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To the late John Cawte Beaglehole OM CMG of New Zealand, the historian to whom all who attempt to tell the story of James Cook will be most indebted.

And to my late friend, Professor John Molony of Australia who, not long before he died at the age of 91, encouraged me down the path of writing this book, and gave me wise counsel as to how to do it.
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James Cook is a hard as well as an easy man to talk about, and character studies have an evil propensity to degenerate into hypothesis. Everybody knows Cook’s name; yet, I have always felt, extraordinarily little is known about him. He is an exceptionally difficult man to get inside. Certainly he was a great man . . . The more I dig . . . the more I am convinced of the stature of his genius.1

James Cook’s defining biographer, J.C. Beaglehole, 1956

He was, to begin with, over six feet high, thin and spare; his head was small; his forehead was broad; his hair was of a dark brown; rolled back and tied behind in the fashion of the time; his nose was long and straight; his nostrils clear and finely cut; his cheekbones were high – a feature which illustrated his Scotch descent; his eyes were brown and small, but well set, quick, and piercing; his eyebrows were large and bushy; his chin was round and full; his mouth firmly set; his face long. It is an austere face, but striking. One thinks, perhaps wrongly, that without having been told whose face this is, in the portrait, we might know it is the face of a man remarkable for patience, resolution, perseverance, and indomitable courage. The portraits of naval worthies are sometimes disappointing . . . That of James Cook satisfies. It is a face worthy of the navigator. Such was the appearance of the man: tall, thin, grave . . .2

A description of James Cook by his second
biographer, Sir Walter Besant, 1890


INTRODUCTION

In its first conception, the plan for this book was relatively simple and it came from my wife, Lisa Wilkinson.

‘Captain Cook,’ she noted to me in mid-2017, ‘is the most mythological figure in Australian history, the one most constantly raised through the ages, and yet none of us really have a feel for the man himself. Who was he? What was he like? You should do a book and try to find out.’

Yes, dear.

But I really took her point, particularly with the focus on Cook growing as the 250th anniversary of his landing at Botany Bay approaches. He really is the most iconic figure in these parts since, well, since his arrival – with perhaps only Ned Kelly to argue the toss – and I had previously noted the ubiquity of Captain Cook in my own first studies of Australian history while at Peats Ridge Public School in the latter part of the 1960s. That man was everywhere, in every account from the so-called ‘beginning’ of Australian history.

(I know, but we’ll get to that.)

I wrote in my childhood memoirs, A Simpler Time: ‘In fact, in all of the history lessons, I don’t recall anyone else at all, bar the good Cap’n, being present in the saga. It was almost as if after sailing the Endeavour across the Seven Seas, one morning Captain Cook in the crow’s nest shouted “Land Ho!” to Captain Cook on the bridge, who had in turn shouted to a dozen Captain Cooks on the deck to heave-ho, me hearties, haul on the ropes, trim the main-sails, and Nor’ by Nor’west let’s bring her round into Botany Bay, singing too-ra-li-oo-ra-li-atterly, singing too-ra-li-oo-ra-li-ay. Or something like that.’

Or something like that, indeed.

But who was he? What formed him, ignited his passion, what made him laugh, cry, sing? Who was the man behind the monument? Of course he was all the rage when Imperialism and Colonialism were regarded as a very good thing, only for his popularity to plummet when the Empire struck back and Cook came to be regarded as one of the prime instruments of imperial invasion. But who really was the actual person behind the misunderstood, misremembered and mythologised man so many have come to know, love and, in recent times . . . sniff unpleasantly at?

One way or another, though, I wanted to get to the bottom of how the humble James Cook – who must have come from somewhere, I guess – became the iconic ‘Captain Cook’ I’d heard so much about; how that first remarkable voyage encompassing Tahiti, New Zealand and Australia transformed him from a man into a legend, and to see if I could breathe life into that man again in these pages.

Clearly, it was not going to be easy to find the man himself. Nearing the end of his life, the master writer and historian John Cawte Beaglehole OM CMG confessed to the difficulty of getting to the core of this blurry legend.

‘Searching around, as I do, for the man,’ he noted with an air of resignation in 1969, ‘some leading characteristic, some not very secret spring, I light on . . . stubbornness.’1

I concur! It just wasn’t stubbornness of the expressive variety. My reckoning is that, even as a child, if James Cook had badly stubbed his toe he would have been unlikely to cry out. And even as a sea-captain, and then legendary English figure, so buttoned-down was his nature that precious few utterances of any real interest made it into the diaries and letters of his contemporaries – at least not from the first of his three major voyages, which is the one that interested me.

Even James Boswell, the great British diarist and chronicler of his times, a dragnet for people and quotes of interest in the latter part of the 1700s, noted that he simply found Cook, ‘a plain, sensible man with an uncommon attention to veracity . . . I talked a great deal with him today as he was very obliging and communicative. He seemed to have no desire to make people stare, and being a man of good steady moral principles as I thought, did not try to make theories out of what he had seen to confound virtue and vice.’2

Cook not only understated things, he barely stated anything at all. The world would prove to be his oyster, but he left behind barely any quotable pearls of wisdom.

The brilliant writer Fanny Burney also met Cook, and was equally underwhelmed at his conversation, albeit with a rider. Here she is at a dinner party with Cook after the return of the Endeavour from Southern climes: ‘This truly great man appeared to be full of sense and thought; well-mannered, and perfectly unpretending; but studiously wrapped up in his own purposes and pursuits; and apparently under a pressure of mental fatigue when called upon to speak, or stimulated to deliberate, on any other.’3

And yet when Burney is confronted by his stilted ineptitude after she asks James Cook to compare his journey with others he has embarked upon, the not so ancient Mariner suddenly comes good, by nimbly showing her in a fashion that thrills: ‘Captain Cook instantly took a pencil from his pocket-book, and said he would trace the route; which he did in so clear and scientific a manner, that I would not take fifty pounds for the book. The pencil marks having been fixed by skin milk, will always be visible.’4

That is Cook – a man of few words and many extraordinary actions.

Joseph Banks, by contrast, burst from every page he wrote, every diary entry written by his contemporaries, everything he did. In my book Mutiny on the Bounty, which briefly covered the Endeavour voyage insofar as it concerned their arrival at Tahiti, I had already been stunned by Joseph Banks’ sexual proclivities when he had first visited that fair island – from a man who used to be on our $5 note, dammit! – and now here he was again, cutting a swathe through the whole Cook story on their First Voyage to the Pacific.

It became ever more clear that Captain Cook and Mr Banks were a peculiar pair, a daring duo, totally different in background, temperament, personality and character – and yet they formed a brilliant if uneasy partnership that achieved extraordinary things. Their relationship, in particular, came to fascinate me in the course of researching this book, and I hope what follows will bring out much of its particularities.

In terms of that research, my starting point – like every Cook biographer – was the life’s work of the aforementioned great historian J.C. Beaglehole, a man so serious about getting to the heart of his subject that he was not content merely to read the published account of Cook’s journals. Oh no, as he later recounted, to get to the bottom of James Cook one could not be content, ‘merely to read between the printed lines, but [must] go to the originals and study the deletions and alterations, the drafts and the second thoughts, the doubts and surmises as well as the decisions, the blots as well as the fair copies’.5

This bloke was as thorough as any writer who ever lived, and I must make clear I am not so presumptuous as to claim to have found an answer that differs from Beaglehole’s. (Though I certainly differ from him in emphasis, and never more than in the scene of Cook’s landing at Botany Bay.) He is the master, and everyone who follows Beaglehole into the realms of Captain Cook must . . . do precisely that. But what I at least hope I have added to the plethora of works on Cook is an attempt, if not to get inside his head, at least to get as far as possible inside his life and times that, as much as possible, the reader can be in the moment, not merely observing it from afar. And given that every oft-told story will be told differently according to the age in which it is told, as we see things through the lens of our own times, I record the three angles of Captain Cook that interest me most: Cook’s time in Australia and New Zealand, his role in asserting British sovereignty over lands with peoples that had been there for thousands of years – in Australia’s case, 65,000 years – and his interaction with the Indigenous peoples of those lands.

In Australia, late in this second decade of the new millennium, the issues of sovereignty and British dealings with the First Peoples are particularly important as we try to come to terms with our history, and turn the page to a new and more equitable chapter. Where does Captain Cook fit into all that?

Exactly.

‘Not long ago, the Australian government dismissed the latest attempt by Indigenous Australians to present their own vision for the future, in the Uluru Statement from the Heart,’ Professor Bruce Buchan of Griffith University recently wrote. ‘Cook is not the appropriate avatar of Empire to embody this continued denial, but his persistent enrolment as national icon ensures that his legacy will continue to shadow the nation’s future. Would it be too much to ask that, instead of avatar or icon, hero or villain, we begin to see Captain Cook with fresh eyes? We might then begin to see beyond him, beyond the reflection of our wished-for selves, and begin to perceive new possibilities.’6

Ahem. Give me some room, please, Professor. I’m going to give it a shot . . .


PROLOGUE

‘I want to go to sea, sir.’1

James Cook to his master at age 17

At the entrance of a little nameless river, scarce indeed worth a name, stands Whitby, which, however, is an excellent harbour, and where they build very good ships for the coal trade, and many of them, too, which makes the town rich.2

Daniel Defoe, 1724, on the port which launched
the maritime career of James Cook

1746, Staithes, England, from threads to ropes

James Cook is a scurrilous thief.

Can it be? The worst kind of abomination. A lad whose honest, hard-working and easy-going appearance is nothing but a façade for evil skullduggery which has seen him take advantage of those who trust him most.

And yes, it pains Mr William Sanderson – the gentle shopkeeper in the village of Staithes, clinging precariously to the shore of the North Sea, at the base of the highest cliffs in England – to come to such a conclusion, but there is no way around either his conviction or his extreme disappointment. Why, he couldn’t have been more kind to this farming lad, who he had treated as if his own son! Yes, he had taken young Cook into his drapery-cum-grocery store 18 months ago at the age of 16, fed him well and paid him a basic wage to sweep out and prepare the shop each morning and attend to customers during the day. In the evenings, after the day’s trade is done, the till is tallied with no dilly-dally and the last of the items on the countertops are safely sealed and stored, the floor is swept and the door locked, Mr Sanderson climbs the stairs to his family dwelling above the shop leaving James to take his supper alone at the counter. Young James pauses only to glory in that deliciously tangy waft that rises off the fried fish before he wolfs it down, followed by a rough knob of bread and the whole lot washed down by a small mug of ale, a frothy brown warm brew with a woody flavour that is like mother’s milk to a baby.

After supper, the lad often roams the shoreline, breathing deep on the intoxicating sea air, gazing at the bobbing vessels and visiting the taverns – the Shoulder of Mutton, the Black Lion and, most particularly, the place just a few doors down the cobbled street from Mr Sanderson’s shop, the Cod and Lobster. It is in this smoky tavern, one of a row of ramshackle establishments lining the seashore while the craggy cliffs of Yorkshire crowd in from behind, that young James can talk long and late to the heavily weathered fishermen – known as ‘coblemen’, after their flat-bottomed boats called ‘cobles’ – who are downing their ales and puffing on their pipes even as they tell tales of whales, of larks with sharks and fierce North Sea3 gales which generate waves so big they were higher than the sails, I tell you, young James.

The stories they tell of travelling the world! The lure of the sea! The sense of being afloat on infinity . . . with the possibility of going anywhere!

Yes, and as they talk of distant ports, of New York, New France, the Cape of Good Hope, Batavia, and the mysterious South Seas – that largely unknown watery expanse ruled jealously if not quite zealously by the Spaniards since the days of Balboa – young James soaks it up like a sponge, remembering details, conjuring distant worlds with all that he can muster of what, in another more expressive lad, might pass for delight. It is the same when some of the men talk of their adventures serving in His Majesty’s Navy – close cannon battles with French ships with masts falling, men dying and His Majesty’s Jack still flying, narrow escapes from the mighty Spanish fleet, the horrors of salt pork rations for weeks on end and – wait, while I remove my shirt! – see here, young James, the gnarled scars that tell of the time I was flogged before the mast for speaking back to the Captain. I never did that again, I can tell you.

James Cook is not put off. He wants to experience such things himself, all bar the brutal flogging. The stories are a siren song with every telling, the call ever stronger, shaping his dreams and guiding his days to the point that he positively needs to leave this lubber’s life on land and sail off into a perpetually bobbing and oft dangerous world.

If you learn enough, you can tame it, master it, survive – just as these men have survived, to tell their tales.

James Cook sits enthralled, night after night, hungry for more, and is often still there at midnight, at which point the men must leave to take their boats out fishing and he must plod back to the store.

And the fishermen like the lad so well in turn – noting his ‘affability of conversation’4 and his eagerness to learn everything he could about their lives at sea – that they encourage him, occasionally letting him come along on their cobles, venturing a little way out to sea in the inky night.

Yes, perhaps Sanderson has given James Cook too much rope. The earnest if slightly dreamy lad has practically been one of the family – albeit one who returns each night to sleep on a straw mattress under the shop counter, where there are ‘fewer cockchafers, beetles and earwigs’5 than in the rest of the shop. But so industrious had the gangly young Cook seemed, so good-natured, so attentive in his work – weighing herbs and flour with precision, measuring lengths of cloth and ribbon, then measuring them again before cutting them straight as an arrow with an unwavering hand, counting out buttons one by one – that Mr Sanderson could already see the day when the young fellow might become a partner in the business and allow his master and mentor to live an easier life, filled with more prayer and rest.

But now, suddenly, such hopes are shattered.

For, just today young James has stolen from him, robbed the cash box of a shilling.

That James Cook is a scurrilous thief.

Again and again, his brow furrowed, his heart breaking, Mr Sanderson goes over the events which prove it. In the morning a well-heeled lady had come in to purchase her groceries and paid with a shiny shilling, the lustre of which had nearly matched her own. Mr Sanderson had put it in the cash box and now that trade is done and he is toting up the day’s takings it is . . . gone. Of course it has to be young James, as he is the only other person with access to the cash box. How disappointed the Lord of the Manor of Acton in Yorkshire, Thomas Skottowe, will be to hear the news. For it had been M’Lud himself who had noted the promise and nimble mind of this young fellow – the son of one of his labourers – and after paying for his schooling had arranged for his apprenticeship with Mr Sanderson.

And now, all of that is destroyed over a stolen shilling.

Mr Sanderson, taking his cane in hand – he uses it as infrequently as he does reluctantly, but this would appear to be such an occasion – walks into the drapery looking for the lad, only to find him missing. And so Sanderson, by now an angry squall with darkened brow, ready to boom thunder and crack lightning, sticks his head out into the street, a waft of sea air filling his nose.

‘Men,’ he calls to a couple of fishermen leaning against a post across the street. ‘Have yer seen James Cook? He’s run away and robbed me of a shilling.’

But the fishermen won’t have it. They’re fond of this broth of a boy and will never believe for a moment that he is capable of such a thing.

‘Robbed you? Tha’ robbed it thissen last night to pay t’reckonin’. Are tha’ too drunk yet to mind gooing out for t’money?’6

It is, frankly, a fair point – if not the drinking part, at least the sheer unlikeliness that young James had robbed him. Shaking his head, Sanderson walks back to the box to check once again. Surely, it must be there. Alas, alas, still no shiny shilling.

Ah, but in fact James hasn’t run away at all, for here he is now, returning from an errand, for all the world as if he has done nothing at all!

James, come in here please?

The old man looks the young fellow up and down and asks the question he must: Did you steal the shilling?

The answer from the shaken lad – for you must believe me, Mr Sanderson, as my whole future life depends on it – is yes and . . . no.

The thing is, Mr Sanderson, I did take the shiny shilling, but I replaced it with another shilling.

What?

And why?

Outside, the horses clip-clop by on the cobble-stones, pulling wagons filled with herring, cod and other fish freshly hauled off the water-worn fishing boats drawn up at the harbour’s edge. Underneath their fishy cargo are carefully secreted duty-free bottles of wine, brandy and perfumes, smuggled in by the fishermen to satisfy the locals’ growing appetite for such luxuries at a price they can afford. But on this day the shopkeeper has ears only for young James as, in his strong Yorkshire accent – a curious combination of the labourer’s argot he had grown up with, all sharp vowels and dropped consonants, their words cut short and strung together wherever possible, and the more sophisticated words he has picked up from his ceaseless reading after hours – the lad makes his case . . .

Whilst I took yon shillin’, I nae took it for all. I am nowt thief. It were replaced, straight, wit’ mine own shillin’, sir.

For you see, sir, while I did take the shiny shilling, I instantly replaced it with one of my own. I am not a thief.

But why, James? Why replace one shilling with another?

James Cook takes the shiny shilling from his pocket, enjoying its lustre, its delicious weight, and shows one side of it to Mr Sanderson. For as you can see, sir, the remarkable thing about this shilling is not just its shine, it is where it comes from. While on the obverse there is the standard depiction of His Majesty King George I, and the reverse has the unremarkable British arms in four crowned shields, please look there, Mr Sanderson, look closely and you will see the letters: SSC. This, sir, is a South Sea Shilling, minted from silver found in the East Indies by the South Sea Company back in the 1720s . . . and that is why I took it.

Clip-clop . . . clip-clop . . . clip-clop.

A pungent fishy cloud hovers in the wagon’s wake and drifts through the open front door of Mr Sanderson’s shop.

Still Mr Sanderson is none the wiser.

So what if it is from the South Seas? What is that to you, young James?

‘I want to go to sea, sir,’7 James says simply. For a year and a half, he has been a dutiful apprentice shopkeeper and done his best. He’s halfway done. For many a lad, whose father is a mere day-labourer turned farm bailiff on a farm outside the coastal industrial town of Whitby – nearly as poor as the dirt he tills – just the idea that he will likely run a store of his own would be enough of a step up in life. But one cannot spend hours, days, weeks, months and now years in a dull store by the seaside watching ships come and go and not wonder about where they have come from, where they are going to, and not hunger to experience some of that himself.

He wants to go to sea, sir.

Infinitely relieved at least that the fine young man really is a fine young man after all and has not let him down terribly, Mr Sanderson goes from disappointment to deliverance. He loosens his grip on his cane, and on the spot, he grants James a release from his indenture. Over the coming days, the kindly shopkeeper even uses his good offices to secure young James an apprenticeship with his friend John Walker, a local ship-owner and fellow Quaker, who, in partnership with his brother Henry, runs colliers out of Whitby, ferrying coal from Newcastle just to the North down the East coast of England and up the Thames to feed the rapidly multiplying factories of a booming industrial London, which burns over a million tons a year.

For young Cook, taking 10 such round-trips a year down the coast and back is a perfect opportunity to ‘learn the ropes’.

Yes, it means that the 18 months of hard work as a shop apprentice are effectively thrown away, but as it happens his time in Staithes had been extremely valuable in any case. The colourful, rough breed of men who are the local fishermen had taught the young fellow to dream. It had all become so intoxicating that, even back in the shop lately, on the busiest of days, he could think of little else. Well, now it is time to try to turn his dreams into reality.

And so, one day in late autumn when the leaves are just starting to fall and there is the beginning of a bite in the air, it happens. The scraggly long-limbed James Cook – newly turned 18 years old – puts all of his worldly belongings into one sack, throws it over his shoulder and sets off.

On the cliff tops above Staithes, he takes one last look behind to the tiny town far below and, buttoning his coat against the now strong wind, begins walking Southward a dozen miles cross-country over the moors – not for nothing does a local saying have it that ‘the only road to Whitby is the sea’8 – until he reaches the Western cliff above the destination of his dreams.

And there it is!

Just below is the bustling medieval port town of Whitby, a vista of tightly packed red-tiled roofs cluttered together on steep slopes.

Young Cook skips down the rough-hewn stone steps that wind between the houses, all the way to the port proper built around the River Esk, which flows into the North Sea at this point.

Around the narrow river mouth – a veritable harbour when the tide is high, and a shallow inlet laced with intertidal mud flats when it’s low – bustling shipyards jostle against each other for position along the river’s silty banks, astir with maritime industry. Ship skeletons sit half-built on dry docks, sooty smoke billows from fires at the rope-works.

Taking it all in, glorying in being a part of this busy seaside port, limber young James now wanders along the cobbled paths to the port proper – through the mass of captains, sailors, workers and street urchins – and begins to make inquiries.

Hello, my name is James Cook, and I am looking for the house of John Walker, if you could help me?

Yes, as a matter of fact they can. Captain Walker is well known in this tight-knit community and young James is soon making his way to the house, delighting in all the booming industry going on around him, the smell of fish, tar, hemp and freshly sawn timber all mingling in the smoky air. He has arrived!

Captain Walker’s three-storey higgledy-piggledy house is just 20 feet from the water’s edge, at the end of Grape Lane – formerly Grope Lane and before that Gropecunt Lane, when it was infamous for prostitution – a thoroughfare so narrow that one of the many drunk men lying across it over the centuries could have his boots touching one side of it, and his hands the other.

Just as many a life has suddenly and radically altered course on the flip of a coin, so too has young James gone from one life to another in a very short time, all because his own shiny shilling has come up with neither heads nor tails, but sails – the call of the South Seas.

•

Like all the ship-owners of this port, John Walker and his brother Henry – who prove to be friendly men, at least so far as oft cantankerous ship-owners go – run small colliers of the type known as ‘Whitby cats’, a lightly rigged vessel of around 105 feet in length with a remarkably shallow draught. They are ‘round in the bow, broad and square in the stern; her lines are laid for room rather than speed; her length is about three times her breadth’.9 With a crew of just a dozen or less, a Whitby cat (the ‘cat’ part is thought to have come from the Norwegian ‘kati’, meaning ship) can carry 30 keels of coal in its hold – some 600 tons – and, most importantly, do so with remarkable safety as its shallow draught and wide waist allow it to ride out nearly any storm and sail with impunity over all bar the most shallow of shoals – those troublesome sandbanks often found just below the water’s surface. The key is to ‘touch and go’, touch so lightly in shallow waters that you can still keep going, effectively nudging your way forward.

Not for the cat any ornamental figure on the prow, though, for it is built for work not beauty.

Like a short fat lad with a snub nose and feet set wide apart, the Whitby cat cannot move particularly fast, but it can carry a very heavy load and be exceedingly difficult to knock over. If it were of equine nature it would be all pit-pony and no show-pony, with the heart of a thoroughbred.

Of course the great day soon arrives when young James sets foot on the deck of a Whitby cat for the first time, and it is like a lad from a thatched cottage – rather like that of his parents’ – first setting foot in a cathedral, gazing at the towering masts high above, the shimmering furled sails like the wings of a giant bird.

James Cook, who is also put together with no frills and an enormous capacity for work, is soon springing up into a very tall and striking lad indeed – over six feet tall with a strong nose and earnest gaze – and, to the delight of Mr Walker, he proves extraordinarily adept at grasping even complex concepts. At the local school for apprentices, over his first wintry Whitby months, he plunges confidently straight into learning the basic principles of ‘navigation, the meaning of latitude and longitude, how to read a chart and much more’.10

Whitby’s apprentice schools are nothing like the grammar schools or public schools of larger towns across Great Britain. You don’t need Greek, Latin or literature to run a ship, so why learn it? In these parts they teach practical skills for budding ‘jack tars’, sailors, to give them the tools to turn themselves into fine seamen.

For his part, the practical James could not be happier. As a child he had benefited from the kindly attentions of his wealthy master’s kindly wife, Mrs Skottowe, who had recognised his sharpness and taken time to teach him ‘his letters’11 – giving him a key which he had delighted thereafter in turning in every lock he could find. Yes, though a mere labourer’s child in the tiny village of Marton, what had set him apart had been his thirst for knowledge, and immediately thereafter the four happy years spent at the village school in Great Ayton, surrounded by other children, improving his reading, learning how to write and ‘the first rules of arithmetic’12 had been a pleasure. And he now realises how much he had missed those days of learning while in the shop with Mr Sanderson. Now, back at it, in a classroom among many other lads just like himself – there are no fewer than 1256 apprentices listed in Whitby this year – and learning all about subjects that will directly help him to live his sea-going dream, young James Cook learns as never before, growing intellectually with every week that passes, to the delight of his teachers.

So too is his ‘home life’ happy, as he is truly welcomed into Mr Walker’s household, where, at the insistence of dear Mrs Walker, he eats with the family and, at the meal’s conclusion, is not obliged to retreat to sleep under a shop counter, but may retire gracefully to the perfectly comfortable attic in their ‘plain Quaker-like house’.13

The Walkers’ house, like the Walkers themselves, exudes a solid old-world integrity, built from hard work, for stability and with no façade whatsoever. Their home is a fitting sanctuary in which a young man like James Cook might learn the value of patience and humility. Sharing these lodgings are other apprentices, their bunks closely grouped just like the hammocks on a real ship.

But here, he does not sleep. No, he has retired to do more study, for the Walkers’ housekeeper, Mary Prowd, his ‘trusty old nurse’14 who has taken such a shine to the lad she calls him ‘Honey James’,15 always ensures that his chair is in position before a table bearing many freshly sharpened pencils on the right-hand side, illuminated by many candle ends for him to burn so that he can pore over his books and tables into the night, usually making endless calculations designed to hone his capacity for working out where in the world – literally – he might be.

It’s all a luxury he’s never known before – with time to devote himself exclusively to learning, with a base that fully facilitates the same. Not only does James feel at home, he is at home, with his buttoned-down personality fitting in well with the Quaker values of modesty, hard work, diligence and a markedly gentle way of dealing with the world.

In fact, the entire port of Whitby, with a strong Quaker community forming the backbone of its 5000 residents, is an equally fertile environment for a young man like him who is eager to work hard, improve himself and gain a maritime education above all other things. For Whitby judges a man on devotion to those values far more than the mere class concerns that prevail in much of the rest of England. And just as a Quaker cares not for class and is not intimidated by aristocracy, nor does he drink too much, nor does he visit brothels or engage in brawling. He is moderate in all things, bar hard work.

Still, as John Walker knows only too well – as he has been disappointed by bright sparks before – excelling at book learning is one thing. Prospering at sea is another thing entirely.

Ah, but young James Cook proves adept at that, too, for from the moment he plants his feet on the deck of his first vessel, the Freelove, in February 1747, it is as though the rocking of his cradle must have been the precursor to the rocking of this ship – for it is like he was born to go to sea.

Young Cook is, in a word, indefatigable. Mr Walker, like so many people after him, finds young James a fellow of surprising and extraordinary gifts, capable of relentless focus over long periods and a singular capacity to get the job done, come what may; a fellow of action who is hungry to learn ‘practical seamanship . . . all the parts of a ship and her rigging; the sails, the running and the standing gear, and how to use them’.16

These are the foundations to turn a lad from land-lubber to sailor.

Now, see here. This here raised deck just behind the mainmast is the quarter-deck and this is where the Captain commands the vessel from, as it allows full vision of all the ship’s workings without turning your head. Just behind him is the tiny poop deck, which can also be used for observation, but is essentially the roof of the Captain’s cabin – the most comfortable spot on the ship. In terms of sleeping quarters, you can judge your importance by how close to that cabin you are, ‘aft the mast’, with all the officers’ quarters high and towards the stern of the ship, away from the part that must bash through the waves. The common seamen however are ‘before the mast’. The further forward and lower down you are, the lower you are in the hierarchy.

And while here at sea, we don’t talk about miles. We talk of ‘furlongs’ and ‘leagues’, with nearly eight furlongs to a mile and 28 furlongs to a league – so a league is a wee bit under three-and-a-half miles, do you see? And a cable is some 185 yards. As to 25 miles in total of rope you see that makes up the spiderweb of lines and rigging about all the masts, that will take a little more explaining . . .

While at sea Cook watches the old salts working in the rigging, he memorises the coastline between Whitby and London and he learns to navigate around the treacherous shoals and hidden rocks of England’s East coast and the notorious Thames Estuary. By the time he instinctively thinks in terms of ‘larboard’ and ‘starboard’, instead of ‘left’ and ‘right’, he is granted his dearest wish of all and sent to more distant and dangerous horizons, on voyages even beyond the North Sea coal trade. He even gets an exhilarating taste of the oft treacherous Baltic Sea when he takes coal to the Low Countries and returns with timber, pitch, hemp and iron to supply Whitby’s ship-building industry. He even joins voyages in the government’s service, ferrying ‘foreign mercenaries and their horses from Middleburg in Flanders to Dublin and Liverpool’,17 allowing him to sail the Channel and the Irish Sea, to weather storms with towering waves, find his sea-legs and grow in confidence with every passing day.

Most impressively, once on shore, the lad shows no interest in downing copious amounts of liquor at the taverns and no interest in whorehouses, unlike so many of the other young sailors. Instead, with Walker’s strong encouragement, he concentrates on his studies.

As the Walker brothers beam just to see the lad blossoming in this fashion, young James evolves into a young man who is never idle, but always at work on something, just like his masters. Occasionally he can make it back home to his own family at Great Ayton, where, as the second of eight children, he is greeted as the conquering hero – with his beloved mother, Grace, always preparing a special meal for the occasion. But even while he is with them the truth is he is always hungering to get back to Whitby and get to sea.

Certainly, it takes three years of seafaring for James Cook to finish his apprenticeship and be promoted from ‘Boy’ to ‘Able Seaman’ in the Merchant Navy, but by the time he gets there in 1750, he is a highly qualified Able Seaman. For he is not only capable of rigging, operating and maintaining the sails, scrubbing the decks, caulking leaky seams in the wooden hull by using a mallet and caulking iron to force the sticky black pitch into the gaps just so, but he can also speak fluent sailor – ‘Abaft the beam!’ ‘Catch a turn there!’ ‘Paul there, my hearty’ ‘Predy the main deck’ ‘Ready with the lead!’18 – and also has the hang of accurate depth sounding, not to mention knowing how to read the barometer to predict the weather.

Depth sounding, at least, or ‘swinging the lead’ as it is more commonly known, is fairly easy – in fact one of the easiest jobs on the ship as you stand on the special platform built outside the hull, by the bows of the ship, and swing a long thin piece of rope, on which is attached a heavy piece of lead, into the water. The rope has regularly spaced pieces of material wrapped around it – made of leather, calico, serge and different pieces of rope – and by seeing how many knots, one fathom (6 feet) per knot, disappear beneath the waves before you hit the bottom, you can easily determine the depth of water you are in – and, most crucially, whether the ship is in danger by being in water that is too shallow.

Reading the barometer, too, is fairly straightforward.

Oh, say it one more time, James: When the glass falls low; Prepare for a blow; When it rises high; Let your kites fly19 . . .

Again and again:

Winds at night are always bright; but winds in the morning, sailors take warning.20

Bit by bit, the young fellow builds up a deep well of experience by being in a difficult sea off a windswept coast of uncertain contours. Week after week, month after month, Cook is in the prow of the bow as the Whitby cat nudges through the storm-ravaged North and Baltic seas, regularly darting in to shore to load and unload coal, through thick mists and waters littered with shifting sands, dangerous shoals and tidal estuaries.

In fact, James Cook is such a promising prospect that in December 1752, at the age of 24, he sits and passes the formal exams to be a Mate – one of the Captain’s officers – and in 1755, when ‘young James’ is now an imposing 26-year-old man of no little accomplishment after completing 16 voyages without blemish, John Walker even offers to make him Captain of the Whitby cat Friendship, on which he is currently serving.

But again Cook surprises . . .

For as global tension between the imperial giants Britain and France rises over trade, territory and established colonies, it becomes obvious that armed confrontation beckons, not merely a fight between countries but an actual world war. And one cold morning in the late spring of 1755, just as the Friendship sails up the Thames, the attention of the young Mariner is drawn to a bustle of men on the wharf at Wapping. What is going on? There appears to be a group of armed, uniformed men from the Royal Navy escorting a gaggle of dishevelled and clearly unhappy merchant sailors along the wharf to a waiting carriage.

Oh. It is a press gang, a forced rounding up of young merchant sailors to man Royal Navy ships as Great Britain prepares to force the issue with France over their North American colonies. Britain is moving from a peace footing to a war footing. Perhaps it is only a matter of time before all merchantmen will be so compelled?

Why wait?

Watching as the sailors are bustled along the wharf, Cook comes to a key decision. He will decline Mr Walker’s offer of Captaincy, and volunteer in the Royal Navy. Despite the fact he is now on the edge of everything he has been working for and more – becoming the Captain of a ship – Cook has looked at the life of such Captains, endlessly trawling familiar waters with dull coal, and has decided he can do much better. For James Cook is quietly developing another key attribute – ambition, a stirring in his soul that he can do something not done before, achieve things undreamt of by anyone, let alone one of low birth. But he will need to take real risks to achieve this ambition.

He will need, once more, to throw away certainty for the lure of adventure, the hope of glory. Somehow this man of such humble beginnings, James Cook, has decided that even something so vaulted as being the Captain of a ship in the Merchant Navy is not enough for him. He can do better still. For he wants to be an officer in His Majesty’s Royal Navy. Of course it is highly unlikely that he could ever make Captain – for such an exalted post is simply never reached by the lower orders – but simply to be an officer of the quarter-deck would be an extraordinary achievement. Beyond that, he wants adventure – there is no doubt that war is looming – and so he promptly resigns.

Three days later the muster roll of one of His Majesty’s fleet of the Royal Navy, HMS Eagle, records the arrival of a 26-year-old sailor more unremarkable than a stray dog: ‘161. From London Rendezvous, James Cook, rating, AB [able seaman] date of entry June 17th, 1755.’21

James Cook doesn’t mind the Able Seaman’s dismal wage of £1/4s a month, or the demotion from his rank of Mate in the Merchant fleet, as it is a sacrifice he’s willing to make, content to begin again and trust that he will rise on merit. After all, while advancement in the British Army frequently turns on your class, your familial and classmate connections – the latter all the more powerful depending on what school or university you graduated from – the Royal Navy is much more open. So esoteric are many of the skills required, so dependent on hours spent at sea actually sailing a ship, that tried and true sailors of sufficiently sound character are likely to rise to the position of Master’s Mate, or even Master, even if, like Cook, they come from origins as humble as a garden potato.


CHAPTER ONE

THE ROYAL NAVY

The Royal Navy of England hath ever been its greatest defence and ornament; it is its ancient and natural strength, the floating bulwark of our island.

William Blackstone, Justice of Court of the King’s Bench, 1765

Mr Cook frequently expressed to me the obligation he was under to Capt. Simcoe, and on my meeting him in London . . . he confessed most candidly that the several improvements and instructions he had received on board the Pembroke had been the sole foundation of the services he had been enabled to perform.1

Samuel Holland on Cook’s time under Captain Simcoe

So, on the scene of our scrutiny, into this busy age, steps the figure of Joseph Banks, the gifted, the fortunate youth: enthusiastic, curious, the voyager, the disciple of Linnaeus, the botanist and zoologist, the devotee of savages; not yet, as one examines his early career, a Public Figure, but certainly a Gentleman, certainly a figure typical of his age; and certainly as much as anyone, and more than most, the Gentleman Amateur of Science.

J.C. Beaglehole, The Endeavour Journal of Joseph Banks 1768–1771

July 1755, HMS Eagle, The Channel, a tall ship and a star to steer her by

The tall and imposing figure standing at the prow of HMS Eagle – one of His Majesty’s ships, a 1222-ton ship of the line, carrying 58 guns – radiates pride and ability.

James Cook has taken to life in the Royal Navy with great gusto, enormous diligence and even greater delight . . . and has already hugely impressed his commander, Captain Joseph Hamar. For while it is one thing for Hamar to have a skeleton crew substantially filled by those who have been press-ganged, it is quite another to have a more than competent young man who wants to be there, and really knows what he is doing.

For the real problem the good Cap’n has been experiencing is that most of those press-ganged are land-lubbers not seamen; and are consequently both distressed to be on board and uninterested in learning any sea skills. Captain Hamar has already written his concerns to the Admiralty – the London land office of the Lords of the Sea, those who not only rule the waves, but also the lives of every British sailor from cabin boy to Admiral – ‘I do not believe there is a worse man’d ship in the Navy.’2

It means that James Cook is precious indeed, and from the first day had stood out to the Captain as a real sailor, a brilliant diamond in the land-lubber roughs, even a shiny shilling among dull pennies. It is not just that he knows what to do, it is that he even has a way with the men, an understanding of the common man – for he clearly is one himself – which allows him to coax out of them work that even the Captain struggles to extract. And so, just one month and seven days after signing on to the Royal Navy, Able Seaman James Cook has been made Master’s Mate James Cook, if you please, and carefully records that fact in his understated way, in his first journal of record:


Log Book on Board his Majs Ship Eagle, Kept by Jams Cook Masters Mate Commencing the 27th June 1755 . . .3



It is a key breakthrough, clearly a sign that the Captain considers Cook to be warrant officer material, perhaps one day a Master himself, as Master’s Mate is a key lower rung on that ladder for competent seamen who are not gentlemen; whereas if you are high-born and went to the right school, you are liable to be made, even with no seamanship, one of the ‘Midshipmen’ – so called because these junior commissioned officers berth amidships – based on your pedigree.

So be it.

It is not in Cook’s nature to bridle against the unfairness of the class system. He just wants to work, understand more and get better at what he does. On this day he turns from the prancing white horses of the frothy waves that lie ahead on the Channel and looks back at the receding vision of Portsmouth. It is wonderful to be at sea, on such an exciting mission, his first venture into a war arena, as they must patrol between Southern Ireland and the Scilly Islands with orders to intercept and capture any French ships of war that they encounter. The bonus for Cook is the actual bounty he will collect as his share of the spoils, should they capture any French vessels. It’s a potential fortune, which encourages every Captain to engage.

As it turns out, the misadventure of a broken mast during a bad storm means this first mission is all too brief, and just four weeks later the Admiralty replaces Captain Hamar with a man of considerably more firepower: 32-year-old Captain Hugh Palliser, the son of an Army Captain and – herewith, his instant rapport with Cook – a Yorkshireman.

They both know what it is to be branded with the first sound out of your mouth as ‘Yorkshireman’, and they are proud of that brand. Stubborn, industrious, and proud of their humility, as only a Yorkshireman can be.

Other sailors might look blankly at Captain Palliser when he says, ‘Put wood in ’ole!’ but Cook grew up in a house where his father said that all the time, and knows to shut the door.

He is more than happy to have Captain Palliser as his ‘gaffer’, boss, and works each day and into the evening hours until he is completely ‘jiggered’, exhausted.

Their bond is as instant as it is deep, and, while on their first voyage – this time patrolling the Western approaches to the Channel – Palliser makes time to instruct the eager young fellow on the practical aspects of navigation, the many things that Cook has not been able to pick up from his book studies. Before long, he is methodically recording observations so that he can begin drawing charts that show an accurate outline of the coast.

And now, James takes this sextant, and ‘shoots the sun’, measuring the angle of the sun above the horizon at a specific time to calculate our latitude.

Night after night, after mess, when the ship is secure under watch, Captain Palliser sits up late with this enthusiastic student of the sea, talking all matters maritime, including how science is closing in on achieving the Holy Grail of navigation: longitude – how far they are to the East or West of the meridian line passing through Greenwich outside London, which is far more difficult to assess than the latitude.

And of course Captain Palliser is also an able tutor in such grand traditions of the Royal Navy as always passing the port to the left, and sliding it along the table, so that not a drop is spilled even in heavy seas – and, in fact, even when you are on land. In similar spirit, while the first toast of the night will always be ‘God Save the King’, it was after King Charles II himself was returning to England on the Royal Charles and hit his head on the low ceiling of the Captain’s cabin when replying to a toast that he personally established the tradition for Officers of the Royal Navy to remain seated for the toast. Superstitions? There are many, but always remember: ‘Stop a glass ringing and save a man’s life’, the idea being that if a glass is bumped and starts to ring, you must immediately put your finger on it to stop it, as somewhere in the world a sailor’s life is threatened. Yes, perhaps a silly superstition, but do it anyway.

So much to learn!

In November 1755, the bond between Captain Palliser and Master’s Mate Cook is deepened further when the Cap’n rides shotgun with young Cook through his first naval battle, though it is less a real battle than giving a good pounding to a storm-ravaged French warship they find in the Bay of Biscay. The French surrender but their ship is not worth saving so the British set her afire. The worthy and always humane Captain Palliser – a Captain’s Captain that a young naval man can always get his bearings for life from – has his crew take the Eagle’s small boats to pick up 26 of the some 200 surviving Frenchmen.

James Cook records the day in his log with typically even temperament: ‘Received on board from the Esperance 26 prisoners at 4 o’clock. Esperance on fire and there being no possibility of keeping her above water.’4

As she sinks beneath the waves, so too does any chance of a bounty, but as Great Britain and France declare war six months later – they’d effectively been at war for 18 months but until then neither had bothered with a formal declaration – there will be more opportunities to come. Indeed, the following year James Cook and his good Cap’n have the Eagle swoop, all guns blazing, on a 50-gun French ship, Duc d’Aquitaine, just two days out of Plymouth, which they capture after a 45-minute clash.

Who can take the French ship back to port?

Why that would be, of course, Master’s Mate James Cook, and he arrives a wealthier man than he’s ever been, courtesy of his share of the bounty – in his case £15, more than half of his annual pay of £28-14s-0d.

So it goes for the remarkable James Cook. By October 1757, just before his 29th birthday, he receives his first warrant, making him no less than Master James Cook of HMS Pembroke. In just a decade, labourer’s son James Cook has gone from a boy whose maritime experience was no more than the wetness behind his ears, as he set foot on a merchant Whitby cat for the first time, to Master in the Royal Navy, generally regarded as the highest naval office that a non-gentleman might aspire to. The Master is usually the one in control of a ship’s navigation, setting the best course, keeping the logbook, inspecting all stores and provisions, observing coasts, shoals and rocks. In other words he is ‘the chief executive officer on board’,5 often getting paid more than the Lieutenants and Surgeons, while the gentleman Captain merely oversees the whole operation.

The Pembroke’s commander is Captain John Simcoe, a Royal Navy man who – as well as being an experienced naval commander with a reputation as a ‘fighting Captain’6 – is a devoted man of science, well versed in the art of navigation and forever reading the latest advances in the area. Like Palliser, Simcoe is ahead of the Admiralty on this and has realised sooner than my Lords that proficiency in navigation is the key to unlocking the world, and it can only come through dedicated training by experts. What is more, Captain Simcoe is by nature both ambitious and accomplished – having received his Lieutenant’s commission at the ripe age of 28 – and seeing the same ambition in his new Master, takes him under his wing and resolves to teach his willing pupil all that he can.

Another bonus for Cook in being Master of a newly built 60-gun ship of 1222 tons is the long voyage it promises – the direct fulfilment of his earliest dreams back in Staithes. Soon he will be setting out on a long voyage across a vast ocean, on this occasion no less than the mighty Atlantic. He could be slicing sides of bacon or measuring lengths of tartan for an old Yorkshire biddy, perhaps still sleeping under a dark counter . . . but here he is master of his fate and Captain of his soul for some time already, but now, now, he is also Master of HMS Pembroke!

The sea has been good to him.

•

There can be few things more impressive than a gathering of His Majesty’s grand ships of the line sailing off to serve Britain, and this morning, 22 February 1758, is a case in point, as no fewer than
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