as to the result of his turning his back on the crowd. One of the Native Chiefs comes up behind Cook, who is now making his way towards the safety of the Jolly Boat. Wielding a club, the Native strikes Cook in the back of the head.

Cook staggers forward, drops his musket and falls to one knee, hands in the lapping water.

As he rises, another Native Chief brings a dagger right down into the middle of Cook’s back. The blade passes ‘quite through’52 James Cook, and his whole body seizes in shock and pain.

In a moment of blurred fury, other Natives rush forward and deal further blows.

Cook falls, face first, into knee-deep clear water.

A dark red stain spreads around him like an ink blot.

But from the Captain himself, the only movement is a slight rising and falling from the wavelets.

Home is the sailor, home from the sea . . .

Captain James Cook is dead.

•

With Cook’s death, Captain Clerke, who has been ill for some time, is now in command of the voyage.

After the last retreated sailor is on deck, the urgent task is to retrieve Cook’s remains, and give them a Christian burial, before getting out of this duplicitous bay.

And so, at 4 o’clock on the day of Cook’s death, Lieutenant King, along with all the boats of the two ships, filled with armed men, proceeds slowly towards the shore ‘with view to bring the natives to a parley’.53

Gathering and reassembling their Captain’s corpse will prove to be a nigh on impossible task, however, as Lieutenant King soon learns that Cook’s body has not only been hacked to pieces but then ceremonially presented to different Chiefs, who quickly take the chunks back to their own villages as prizes, to do with as they please.
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Remnants are painstakingly retrieved and buried at sea, and at 8 o’clock on the evening of 22 February the two European ships leave Karakakooa Bay to find safe harbour elsewhere, before making their second attempt, later in the spring, to find the Northwest Passage.

In the absence of the noble Cook, the chronically ill Captain Clerke removes to the lead ship, the Resolution, and is nominally left in charge of the voyage.

And yet Bligh will proudly record the actual situation: ‘C. Clerke being very ill in a decline he could not attend the deck & thus he publicly gave me the power solely of conducting the ships & moving as I thought proper.’54

As it happens, being in charge is something that William Bligh feels proper from the first. Though saddened by the death of Cook, he feels no responsibility for it. Certainly, it was on his orders that the shot was fired that began the battle, but if only other officers and Marines had shown the same forthrightness, courage and daring, then they would have quickly won the day, and all would have been well. It is an opinion that Bligh is more than happy to share with other officers under his command, just as Bligh is very free with his opinions on all of their failings (something that takes some time). Such forcefully expressed views do not make Bligh popular among his command, but what care he? He is not here to be popular, and he is at least convinced his command will overcome their jealousy long enough for them to observe the consummate skill with which he runs his ships and makes his charts.

On their arrival home, in October 1780, all ship’s officers are promoted, with just one exception: William Bligh. The man who ordered the shot that started the fray, which led to the death of Captain James Cook, keeps his current rank.

It does not sit well with Bligh.

But, then again, very few things do.

He is a man who, by his very nature, is dissatisfied, quick to anger and slow to forgive. And everywhere he looks, there are things that make his normal mood move from merely furious to apoplectic with rage.

Ah, but he has seen nothing yet . . .


CHAPTER ONE

IN THE BEGINNING


The natives . . . use it for bread. They gather it, when full grown, while it is green and hard; then they bake it in an oven, which scorcheth the rind and makes it black, but they scrape off the outside black crust, and there remains a tender thin crust; and the inside is soft, tender, and white, like the crumb of a penny-loaf.1

William Dampier, 1688, describing bread-fruit



Late November 1787, Portsmouth, England, brothers in arms against a sea of troubles

Those two men, huddled closely together on the table in the corner of this seamen’s tavern, The Ship and Castle, at the Royal Navy’s anchorage at Portsmouth, have a certain look about them. Clearly, they are peas in a pod, two of a feather, cut from the same cloth, and it is not just the common handsome cut of their uniforms that marks their similarities, nor even the same kind of distinguished, nigh, aristocratic, faces, nor their strong and athletic builds. No, it is that windswept look that all seamen have about them, that slightly squinty gaze that all men possess who have sailed the Seven Seas for many and many a moon, and even more blazing suns, who have faced storms, been through howling gales, and seen sights beyond telling.

It is the intimate way they speak to each other, the instant understanding, the fact that neither man has any hesitation in his words, as they have so many things to say, so little time to say it, and no need for any caution.

If you can’t trust your brother, who can you trust?

Fletcher Christian has always been like that with his older sibling, Charles, just as they both have been with the eldest brother, Edward, such an accomplished barrister he is to become a Professor of Law at Cambridge. They have loved spending time together even though an occasion like this, when both of their ships are in the one port at the one time, is rare indeed. In a very short time, Fletcher must leave on his ship, the Bounty, bound for the South Seas, while Charles is just returned from a mercantile voyage of 20 months to Macao and Madras aboard the East India Company’s ship Middlesex.

The elder Christian is impressed by just how much Fletch has grown into a man, ‘full of professional ambition and hope’, in his absence, not to mention actual physical growth, which he delights in showing off!

‘This,’ says the younger brother, rolling up his sleeves to display his thick forearms, ‘has been acquired by hard labour. I delight to set the men an example, I not only can do every part of a common sailor’s duty, but am upon a par with a principal part of the officers.’2

Charles is not surprised to hear it. In recent times he has come across men who’d sailed with Fletcher, and their reports had been universally glowing – ‘he was strict, yet as it were, played while he wrought with the men – he made a toil a pleasure and ruled over them in a superior, pleasant manner to any young officer they had seen’.3

Indeed, the sight of Fletcher’s familiar, curiously bow-legged walk on deck – it looks like he was born in the saddle, on a fox hunt – brings a smile to the face of any sailor; Fletcher Christian is a friend and a confidant first, an officer second.

Right now, however, he is a brother first and foremost, and, as the drinks flow, the two inevitably trade stories of their adventures upon the Seven Seas, of the things they’ve seen and done, the women they’ve loved and lost. (Young Fletcher has always been one for great passions, most particularly since his late teens when he had fallen hard for a beautiful cousin, Isabella Curwen, only to see her marry another man. Her loss has seen him try his considerable luck with dozens of beauties since, but he has found none who can replace her.) But now the conversation turns and Charles Christian makes quite a confession to Fletch, almost by way of warning – a strange tale of mutiny and mayhem on the High Seas. For you see, Fletch, ‘when men are cooped up for a long time in the interior of a ship, there oft prevails such a jarring discordancy of tempers and conduct that it is often on many occasions repeated acts of irritation and offence to change the disposition of a lamb into that of an animal fierce and resentful’.4

And so it was, Charles confesses, just shy of three months ago, on 5 September 1787, that certain lambs aboard the Middlesex had turned to fierce animals. A sailor named Greace had pulled a loaded pistol out of his pocket and aimed it at Captain John Rogers’ chest! Greace, maddened by endless minor but multiplying irritations, worsening every day with no relief, shouted that he would kill any man who tried to interfere. Captain Rogers was able to talk him around, and get him to put down the gun, but soon discovered that Greace was not alone! First Captain Rogers found out that his First Officer, Mr Aitken, had been part of the conspiracy to unleash mutiny, which saw Rogers immediately dismiss him from his post and lock him in his cabin. Three hours later, the Second Officer, Mr Fell – appalled at what had happened to both Greace and Aitken – aims a drunken punch at the august form of Captain Rogers, and quickly finds himself also dismissed, and locked in his cabin.

What now?

Captain Rogers had written the answer in his personal journal:


At this time I dismissed the Surgeon, also in the conspiracy.5



Fletcher Christian is startled to hear the news. For the surgeon of the Middlesex is, of course, his own brother, and the narrator of this tale: Charles Christian.

How on earth, then, is dear Charles here, now, free to tell the tale? Charles has the answer.

Once tempers had cooled, and sobered, you see, Captain Rogers had decided not to report the mutiny to the East India Company!6

In the extremes of life on the ocean, craziness happens, and men lose their bearings. Rogers had been a brute to his men, and had provoked them to the extremes of mutinying against him. But why have all that come out? Why make an official report on it, which would see all the Mutineers hauled before the courts, and give very damaging testimony against him?

And so, for the moment at least, it had all gone away.

Fletcher listens to the account, transfixed, and his brother is almost amused at how unthinkable his younger sibling finds the whole idea of mutiny.

‘I am persuaded,’ Charles Christian would recount of the gentle Fletcher, ‘that few men had a stronger propensity to beneficence or possessed a greater share of benevolence, or a more anxious disposition to be pleasing and serviceable to all classes of the community, [than he . . . ]’7

The following morning, Fletcher hurries back to the Bounty, with much to do, as he must help the Master, John Fryer, ready the ship for its 18-month journey to the other side of the world.

But, in truth?

The Bounty is only just a ‘ship’. Much smaller and it would have been rub-a-dub-dub, three men in a tub. For, even allowing for the fact that, at 90 feet long and 215 tons, she is already on the tiny side – some 20 feet shorter than Captain Cook’s HMS Resolution, and a lot less than half as heavy – no less than a
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