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				I guessed my age to be about fourteen years and on the verge of manhood when I had my Adventure.
			

			
				I guess at my “birth” day because I never had parents that I could remember, just the kindly couple that adopted me when they found me, nearly starved, wailing with thirst, in a sea chest half buried in beach sand, swaddled within a patterned quilt, my baby smell mixed with the odors of fish, bracken, sea algae. With no shipwreck around, they entertained the notion I was spit out of a whale’s belly. That creature carried me around safe until it saw the shore and coughed me up. The couple named me Jonah, a name that stuck to me like ship’s tar. And as long as I could remember the pull of the sea tugged at me, sharp like the salt-tang that stung my lips.
			

			
				When my kindly care-takers grew more feeble, I left the village school to care for them, and when they died, a relative came from Bath to claim their humble possessions, and I was left to survive on my own.
			

			
				I slept in cupboards and on fireplace hearths, ran errands, blackened boots, did whatever to survive. The village took pity on me and let me sleep in doorway niches when the weather was mild. From the driftwood and weed upon the beach, I fashioned a poor sort of shelter and made cooking fires in a discarded iron pot.
			

			
				One day, a rough sort, an ostler from the stables, come upon me shivering in the fog that swathed the water and said he had a job for me.
			

			
				He showed me the stables, tucked away behind the post station, a building where mail and passengers were picked up or set down. The station was an inn of sorts, poorly kept and usually avoided by seasoned travelers. For a while, I slept in the kitchen cupboard among the blackened greasy pots and the cats that chased the rats from the larder. After a week or so, he bid me to join him, for business picked up in the stables where the post-horses were kept. Usually, they ran about ten miles, harnessed to the heavy mail coaches, and then returned to the hamlet by a boy hired for that sort. I became that boy, riding on top of the coach, clinging behind the driver and the postilion until the next station, where I got off and helped unhitch the horses and led them back to the hamlet. It was an easy ride, me on one mount, the other horses plodding behind, two abreast, lead reins tied, and then put to bed, or rested an hour or so before they were hitched again to the next coach. I fashioned a snug nest of hay in the loft where I considered myself a lucky lad, with shelter and decent enough food. For me, it was a bit of heaven; I sought for nothing else in my young life.
			

			
				Not long after, one cold foggy evening, the whole hamlet was awakened in a great hullabaloo. Windows thrown open, doors flung wide, torches lit. In the middle of the street was a lady, Mrs. Hawkins, and her son, a lad my age called Jim. Curious, thinking it might be the French, I grabbed my trousers, slipped down the loft ladder and joined a crowd who surrounded the pair. She was telling a scary tale of dead pirates, blind beggars, and a sea chest full of doubloons. The lady’s great anxiety was to get some men to go with her and her son back to her inn beyond the cove called The Admiral Benbow, named for the great man himself, and reputed to be a clean and honest establishment. She said the dead pirate, a man called Bones, had fallen dead in the middle of the parlor, a victim of a black spot. At that, the eyebrows were raised. I looked around the suspicious faces in the firelight, all thinking that the woman might have nipped too much of her own larder, for the inn served spirits to its boarders. But those same faces dropped when she mentioned pirates, which some thought of more or less a joke, for “our” pirates were a poor lot stumbling along the road from Bristol reduced to beggary and toothless mumbling. Most ignored their tales, yet uneasiness persisted. Mrs. Hawkins said her boarder, Bones, had once sailed with Flint, and that his companions had lately sought him in the Benbow where he had been living for months. Bones lay dead, she said, where he dropped in the middle of the parlor after a visit from a blind beggar called Pew. Now the rest of the gang were due back at the inn at ten o’clock. She feared for her life and her son’s. She looked around desperately at the villagers.
			

			
				“You must stay here, then,” counseled one man. But Mrs. Hawkins stayed adamant that she and Jim must go back to the inn.
			

			
				“I am owed for board and room from that man,” she said, “and I intend to get what mine before it’s taken by his companions. Bones feared them for as he lay dying, he urged me to get Dr. Livesly.”
			

			
				The men talked among themselves. Livesly, a good doctor who lived some distance away, held a trove of lawful arms, and in absence of a garrison nearby, served as magistrate, or sheriff.
			

			
				And she started upon a tale of woe, about her being late a widow, of Mr. Hawkins’ death, and Bone’s own declining health, that had taken a toll upon her and her son for they cared for him as he increasingly grew more feeble.
			

			
				Jim, for his part, had stayed silent, letting his mother tell her story. But he was anxious, I saw, as he tugged at her sleeve, urgently.
			

			
				“What I need from you,” she said, looking at the faces of each man, “is your protection. A few of you need to accompany us back to the inn before the gang returns at ten. I think, now, it is close to seven o’clock, so we have ample time.”
			

			
				As the inn was several hundred yards away, around the cove, backed by a rugged, steep hill, and over a creek bridge, it was not a long haul. But I was surprised by the unease of the crowd, who had first downplayed her pirate tale, but it seems, as she more coherently explained it, including Bones and a crew of genuine, honest-to-God pirates who actually sailed with Flint, she gained credibility. The honest townsfolk boasted no heroes among them; one after another declined the offer to go with the widow and her son back to the now cursed inn.
			

			
				“If none of the rest of you dare, Jim and I dare,” she stated, eyes flashing. She thrust out her small jaw defiantly. “Back we will go, the way we came, and small thanks to you, you big, hulking, chicken-hearted men. We’ll have that chest open if we die for it.”
			

			
				The men slunk back, eyes on the ground. She turned to one of the women.
			

			
				“And I’ll thank you for that bag, Mrs. Crossley, to bring back our lawful money in.”
			

			
				Mrs. Crossley meekly surrendered a stoutly stitched provision bag, that in her haste, she had grabbed instead of her shawl when she ran out the door earlier. Mrs. Hawkins took the bag and turned to face the crowd of mostly men. Finally, one man stepped forward and addressed Jim.
			

			
				“At least take a firearm,” he said, reaching in his greatcoat for an ancient pistol. He searched the young face before him. “Can you use it, son?”
			

			
				“I’m a good shot,” Jim said, raising his shoulders to make himself taller, “a very good shot for game. I’m not afraid to use it for bigger things.”
			

			
				He took hold of the pistol, easily handling its heft and squinted an eye down its barrel, a bit futilely I thought as he could barely see in the spotty firelight. He put the pistol in his pocket with a casual air. Like his mum, he had a defiant thrust of his jaw. Only those who stood close to him might have noticed a slight trembling of his hand. I saw it, and though I was about the same age, I felt a surge of pity for him. I had heard such grisly tales of pirates that I shrunk inside myself, glad I had a snug dark nest in the lofts to return to, and a quilt to throw over my head. A deep thrill of horror ran through my veins, imagining the scene if those two were trapped by the cutthroats rampaging through the lonely inn.
			

			
				Before I could finish that thought, my new master turned to me, volunteering me to fetch Dr. Livesly for armed assistance. Me, who hardly could ride a horse! Others promised Mrs. Hawkins that horses would be saddled and readied, in case of attack. Of course, the question of just who would be attacked was on the lips of the Hawkins, who justly concluded the saddled horses would aid their owners to escape a pirate invasion of the town if it came to that, and woe to the fate of everyone else.
			

			
				My master and I left for the stable. In a matter of minutes, I was mounted upon a sleepy mare, who grumpily ignored the dig of my bare heels upon her broadsides in clomping down the rain-rutted highway. Halfway to the doctor’s, I met a group of riders, revenue officers led by an Inspector Dance, and told them of the imminent attack on the Benbow. It seems that Dance had been informed of a pirate-manned lugger moored in Kitt’s Hole, and he and his men were on the way to confiscate the lot. And in good time, it was, for, as it turned out, Flint’s crew had not waited until ten, but, like the treacherous lying lot they were, descended upon the inn, armed to the teeth, ransacking and pillaging up the stairs until they come to Bones’ room and found the sea chest. But they had been outsmarted by the widow; she and Jim had bravely made their way back to the inn and searched the sea chest for the coin they were owed. No more, no less, Mrs. Hawkins insisted, and they wasted precious time counting out the mishmash of foreign coins until Jim impatiently steered her out the inn, and down the stairs, Mrs. Crossley’s linen bag splitting its seams, dribbling doubloons and the like. A terrible set-to ensued when the pirates arrived; Jim and his mother just escaped by minutes, him dragging his mother whose remarkable courage finally deserted her and she had fainted, to a sheltered spot underneath the wooden bridge, while above them on the road, the thugs quarreled amongst themselves. Then a cannon shot burst from the sea, relaying that the rig was waiting off the rocks below the Benbow, urging them to haste. And dangerous urgency there was for Dance, and his agents had arrived and were now descending upon them from the hill. They scattered like “cockroaches” according to Dance, and in the melee, left the blind pirate, name of Pew, whirling in confusion in the middle of the road, and to be trampled by the horses. In the confusion, his compatriots got to their ship and disappeared into the coastal fog, probably to a hidden cove on the Welsh coast.
			

			
				And so, as far as that story went, the widow Hawkins got herself repaid for Captain Bones’ debt, and Jim joined Dr. Livesly and Squire Trelawny for another adventure, of which he has written a lively account. But before Jim left, he and I met for the second time, the first being of no real account for he scarcely remembered me astride a horse leading Supervisor Dance and the revenuers back to the Benbow—in short, the lad that rescued him and his mum.
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				The widow Hawkins, with her money and the abashed help of some of the hamlet, reopened the Admiral Benbow Inn. When it had been thriving under the care of Mr. Hawkins, the inn had catered to sailors who needed food, drink, and sometimes provoked Mr. Hawkins to throw the rowdies out by the seat of their trousers. Mostly, though, families gathered, travelers on stagecoaches on the nearby highway, soldiers, and assorted merchants, tinkers, a bit of all of England, a busy place in 1721, what with wars, and such. I would watch the great merchant ships, the schooners, the brigantines and barques on their way to Bristol to get outfitted for the next voyage to Africa and the Indies. Some of the ships were slavers, so-called because they carried captured men and women to the colonies to be cruelly used as free laborers on great plantations; when emptied, they would bring back cotton, sugar, tobacco that were greatly desired in England.
			

			
				I must say that most people ignored the vice of slavery, living as they did away from the city of Bristol; they benefitted from the extra trade it brought. But it was hard to ignore some of the tales of misery of enslaved human beings. One overnight visitor told of having once peered inside a ship when he was in Bristol on business, and in the lower holds, there were tiny cupboards just long and wide enough to fit a person inside. So they were stacked, like luckless peas in a pod, with some ships carrying up to 500 people, tucked inside the ship’s bowels, with hardly any air or food. Occasionally a sailor on one of these ships would board at the Benbow and after bowls of rum loosened his tongue he would tell of the cries and shrieks of people below and how him and the crew would plug their ears with wads of tar, like Ulysses’ sailors did against the Sirens, to muffle the cries. Many sailors had their own families at home and could not help but be reminded of them, even though their captains tried to stomp their compassion out of them. Thus flogged, they were like any unfortunate native who fell afoul of rules and tried to throw himself overboard. Drowning was preferable to death in the black hole of the ship.
			

			
				The inn had struggled to stay open during the illnesses of Mr. Hawkins and the sojourn of Captain Bones, who cast a dismal pall upon the dining room when he dined there, wiping his mouth with his sleeve and loudly cursing if his dinner was late, and glaring evilly at newcomers, hastening their departure. The villagers, mostly a goodly lot but with a few who gossiped, delighted in besmirching the reputation of that good inn, named for the great naval hero, Admiral Benbow.
			

			
				But after the scattering of the pirates, that night and the death of Bones, the hullabaloo in the village died down, and as I said, the inn re-opened for business. It was soon rumored the widow needed a replacement for Jim, who soon would be a-sail on a mysterious mission with the squire and the doctor. I liked my job at the stables, but the ostler was often drunk, and I received some blows. He would apologize the next morning, his lower lip trembling, his veiny nose glowing bright red, a good sort but weak. Thinking a change would do me good, I scrubbed my face one morning and set off down the road to the Benbow.
			

			
				When I entered, a few patrons sat around tables that had been cleared of breakfast things, sipping cups of black tea and smoking pipes of good Virginny tobacco. Mrs. Hawkins was behind the bar and nodded at me friendly-like. I was beginning to feel at ease when Jim walked in from the parlor dragging a broom behind. He shot me a dark look and with a show of great busyness began sweeping the bare boards, raising such a cloud of dust that the widow cried out for him to cease for he was upsetting the customers.
			

			
				“Hello,” Mrs. Hawkins now rounded the bar and stood before me, a pleasant smile on her lips. “Might you be interested in working for me? You seem familiar of a sort.”
			

			
				I replied that I was from the hamlet’s horse stable, but that I had known house and kitchen work. She seemed satisfied but said that the decision must be left up to her son, Jim. Jim was by the open door, sweeping onto the sands the residue of bar grime, mostly pipe ashes, and boot scrapings. I approached him and extended my hand. He nodded curtly and then put out his own. After that handshake, we could look into each other’s eyes boldly, assessing one’s word and worth.
			

			
				“You can’t be afraid of hard work,” he said, jerking his head backwards to the interior. “Mother needs help upstairs with the beds and in the kitchen. And you must learn how to work the taps behind the bar.” He paused and ran his eyes up and down my ragged shirt and patched pants. “You need to serve meals, too, and learn how to pass plates and wipe up spilt ale from the tabletops. And, you need to learn a little polite language, like yes sir, yes ma’am, and pardon or pardone-moi.”
			

			
				He uttered the last term in the French way and waited, silent, for me to digest all this with proper awe. I assured him that I expected these duties, having learnt some manners with the old couple who had adopted me. Satisfied, he showed me around upstairs first, and then to the parlor and the kitchen, now stacked with soiled morning plate and cutlery. He was a proud one, Jim Hawkins, and I envied him for the adventure he was about to make, a voyage of several months, I heard, to the Indies. But beneath his prideful stance, I thought I heard a little tremble in the voice, like the tremble in his hand I saw when he held the pistol the night, he decided to return to the pirate-plagued inn. There was a closeness between Jim and his mum that I could hear in the way she spoke to him and he answered her, in the respectful way he held himself when letting her go before him in the doorway and other things. I suppose at that moment when I bid farewell to the both of them, standing at the threshold of the old Benbow, her arm around her son, that I felt more emotion, close to love, for them than anyone else I had known in my short life.
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				After Jim left, the days got shorter and colder. Me and Jim’s mother worked our fingers to the bone just trying to keep the inn afloat. In that weather, few travelers sought out the lodgings, being an out-of-the-way place to walk to in bad weather and instead stayed at the coach inn. With little money coming in, an extra woman was let go, and I was both cook, bottle washer, and charwoman, sloshing the tracked-in mud with soapy water, sweeping the rooms, making the beds, and keeping an eye on the kitchen kettles, doing everything Jim had done, plus more.
			

			
				More and more, the ships would pass by, great towering man-o’-wars, frigates bristling with guns. Although the great sea battles with Napoleon were still to come, England and France still jockeyed for command of the seas. The West Indies were a term on many tongues, which meant nothing to me. I knew bare little about geography, although the inn had a fanciful sort of map on one wall filled with scribbles and shapes and mermaids and fish dangling down the borders. In the center was a blot that the Mrs. Hawkins said was where we lived, England, and another little blot that was supposed to be Ireland. Around these blots were bigger shapes, Africa, where we kidnapped its inhabitants, and then a huge shape for the rest of the world. Mrs. Hawkins occasionally received letters from the Hispaniola, the ship Squire Trelawny bought and outfitted, delivered by a fast cutter that picked up mail for England from ships at sea. She would point out on the map the tiny specks that constituted the West Indies, a group of islands westward of the big bulge in Africa. From the letters, Jim gave no indication of his exact destination. But by now, his secret was just about known to everyone, for the Squire notoriously could not keep a secret. Jim, Dr. Livesly, and the squire were after buried treasure, drawn and mapped on a piece of oilskin found in Captain Bones’ sea chest. At night in bed, my head danced with visions of gold coins spilling down from the heavens. I began to envy Jim’s bold adventure with all my being.
			

			
				One evening Mrs. Hawkins and I sat by the fire, listening to the wind howl outside. The widow knitting something and I reading a months-old gazette, she turned to me, her brown eyes swimming with mist.
			

			
				“Jonah, I must confess to you I am not able to keep the Benbow going much longer.” She bent her head over the knitting, and I saw a tear splash onto the yarn. “Even with the pirate’s money to pay the bills, it’s not enough to make a living.”
			

			
				Perhaps she regretted her decision to take only the coin owed to her by Bones. The rest of the gold had spilt upon the road the night of the battle between the pirates and Dance’s revenue men. In the darkness, it was scattered and spun by the wind onto the sands, and there it stayed buried until a lucky child might accidentally dig it up with his little spade some summer’s day.
			

			
				She stood up abruptly, letting the yarn drop to the rug, Pacing the parlor she talked, mainly to herself than what to me, as if to convince herself of the rightness of her decision. In short, the widow had a sister, older and sickly, who needed her. She would close the inn indefinitely. When Jim returned, laden with treasure, she could turn the Benbow over to him. Her conscience was bothering her, about me, she said. I had a start over that because I never ever had anyone worry a thought about me, ever.
			

			
				“Jonah,” she said, and stopped her pacing, “it is not right to turn you out. You have no job to go to unless it’s back to the stables. I plucked you out, and now it tugs upon my mind to find a place for you.”
			

			
				It seems as though I replied something like this, assuring her that I had my mind set upon some traveling of my own. I had saved some coins during the months I was there. And that was true; my dreams had coalesced, ripened into action. I would take the road toward the city, a great nautical hub, and seek my fortune. I added staunchly that I would have remained at the inn forever, without pay, just to repay the goodness of the widow and for my respect for Jim. I was neared to being grown-up now, I figured, on to a man, I could think about a future in a vast world I could hardly imagine. I packed a small sack of possessions, my coin, which was more considerable since the widow added to it, an oyster-shucking knife, a hunk of bread and a large chunk of cheese and set off one morning headed to the big city: Bristol.
			

			
				 
			

			
				• 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Bristol, what a city! Even now, thinking of it stirs my old bones. It’s changed now, of course, it’s been fifty or more years since I last set eyes on it, and that was in its rip-roaring days as a rival to the great ports of the world. The city sat at the confluence of two rivers – the Avon and the Frome - –nland a bit, so it was attractive to both the sea-bound ships and the inland boats, mostly flat-bottomed craft carrying merchandise from the north.
			

			
				I walked along the river banks bordering the road to Bristol, a trek of several days, for I weren’t in no particular hurry, observing the carriages and wagons, and lone horsemen, none kind enough to give me a ride, nor did I go out of my way to ask for one. I passed the village of Pill, home to pilots waiting for the tide. Pilots guided the great ships up the winding Avon for they knew every twist of the great river. Pill was a rough place, full of pubs and loud, boisterous sailors, a lot of fighting and drunk talk. I did not dare to stop my journey, for I was embracing the freedom from a long drudgery of greasy pots and tater peelings, and slops, and freezing mornings stoking fires. I was heady with excitement. I took the footpath above the Avon that rose onto the high cliffs that flanked the Avon Gorge. In the evenings, I would make me a cozy bed in the brush overlooking the Avon, using my old quilt for a pillow. This was the one I clung to through infancy, the one I was wrapped in, deep in my sea-chest cradle, the one I hoped was stitched by my mother’s loving fingers. Just touching the quilt, my thoughts would fill up with speculations, as to where I had sprung from. I had black coarse hair, straight as a broom’s twigs, that I wore long, tied in back with a string; my eyes were colored like the sea, a greeny-blue. No one said I was handsome, and most called me foreign-looking, like an offshoot from native stock with a graft from some foreign tree. I knew I looked not like the village people with their pale skin and light hair; with my odd looks I was picked on by older children during my short time in school, so I chose to defend myself with honorably with my fists. Many days I sat by myself in a corner of the schoolhouse, sometimes crowned with a dunce hat, for spite by the schoolmaster, for I did my lessons well. But it made the schoolmaster popular with the ragtag band of mean students and with their parents. I cherished my quilt; it was no Its tattered, faded cloth was proof that I had a past and a name, and someone had loved me.
			

			
				In the dying light of dusk when the peregrine falcons and jackdaws returned to their nests in the pitted sides of sandstone cliffs, amid the swarming of black mites and chortling of night birds, I watched the inrush of the ocean tides filling the river, swelling its banks. I never tired of watching the procession of ships, brigs, sloops, warships, and other assorted craft, both large and small, that sailed below me, light as petals on the wind, pushed by the rising seas that flooded into the river, guided by the river pilots from Pill.
			

			
				But in the morning when the tides, regular as the moon’s moods that brought the ships into the river, ebbed, I saw those same vessels marooned in the slime and mud on the river’s bottom, helpless like beached whales, until the next tide flooded in. Tiny men paced the decks and sat idle in the rigging for sometimes it took up to a week to reach the Bristol docks. They seemed very brave for at the river’s bend where the gorge steeply rose like a pagan god’s head, lay the skeletons of wind-tossed ships that had sunk on its rocky shoulders.
			

			
				Cargo-heavy ships leaving Bristol needed the same tides to pull them out to sea; prudently, most captains hired teams of mules or oxen, positioned on either river bank, to haul their ships back to the sea. If the ship was large such as a three-masted barque, a slew of small boats aided in the pulling of it safely around the treacherous twisting of the canyons and thence out to the open sea. Still, many ships tried it on their own. The remains of timbers and hulls poking out of shallow waters testified to that.
			

			
				I could smell Bristol before I came upon it. A miasma of odors rose up in a greyish cloud that assailed my nostrils: stinking fish, the spicy fragrances of cinnamon, the sugary sweetness of rum, the acrid mixture of tar, sweat, hemp, tobacco smoke, animal and human waste, fog, and above all the reek of the muddy Avon. Bristol in the distance tolerated this cloud: it emanated from hundreds of busy factories and was visible proof of its astounding wealth.
			

			
				The path began to descend, its grassy cover mashed down by the heavy boots of many walkers. At the bend of the river and the edge of Bristol, another river, the Frome, joined the Avon in its path to the sea. I saw that the citizens had carved out homes and businesses and shipping wharves into red sandstone cliffs on either side of the Avon. Beyond those cliffs, the city rose upward, new homes rising upon the steep hillsides well away from the choking smoke of riverside factories. The wealthy merchants lived there in terraced, tall red brick homes that looked down upon a more pleasant aspect of the Frome. Steps carved into the face of the cliff made for quick access to the wharves and shipping activity at the river’s edge.
			

			
				The footpath merged with the main carriage road again, its dirt banks now littered with the scraps and rags that accumulate with too many people living in crowded houses without good air to breathe, unlike those wealthy families living above the cliffs. I was entering the outskirts of Bristol, into a bustling village called Redcliffe of factory workers.
			

			
				Not far from the road, I spotted great cones, shaped like beehives and heated within by red-hot furnaces, spewing smoke and heat and producing glass for bottles and windows. Sweating men kept feeding this cone and others with buckets of sand, dug with pickaxe and shovel from the sides of the red sandstone and then crushed. The red cliffs above the village were pitted with caves created by this army of diggers. Further on I passed an open factory of dyes with men and women, even children, mixing colors in huge vats and laying out on lines the drying fabrics, the fumes stinking and burning to the eye, so noxious that workers attended the stirring of the vats in shifts to prevent inhaling the odors for more than a few minutes. Smoke from potteries and glass factories mixed with the sweet smell of sugar and molasses for rum, the cane imported from the West Indies.
			

			
				These workers lived in crowded tenements, up to five stories high, timber-framed in the old style with gabled roofs and casement windows that protruded onto the busy walkways. On both sides of the river, these tall buildings housed the merchant stores on the bottom, and storehouses and families occupied the upper floors. I looked up to see laundry lines hanging from third and fourth story windows. These lines crisscrossed the narrow aperture of sky above me, now much diminished by these tall buildings on both sides of the road. Dirty children darted about the street, horsemen vied with carriages, carts and drays plowed up dust and left their horses’ steaming droppings for passersby to step in.
			

			
				This frenzied building continued, sprawling down to the Bristol Bridge and did not stop there; these skyscrapers containing families, pubs, and boarding houses occupied both sides of the stone bridge and spilled down to the banks of the Avon where merchants and factory owners carved out cliffside storage areas.
			

			
				I pushed my way through the crowds entering the Bristol bridge. Once inside, I found it dark, noisy, narrow, and dangerous. Sweating bodies crowded up behind and before me, pushing, shoving. I felt strange hands pass over me, and I feared that a ruffian could easily overtake me, and no one would notice. Horses and carriages mingled with the crowds, their riders and drivers showing little regard for pedestrians, plunging blindly into the darkness. We pressed against the buildings and prayed not to be trampled. Near the middle of the long bridge, tiny bits of sky filtered through, and candle-lit shop windows enticed many to loiter and impede traffic. I had no interest now in sight-seeing, for I was in a panic to get off, fearful of losing direction. When I finally emerged into the sunlight, however, I paused, turned around, and took in the magnificent sight of scores of ships, all sizes, and shapes, that finally made it up the river. Nearing the bridge, they took down their tall masts and inched under the arches that supported the bridge. Crewmen stationed on deck pushed against the stone with long poles to keep the ship from scraping its sides. Once through that obstacle, smaller boats pulled them into wharf areas to unload their cargoes. Or they sank in the mud. More of that later.
			

			
				My plan was to browse the embankments and numerous docks. English kings centuries earlier wanted more land around their walled city, so they dug a new channel for the Frome River, adding acres of land and a larger harbor. This was very profitable for them because Bristol became a large shipping center attracting business from London and the new colonies. I felt I could find work at any of these wharves.
			

			
				Confidently, I approached a busy loading area where men stripped to the waist shouted at each other in many tongues, mostly English, thick with foreign terms like athwart, halyard, trim, words that I would soon use as naturally as the saltiest old seadog. But for me, then, it was all mayhem. I just watched them moving hither and thither, pushing, rolling, hauling the merchandise in sturdy barrels, crates, linen-wrapped bundles, baskets, boxes of tins, or packets redolent of spices, teas, coffees, tobaccos, or stinking of raw animal hides, or rattling with straw-packed porcelain. Dockside booms lifted these and swung them out to shipside into waiting holds. I had already noted ships stuck in the mud of the gorge Avon. Here these ships met the same fate. Caught in retreating tides, a ship could find itself stuck in muck far from dock, so men carried supplies on their shoulders or by pushcarts to be winched in by the ship’s capstans. To prevent the men sinking into waist-deep mud, the ship owners had laid down a moveable chain-linked bridge of wooden planks across the slimy river bottom right up to the stranded ship. These vessels needed sturdy hulls, or they would crack under the great stress of settling into the mud. If a ship was “Bristol built” it was sturdily constructed.
			

			
				I watched the sailors who remained on these crippled ships straddle the leaning masts, grasping the handles of tar buckets between their teeth and brushing the poles black; others gingerly maneuvered the steep slant of the deck to tighten cables. Some hung by the waist from ropes to reach the sides of the ship, scraping the hull of worms or barnacles. This was not universal practice I realized for many of these ships sadly lacked upkeep. But when I saw boys my own age or younger, running about the ships, I took heart seeing them thus employed thinking there might be a berth for me on one of these vessels.
			

			
				Like many English lads, I had a romantic idea of life on the sea, which was formed by sea legends and tall tales spun by braggarts and hungry writers. I was fond of the story of Sir Walter Raleigh and his ship the Ark Royal that sailed under Good Queen Bess’s protection, battling the cursed Spanish and opening the New World for English trade. For me, the term buccaneer glittered with adventure, making my young heart beat faster, setting my brain a-spinning with the tales of their swift deadly raids upon the slow, bottom-heavy armadas crammed with Incan gold. The best of these men brought the treasure home for all of England to enjoy. Or so it was said. There were others, but their unsavory reputations tainted whatever good they may have done. Now good people called all of them Pirates. When they lost protection of the Queen, they resorted to preying on all ships, including British merchant ships, and kept the loot for themselves.
			

			
				In Bristol at this time, there were still some ship captains who claimed this romantic title of buccaneer, docking alongside the merchantmen, looking to pick up a good crew and the latest gossip. Most businessmen disliked them for they took the best sailors who could earn more in raiding Spanish galleons filled with gold and taking a cut than by working legitimate cargo on a leaky ship and brutal captain.
			

			
				I eagerly read the posters that plastered the sides of shops and doors of pubs. Each poster promised a good berth and a share of vast riches of Spanish doubloons, hinting that gold pieces might be picked up just about anywhere on these foreign ships. Most disturbing, I read posters about men, women, and children, stolen from Africa and for sale as slaves. I had seen some of these Africans in livery and white wigs, servants to the very rich, on their errands. These must have been more fortunate than the others, who were bought for the hard labor the dockside lazy white layabouts -––runkards, thieves, ex-sailors –- disdained.
			

			
				Whipping up my courage, I decided to approach a man who had paused in his labors, wiping the sweat from his brow.
			

			
				“Beg pardon, sir, might ye tell me where a lad could find employment?” I began timidly.
			

			
				He looked down upon me as if I were a pebble on a footpath and needed a swift kick to clear the way.
			

			
				“Har, har!” the man roared. “Ye young pup! A strong wind would blow ye clean away!” He gestured vaguely to a group of rough-looking men lounging in front of a pub. “G’wan, ask those slackers if they need another hand in their thievery!”
			

			
				This was not an encouraging beginning for my career, I decided, and swiftly turned heel and scampered away.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter 4
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The remainder of my first (and last!) Bristol day, I just wandering around its narrow streets and alleys like any ignorant visitor, seeing the sights; there were many, for Bristol was a great trading center, trading dyed wool for Spanish port and sherry and importing cotton and tobacco from the colonies in exchange for printed textiles, pottery, and glass. Sugar was processed here from the West Indies, a first stop before the molasses was shipped to London. I pressed my nose against lead-paned windows jammed with glassware, porcelain china, fat bolts of patterned Indian silks and cotton, and, in ships’ chandlers, humbler offerings such as hand pumps, tallow, and marlinspikes. Men and women of every class jostled through the narrow byways of Wine Street so named for shops stocking crated bottles of fine Spanish and French wines. Women held their skirts up to avoid the open sewers coursing down the way to the sea and their bonnets secure as stiff breezes shot through gaps between the buildings.
			

			
				Broad Street was the main thoroughfare, leading up from the bridge to the ancient crumbling castle wall. Bristol had been a castle city with strong walls, but now they were crumbling, and new buildings just popped out beyond these ancient barriers. When I stepped out to cross the street, I was nearly hit by a fast-moving carriage, driven by a bored coachman whose whiskered passenger exhorted him to drive faster. The city traffic was so thick here with so many horse riders, phaetons, chariots, sedan chairs, hacks, drays, and carts that it took my breath away. These vehicles mingled merrily with the street people, the pie-merchants, the fruit sellers, basket makers, fish-wives, and flower vendors, women, and children, mostly, who were quick on their feet and saucy, calling out to the passers-by with cheeky comments, who were quick to toss back insults.
			

			
				All this dazzled me, a village boy whose idea of a crowd consisted of ten people. I could scarcely breathe in these close quarters and clung to the wooden sides of the shops for safety. The enormity of my task ahead- to find employment- terrified me for I doubted if I could find my way back to the quays, or even find my tongue to ask once again a burly, sullen seaman a question. I soon found myself swept up with the crowds, climbing as the street began to wind and twist upward following the contours of the hilly city.
			

			
				Still up and up I walked, caught up in the crowds that seemed to move with purpose, but I stopped at one merchant’s shop and eyed the jars and bottles lining the display case. I had never seen such an array of goods. We had nothing like it in my small village; people there travelled to Bristol once a year, for leather to repair harnesses or buy iron implements. Most of us just made do with little, nor did we mourn the loss of these riches. I imagined the snorts of indignation from Mrs. Crossley and the Widow Hawkins at the sinfulness of this abundance. Every good wife wove her wool or linen on a parlor loom; yet I wondered if even they could resist these cheerful, patterned fabric from India called calico sold in these shops.
			

			
				At the very top of this high street that terminated at the edge of a cliff, I could look down upon the river Frome that encircled Bristol on its northern side. Citizens long ago decided to re-direct it, moving its course to enlarge the area for a growing city. The great bridge was built to mark where the two rivers once converged. This side of Bristol was as busy as the other with more loading docks and waiting ships. Flat-bottomed boats, called trows, swarmed around these ships, like schools of hungry fish. These boats sailed the interior canals, some direct from London; all wanted to load Bristol merchandise and take it thither. All this made Bristol a rich city, indeed, marked with mansions where merchants lived, with streets and coin named after Guinea, a place in Africa that had enriched them.
			

			
				Satisfied, I felt I had sorted out the muddle I encountered earlier in the day. I formed in my mind a rough map where the city of Bristol sat on a hilly lump surrounded by two rivers and crumbling castle walls. With a measure of confidence, I made my way down the steep streets into the heart of the city, my hunger gnawing at me, for I had long eaten my hearty sandwiches of bread and cheese that the good widow made for me. I walked in the direction of the quays, lured by the savory odors of fried fish, but when I stopped to peer in the glass of a bakery’s pastries, I made a fateful error.
			

			
				Lured by the delectable odors of fried meats and sweet pastries, I left Broad Street far behind and walked onto side streets that seemed to shrink in width as I proceeded further, far into the city’s dark, medieval center. Candles in store windows dimly lit the duskiness of the coming evening, luring me onwards until I found myself in a thoroughly disagreeable, stinking alleyway, littered with broken bottles, dried vomit, and other detestable sights. The shops and taverns in this area attracted a host of the lowest and deadliest kind of vicious animal—man. The only light came from the cracks in the boarded windows and under the thresholds of roughly-built doors. Suddenly a door flung open, and a man reeled out and sprawled on the ground. A large man stood in the doorway, his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbow. “Damn your hide, you sniveling cur!” he roared and slammed the door behind him. The man lay still on the ground. I hesitated. Should I step over him and go my way? I bent down and heard his deep labored breathing and smelt the stench of spirits. Satisfied he would live, I picked my way through the alley, eying standing couples busy with love-making, the woman pressed against the wall and the man nuzzling her neck, both moaning like wounded animals.
			

			
				Finally, the alley opened up into the lower river, an area of cobbled streets next to muddy embankments. The darkness drew a crowd of tourists, businessmen, loose women, and seamen, who milled aimlessly up and down the street. But I was happy to be back to the river; it stank of mud, decay, shit, and discolored by dye residue, but all the same, it pleased me. I stood and inhaled deeply then plunged into the crowds. The river frontage was lined with taverns of every description, their painted names beckoning of the delights within such as gambling, cock-fighting, women, sumptuous foods, or rum, newly minted from Bristol’s sugar factories. The partakers of these promised delights, now sated, came out to take the air. They lounged or squatted in front of the establishment and continued smoking, gambling, or quarreling: some half-mad, mumbling or shouting obscenities, or groping disheveled drunken women, who cursed and drank as good as the men. I was repulsed, scared, fascinated, but mostly propelled by the enormity of my hunger. Light-headed, I paused before one establishment, sniffing the air but smelling nothing but spirits and tobacco, I continued on. I passed The Llandoger Trow, a white-washed and timbered tavern. One glance inside convinced me not to enter; its smokey interior dimly revealed a crowd of unsavory characters seated at a long table, and at its head sat a heavy black-bearded man wearing a big feathered tricorn. An armory of knives, swords, and pistols was stacked in the middle of the table – a prudent practice in that drunken scene. They swung their mugs of ale into a salute to this man, whose dark looks called to my mind a savage black wolf. I later found out that was a haunt of the notorious Edward Teach, that pirate called Blackbeard, whose career ended when the Royal Navy lopped off his head and mounted it on their warship’s prow. Some of the popular inns had been built on or abutted the red cliffs, and pirates and criminals, as well as merchants, regularly carved out escape routes and extra storage rooms from the soft rock of the inns’ floors. Teach, and others found it easy to evade capture by using these hidden passageways.
			

			
				Finally, the aroma of roasting beef broke its way through the smoke and rum of dockside and assaulted my nose. I stopped before the entryway of one hole of a tavern called The Mouse. As I approached the threshold, my hand about to push open the door, a boot shot out of nowhere, tripped me, and I fell flat upon my face. Everything spun for a moment before I hit the ground full weight. Stunned, I tried to rise but fell back. An arm reached down to assist me to my feet. I looked up to see a person of my size and about my age with freckled skin and carroty-orange hair that peeked from under a battered tricorn. He looked like a miniature fancy man, for he wore patched knee breeches, a yellowed linen shirt fronted with limp ragged lace, a waistcoat of indeterminate materials, an insect-gnawed velvet frockcoat that hung to his ankles. But it wore this suit with dignity, with the ease of a young man born of the manor.
			

			
				After he had helped me to my feet, he made a show of dusting my backside off, helpful-like.
			

			
				“Hey, Mate, sorry about that. Got to watch yer step,” he said, showing his big yellow rabbit teeth in a grin.
			

			
				My heart beat fast. I pondered a response. Should I question him, have him deny that he did that deliberately to make me stumble, or should I ignore it? I decided to be as casual as I could, and leant against that same wall, and gave him a pleasant, not afraid eye, and hove a great sigh.
			

			
				“If a man has thirst, this looks like a goodly place,” I said evenly although my heart quaked. I had been raised peaceful and had never suffered an assault on my person, except by the ostler, and was just beginning to understand the world.
			

			
				The boy deigned not to look at me. Instead, his tea-colored eyes looked out over the great river and waiting ships, a confusing thicket of masts swallowed up by the low black
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