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Dedication

For Petey, and all the pets who rescue us daily






Epigraph

Tonight, at sea, overtaken by a violent tempest by the will of Providence, full of despair and distress, kneeling before Him who could save our lives, and may, perhaps, be willing to save our souls, having nothing more to hope from men, but everything to fear from God.

—Victor Hugo, The Man Who Laughs
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Prologue

February 3, 1888

WITH TIME RUNNING OUT, ELIZABETH Walker desperately searched for her family dog. She was trying to stay upright while crossing the swaying sailboat, as her husband and three teenage sons prepared for the worst. The Wandering Minstrel was a schooner, a sailing vessel with multiple masts, that had been anchored at a coral reef in the North Pacific Ocean. Once typhoon-force gales began, they could no longer see beyond the taffrail—nothing except the terrifying waves, illuminated by flashes of lightning.

The chains of the anchor snapped and the schooner now tossed about, and then dashed onto the jagged reef. The Minstrel had once represented an upturn in the Walker family’s fortunes as well as a temporary home, or as poet Epes Sargent described sailing in childhood: “A life on the ocean wave, / A home on the rolling deep.” Now they watched that home fall to pieces, and their only chance to survive was to abandon it. They hurried, along with their crew, to prepare the lifeboats, which is when Elizabeth realized there was still no sign of their beloved dog, who could have been anywhere—probably hiding.

“Jessie!” Elizabeth called, a call repeated by the other Walkers. “Jessie!”


Their voices were swallowed by the violent sounds of the sea and storm, and the family had to shout to each other to be heard as the swells crashed into the hull. Elizabeth needed warmer clothes to prevent hypothermia later once she was exposed to the elements. She pulled on a pair of her husband Frederick’s trousers, a symbolic affront to those who believed a woman never belonged in a man’s world of sailing in the first place. She tied a felt hat onto her head with a handkerchief so that it would not be blown off. Then she gathered up half a dozen heavy jackets that her family could use as layers.

Freddy, Henry, and Charlie Walker, who found no trace of Jessie, helped shipmates as directed by their father—the ship’s captain, Frederick Walker. The boards of the schooner cracked and split. If they waited too long, they would be thrown right into the ocean and swept away.

Three lifeboats were lowered into the water. Charlie’s eyes fell on “a succession of raging breakers.” Giant, unmistakable shadows circled below the waves, with triangular fins breaking the surface. The sharks were anything but unexpected. In fact, Frederick had set course for this remote atoll—a geological formation of coral—partly to fish for sharks. Now, as the Walkers and crew faced the billows of the sea, the hunters were hunted.

Among the sharks that circled these reefs were those later classified as Galapagos sharks, distinguished by the ridge between their dorsal (back) fins. They measured up to ten feet long, flashing fourteen rows of serrated teeth as they launched at prey. Though not inherently interested in humans, they lowered their fins into a hunched position and entered a kind of frenzy when threatened. More dangerous were the tiger sharks, solitary hunters weaving through the reef. Named for the stripes running along their flanks, larger tiger sharks were twenty feet long and weighed two thousand pounds, graceful yet voracious as they ate everything in sight, each with four dozen notched, curved teeth that could slice through prey.


The Walkers now had to rappel down lines into the lifeboats, resigned to leaving behind treasured possessions, as well as poor, lost Jessie. Elizabeth gripped the line and braced herself. Along with her family and shipmates, she was entering a new phase. The Walkers and their crew stood at the cusp of a life-altering ordeal that would come to be seen as a true-life Robinson Crusoe, with more than a touch of a real Swiss Family Robinson. With good reason, a Honolulu newspaper would come to call the events “a shipwreck and existence on a desert island as thrilling as is to be found in the annals of the sea.”

Elizabeth’s role was singular, not because she was the one woman there, but because she was seen as a kind of mother to all—the person looked to for moral and spiritual strength, which was, no doubt, an unfair burden that would test her. Vital questions accompanied them off the schooner: How would each of them transform in crisis, and how far would the Walkers have to go to protect their family?

As Elizabeth descended, a crew member gave the signal for her to let go of the line and drop into the boat. But the signal came a second or two prematurely, before the small craft was stable—which almost sent her into the shark-laden water.

She had just barely managed to touch down into the lifeboat before she was joined by the rest of her family. Then she heard a faint sound from the ship that made her heart leap: barking.






Chapter 1

The Voyage Begins

Fall 1887

SIX MONTHS EARLIER, ELIZABETH WALKER, forty-three, was living in Hong Kong, with no reason to suspect her life would be forever changed as she prepared to go to sea again with Frederick. Her frequent voyages—often to locales many people never heard of, much less imagined visiting—were prefigured by her childhood. Liverpool, where she was raised and where her father taught music, was a bustling shipping and trading port, among the busiest in Europe. “The forests of the globe are represented, as in a grand parliament of masts,” Herman Melville wrote of Liverpool’s harbor in his novel Redburn, drawing on his own time there. With Elizabeth’s parents dead by the time she was a young adult, she and two of her brothers, J. L. and Richard, embraced degrees of wanderlust, taking voyages around the world.

Elizabeth had married Frederick Walker, forty-eight, when they were in their early twenties. Originally from Dublin, Frederick was tall and slender, with a bushy mustache and a dry sense of humor. He relished spending time with Elizabeth, with whom he enjoyed a tender camaraderie, but as an officer on ships he was stern and no-nonsense. When he reflected that “it was my invariable custom to get up at night, go on deck, perhaps light a pipe, and feel the invigorating influence of the cool night air,” he was describing himself not as a wizened old mariner, as his language conjures, but as a man in his thirties. His long spindly legs could appear awkward, even clumsy, as he climbed between decks. To casual observers he could seem ill-tempered and stringent, and he was the first to admit he demanded “apple pie order.” One former apprentice praised him as good a sailor “as ever trod a deck.” Frederick also looked for enterprising ways to build upon his expertise, including applying for a British patent for a mechanism for hydraulic power. Between his voyages as captain and his business ideas, opportunities had led the couple to live in Yokohama, Japan, and now Hong Kong.


Hong Kong, a British colony for forty-five years after becoming a focal point for disputes between China and Great Britain over the sale of opium, was a cosmopolitan mix of residents and visitors in pursuit of international commerce, not unlike the Liverpool of Elizabeth’s childhood. Making preparations for a passage while in Hong Kong would take the Walkers through what one travel writer described as the “granite quays fringing the lake-like harbor, the tall merchant offices and cavernous ware[houses] beyond, the solidly-constructed buildings . . . climbing tier over tier far up the steep hillside.”

Elizabeth was not the only woman of the era making long ocean passages with her family. A whaling captain’s wife earlier in the nineteenth century recalled an emotional decision made when her husband sailed shortly after the birth of their child: “The separation seemed worse than before, and I then came to the determination that if he ever went to sea again I would accompany him.” Still, women on commercial and fishing expeditions remained rare, and rarer was a woman who embraced the opportunities the way Elizabeth did. Some women, after joining a grueling voyage, avoided repeating the experience. Elizabeth’s fervor, by contrast, mirrored that held by the whaler’s wife on her second morning at sea: “I came on deck, and all was one boundless expanse of ocean; the impression was one of magnificence.”


Elizabeth’s role on ships required an adventurous spirit and a willingness to challenge stereotypes. The shipping press noted with surprise that wives on board fishing vessels appeared to increase productivity in the crew, though observers seemed conflicted about the reason, surmising that women had “good influence” on discipline and morale. Being the one woman aboard was never easy, though, requiring composure and leadership amid the rowdy, overworked, and sometimes disgruntled men who made up the crews. Though the era had discarded many earlier superstitions about women at sea, if sailors thought a woman made too many demands, they were quick to label her cruel and overbearing. These were some of the usual obstacles as Elizabeth readied to set off on her latest passage with her husband in the fall of 1887.

By the time the Walkers had settled in Hong Kong, Frederick had lost most of their capital in unprofitable ventures. Still, a consortium of Hong Kong–based investors were impressed with Frederick’s reputation for integrity after receiving strong endorsements from the Yokohama business community. That led them to commission him to captain a sharking vessel. As the Walkers finalized their plans to leave Hong Kong, some captains might have had second thoughts about the schooner secured for him, the Wandering Minstrel. This green, three-masted vessel seemed to attract bad luck, or, as the local newspaper in the town where it was built put it, was “dogged by ill fate from the day she was launched.” Three years earlier, sailing out of Japan, the schooner lost its topmast in a typhoon and was declared a total loss. A number of the vessel’s owners who were not properly insured were reported to be financially ruined. Frederick, though, mused that while some “sailors believe in lucky and unlucky ships,” he did not. Besides, he could not afford superstitions.


Whatever others might have thought of the ship, Frederick was confident enough in his sailing skills not only to proceed but also to once again bring along Elizabeth and their three sons. For Elizabeth and Frederick, family meant a journey together rather than a gradual process of watching offspring disperse into separate corners of an industrializing society. But that togetherness came with unique pressures. The more time the children spent on vessels, the less education they received elsewhere, which meant greater onus on their parents to teach them what they needed in life. These duties fell mostly on Elizabeth. They were also personally responsible for expenses related to the children, separate from the voyages’ business-related costs, which made profit harder to secure. Still, the Minstrel represented their best prospect to reverse their financial outlook, and in doing so to ensure future voyages.

The Walker boys knew no other life. They grew up as citizens of the world. By the time they looked forward to boarding the Wandering Minstrel, Frederick (Freddy) was seventeen, Henry, fifteen, and Charlie, fourteen, all of them slender and tall like their father. Blue-eyed Charlie recalled his first time at sea as being “when I was five months old,” with much of childhood spent on ships, seeing different countries, hearing new languages, and trying unfamiliar foods. On Pacific islands, they could choose delicacies from “oranges, bananas, pineapples, plantains, breadfruits, coconuts, lemons, mummy apples, limes, guavas.” When very young, the Walker boys became accustomed to being “tossed from one side to the other without the least mercy” while confronting natural fears about being out on the ocean. Another child who sailed in the era would peer out the cabin window, asking her doll, “Shouldn’t you think I would be afraid of those deep, deep billows? Well, I ain’t, for I know there’s somebody up in heaven that will take care of me.” Gestures toward normal routines and benchmarks also helped quell nerves. During Christmas, the young passengers enjoyed stockings hung for them, and on their birthdays crew members gave them small trinkets or coins.


Before they embarked on this latest journey, the Walker sons climbed around the Minstrel, the latest vessel that would serve as a combination schoolhouse, apprenticeship, and playground. Also aboard was the family’s inquisitive dog, Jessie, whom the Walkers would not consider leaving behind. The boys gravitated toward the weapons on board, especially a particular cannon. Their father had spotted the relic lying in the dockyard at Hong Kong. In the hollow of the cannon the boys had found the letters GS engraved—was it short for Georgius Secundus, or King George II, and might the cannon have belonged to Great Britain’s eighteenth-century navy? The dockmaster said it had been recovered with other pillaged items from a Chinese pirate junk (or sailing vessel), and had been on a British naval vessel that had taken it from a Spanish frigate, and before that might have come from any corner of the ocean. Charlie judged it a “very ancient design.” They did not have the funds to pay for a nonessential item. But given the boys’ interest, the dockmaster had offered it as a gift, as long as they could find a way to transport the four-hundred-pound object. Charlie rigged a carriage to pull it on.


Frederick Walker was one of a relatively small coterie of captains trying to establish a shark-fishing industry (also known as a fishery) around the Hawaiian islands, an area that did not have a long-standing history of organized fishing for sharks. Robert Louis Stevenson and his stepson Lloyd Osbourne’s novel The Wrecker described these vessels in the burgeoning industry as conducting a “holy war on sharks.” Sharking came with potential high rewards but ample uncertainty. In terms of demand, the unpredictable commercial value of products derived from sharks was set in Asia, and in terms of supply, sharks that seemed abundant at times across the Pacific would become scarce at other junctures, complicating the economics.

The Wandering Minstrel’s name evoked performers in medieval times who traveled from place to place to entertain and sing, but specifically paid homage to a popular one-act Victorian play of the same name by Charles Dickens’s friend Henry Mayhew, about a man pretending to be a performer in order to take advantage of a wealthy family—a variation on the fact that Mayhew himself hid his playwriting from his respectable family. (The word minstrel separately developed racial connotations in the United States, which began to influence uses of the word abroad.) The Minstrel departed from Hong Kong with a modest-size crew on Thursday, October 13, 1887. Frederick would later remember this incorrectly as falling on Friday the thirteenth, an unsurprising error considering how events unfolded. Errant memory aside, many sailors thought any Friday, believed to be the day of Christ’s Crucifixion, unlucky. The ship almost immediately faced gales and a typhoon that they sailed through approximately three hundred miles west of Formosa (now Taiwan). The storms damaged the steering mechanism and ruined provisions.


After the typhoon, Frederick sailed to Honolulu to arrange repairs while hoping that the weather would improve. At Honolulu, a reporter from the island’s Daily Bulletin opined that the ship had “an appropriate name” after the Walkers invited him aboard while at anchor to hear music and singing. It was natural that Elizabeth, the daughter of a music teacher, encouraged music on board the ship, and the festivities could include the Walkers playing on the piano they brought along, as well as singing by crew members.

At that time, the plans of all merchant ships including the Minstrel were subject to the vicissitudes of the Kingdom of Hawaii’s politics. The unified nation of islands had been independent for nearly a century. However, the sway of American plantation owners in Hawaii had dramatically increased after a series of treaties eliminated tariffs for sugar exports to the United States, which in turn required an increase in non-Hawaiian workers that engulfed the native labor force. As a result, King David Kalākaua and his sister, Princess Liliʻuokalani, watched their influence diminish. When the time came to renew the trade agreement with the United States, King Kalākaua insisted that “he would never ratify the treaty and that the natives would be all opposed to it.”

But weeks later, a league of foreign interests, led by Americans, demanded Kalākaua sign a new constitution that transferred more power away from the monarchy. Princess Liliʻuokalani reported that the operatives forcing these changes on her brother had “taken measures to have him assassinated if he refused,” and they had “prepared measures to be a law unto themselves.” The so-called bayonet constitution named for “malcontents obtaining, by means of bayonets, a Constitution to suit themselves” set the volatile backdrop for the Wandering Minstrel’s arrival.


Frederick did not want to sail all the way into the harbor, which would have further slowed them down, but anchoring near Honolulu provided a respite from conditions at sea. Still, this did not assuage a small number of disgruntled crew members vexed by the rough passage so far. Sailors routinely endured harsh conditions with little remuneration, alongside shipmates with uneven expertise who were prone to misunderstanding each other’s languages and cultures. Some of them came from desperate circumstances or had erratic personalities. When faced with inevitable challenges, breakdowns in discipline and hierarchy spread. The Walker boys and other children who grew up sailing observed the highs and lows of the sailors’ choices, an unofficial part of their education. “I am so glad my mother used to give me such good counsel,” said another boy who sailed in the era, “for I don’t think I shall grow to be so wicked as some of our [sailors].”

The first and second mates blamed Frederick for the punishing schedule and decided they wanted control of the Minstrel for themselves. Word of the looming mutiny reached Commissioner James Hay Wodehouse, sixty-three, the primary British representative on the island. Wodehouse had acted on behalf of British interests in a number of locations around the world before receiving his appointment to Honolulu. Safe travel, shipping, and commerce at sea were crucial for British relations with Hawaii, particularly as Wodehouse monitored how the actions of the United States diminished Hawaiian sovereignty. The Minstrel fell into Wodehouse’s jurisdiction because it was based out of British-colony Hong Kong.


Wodehouse sent a local police deputy marshal named John Pahia on board the Minstrel to investigate the possible uprising. Deputy Marshal Pahia was a man known for jumping into action. A month prior, when a carriage lost control in Honolulu, sending the horse running through the middle of busy King Street, Pahia chased and caught it. The police also had skills balancing the need to protect commerce with respect for the monarchy, as when Pahia investigated a theft from a merchant and found the culprit in the residence of a member of the royal family.

Bracing for a physical fight on the Minstrel, Pahia chose his most intimidating officers to board the schooner. He was almost disappointed when they did not meet much resistance and arrested the two ringleaders without incident. Frederick immediately put the word out that he needed replacements, and two experienced sailors who knew each other in Honolulu, John Cameron and George Hanker, came on board as first and second mate, respectively.

With the crew filled out, the delay proved brief, and the vessel sailed away from Honolulu on December 10, 1887. After the acrimonious departure of the previous officers, Frederick had to reassure the rest of the crew their positions were safe, including his cook, a hardheaded American named Frank Lord. Like many shipboard cooks, Frank was hardly an epicure, but could claim the faint praise that he cooked better than he sailed. The Walkers’ favorite meal was a soup consisting of rice, salted pork, fried steak (turtle or chicken), corn, snap peas, potatoes, pieces of biscuit and fresh fish, with Worcestershire sauce for added flavor. After meals, Frederick would smoke his pipe.

In a week they reached the French Frigate Shoals, a crescent-shape reef on top of a sunken volcano (where, without knowing it, Elizabeth became the first woman to be documented visiting there). While there, they hunted and explored its islands, but at sea the routine of the Minstrel lent itself to monotony and existential loneliness. As another sailing wife recorded in a journal of her voyages, “occasionally we catch a glimpse of a distant vessel, and as we are going different directions, they soon vanish, and we are left alone, a solitary speck on the ocean.” A glimpse of another sail would be even rarer as the Walkers’ voyage through the Pacific continued.


Along the way, Frederick Walker had to build chemistry and trust with his new officers.

The new second mate, George Hanker, fifty-eight, was a battle-scarred fixture on vessels of all kinds. A reporter who visited with him described him as “an iron will encased in a setting of pride as hard as steel,” while a traveler who encountered him described him as “a strange looking man.” Unlike Frederick Walker’s close-knit family—George watched them sing together around the family piano on the schooner—George was decidedly solitary. Decades earlier, he had left behind a young wife and two children, not returning for eight years. When he did show up at home, he remained just long enough to learn his wife had died before he shipped off again. He intended to send back money to support the children, but whatever he’d earn on his long voyages tended to disappear quickly. When that happened, George, taking advantage of his powerful physique, would find work clearing forests with a “reckless” axe.

George was a subject of curiosity, but the other new hire on the Wandering Minstrel, the first mate John Cameron, would prove to be transformative. In fact, the fate of the Walkers would pivot upon his actions and his hunger for power.






Chapter 2

The First Mate’s Story

WHEN HE FILLED THE FIRST-MATE vacancy on the Wandering Minstrel, John Cameron, thirty-seven, was looking to return to prominence.

Writer Fanny Stevenson described John as having a “twinkling, hard blue eye.” Quick thinking and opportunistic by nature, he cranked up his silver-tongued charm with ease. When he did, he could be very convincing, deflecting responsibilities and fabricating explanations for questionable behavior at a moment’s notice.

Born in the Scottish Highlands, John apprenticed on a ship when he was twelve years old, then spent his teens and young adulthood as part of crews throughout the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. As a sailor in his early twenties, John had been on a coal bark (a vessel characterized by having three or more masts and by how the sails are rigged), Florence Nightingale, which sank, preserving only “the clothes worn by the crew” by the time they were rescued by a Spanish steamship.

A formative turn of events in John’s life occurred seven years before he joined the Minstrel. In 1880, the then thirty-year-old served as second mate on the Pomare, a brig that was engaged in “blackbirding,” or forcibly recruiting Pacific Islanders as indentured laborers, commonly for Hawaii sugar plantations, a demand driven by treaties with the United States.


The annals of blackbirding overflowed with tales of infamy, but if there was one model of ruthlessness for John to emulate, it had to be James Patrick Murray, an Australian surgeon. Dr. Murray secured a brig called Carl and brought a crew to the New Hebrides (now Vanuatu) islands. Concerned about resistance among the islanders, Murray and other crew members dressed as missionaries, complete with Bibles in hand, coaxing more than a dozen islanders onto the ship, where they were locked up below deck. The blackbirders sailed for another island, where they were too impatient to repeat the missionary ruse. Instead, they sank islanders’ canoes with iron slabs, so that the islanders in the water could be dragged aboard the Carl. When the prisoners rebelled, Murray and crew fired guns blindly into the hold, massacring fifty and wounding seventy more.

John Cameron likewise used violence, trickery, and kidnapping in his attempts to round up laborers, many of whom would never again see their families. Pomare captain A. N. Tripp instructed a half-Fijian member of the crew named James Cadigan to row smaller boats with John to the islands, with Cadigan following orders to pose as the captain in an attempt to use his heritage to win the trust of islanders. When they returned from the islands, John would call recruits “our catch for the day.”

In a sinister inversion of the Walker boys excitedly boarding ships with their parents, John and his fellow blackbirders would bring children aboard their vessels by deception and force. A journalist who sailed undercover on a blackbirding voyage chronicled families being split apart: “Two or three times when a boy had come aboard . . . we would see from the decks the mother standing on the sand, holding her arms out toward the vessel, bewailing with the agony of a broken heart, clamoring to be taken aboard, rather than lose her child, but held back by her husband and friends, who were powerless to rescue the boy, but who could prevent her going to a similar fate. These scenes were enacted over and over again at every island.”


John attributed any resistance by an island’s native community to their savagery and responded without mercy. “My one thought was to kill,” he said when recounting an incident in which islanders jumped in the water in order to stop his recruiting boat while it was rowing to shore. John fired his rifle at the swimmers. “What I accomplished I do not know, except that I must have accounted for”—by which he meant he shot and possibly killed—“some of the black devils that were falling about us.”

At lush, mountainous Pentecost Island, John praised the population as top candidates to be laborers because of their “splendid physique[s],” which was not an uncommon attitude among westerners at the time. Once again, the islanders tried to defend themselves against the Pomare, launching canoes filled with warriors. Captain Tripp ordered John to fire the cannon above the heads of the rowers in order to scare them away. Instead, John fired at the canoes. “I’m very sorry, sir,” John later apologized to the captain for the cannon’s malfunction. Tripp believed his second mate was remorseful, but there was in fact no remorse—and no malfunction. As he later admitted, John gleefully aimed the cannon directly at the canoes, and had even loaded the weapon with a more potent charge of powder.

After his lucrative career as a blackbirder, John was given the opportunity to command a vessel for the Pacific-based Inter Island Steamship Company. He seized it. Rigged with sails but also possessing engines and propellers, the company’s steamers were built significantly larger than schooners to include room for cargo and passengers. Their routes and schedules were more predictable than vessels exclusively dependent on sails and wind power. Among the Inter Island steamships assigned to John was the impressive Planter, used for transporting coal and other freight as well as conducting passengers between two Hawaiian bays. According to one captain of the region, it was “one of the finest steamers that ever sailed out of Honolulu.”


By then in his midthirties, John was determined to prove himself. But on one passage of the Planter with John at the helm, on the foggy night of January 28, 1886, only six hundred feet from an anchorage at the western Hawaiian island Niihau, the bow of the Planter collided with the reef. A passenger, Florence Barbour, twenty, slept in her berth. Florence had been struggling with her health at her home in Northern California and had heard that the Hawaiian climate could benefit her. When the Planter struck the reef, Florence fell from bed with such force that she suffered a pulmonary hemorrhage.

Everyone on board, including the enfeebled Florence, had to take lifeboats to Niihau. To make matters worse for the distressed captain, after waiting for everyone else to be lowered onto the small boats, a wave pulled John into the ocean. He nearly drowned but was rescued by his crew from the water in an unconscious state, heavily bruised and, after regaining his senses, humiliated.

The Planter broke in two, “one half having gone one way,” read the report, “and the other half another.” The boiler and the smokestack both ended up in the ocean, floating back and forth with the tide. An industrious salvager promptly purchased the rights to recover pieces of the wreck, planning to use the once admired steamship for firewood. A cat who caught rats on the steamer was rescued after five weeks of being trapped in the wreckage. In the meantime, a schooner weighed anchor to rush the seriously injured Florence to Honolulu, amid concerns that she would not survive the trip.


Kingdom leaders at the time wanted people outside Hawaii to know about the “many attractions presented by life in the tropics.” Estimates showed 2,040 visitors came to Hawaii the year of the Planter’s wreck, but subtracting sailing crew and other “accidental visitors” who were onshore briefly, tourists numbered 600 to 700 per year. This was “a mere fraction of the crowds who flock to the far less attractive resorts of California,” in the assessment of those advising Hawaiian efforts. They wanted to capitalize on the attention generated by prominent visitors such as novelist and humorist Mark Twain, who commended Hawaii’s “garlanded crags, its leaping cascades, its plumy palms drowsing by the shore, its remote summits floating like islands above the cloud wrack,” which comprised “the loveliest fleet of islands anchored in any ocean.” In the plans to tempt travelers, safe and reliable means of transportation recurred in the list of priorities: “the times and methods of sightseeing; the means of communication to various parts of the Islands; the interisland steam coasting service as contrasted with what supplied its place in the early days; the excellence of the Oceanic steamships.” Oceanic was one of the lines that brought cargo and passengers back and forth between the islands and other countries, along with the Pacific Mail Steamship Company and the Inter Island Steamship Company that had assigned John to the Planter.

The crash of Planter, and the injury to Florence Barbour, undermined Hawaiian ambitions for public confidence in what was meant to be “a pleasure trip in every sense of the word.” “The sea-scented breezes are health-giving and refreshing,” promised a contemporary guidebook. Florence, seeking those restorative influences of the tropics, was the type of visitor they wanted to attract, and now she fought for her life.


Once Florence arrived in Honolulu, the responsibility for her treatment fell to Boston University Medical School–trained George Henry Martin, a clean-cut thirty-six-year-old American. When Martin was a child, he witnessed his father, who served as part of the Eighth Massachusetts Regiment in the Civil War, return home in ill health after being held as a prisoner of war at Belle Isle in Virginia. This experience, combined with an extended stay with a physician uncle, planted early seeds of interest. After his formal training, he became a surgeon overseeing two different soldiers’ hospitals, then joined his uncle’s practice in San Francisco before taking over a vacant medical office in Honolulu.

In addition to Florence’s condition, external pressures mounted on the attending doctor. Dr. Martin represented the current face of the medical establishment of the kingdom, indirectly reflecting its promises to replenish the health of its visitors. On top of this, the patient herself could be said to come from medical aristocracy. She was part of a prominent family of physicians in California that included a doctor who treated Hawaii’s princess, Liliʻuokalani.

Dr. Martin tended to Florence for weeks. He tried a wide range of treatments that included the controversial methods of Samuel Hahnemann, considered a pioneer in homeopathy. But Florence died on February 28. Honolulu mourned the tragic fate of their visitor. The Young People’s Christian Temperance Union, which positioned itself as a moral authority for society, postponed a meeting in order to honor her loss. The tale of the young woman from an influential family who had looked for a better life, “a stranger in a strange land,” only to end up in a coffin captivated Honolulu high society and further disgraced John Cameron. An impressive array of flowers filled the funeral, including a “pillow” of heliotrope arranged to display a letter “F” in the middle. A hymn was sung to one of Florence’s favorite tunes, with poignant allusions to the sea:


Jesus, lover of my soul,

Let me to Thy bosom fly,

While the nearer waters roll,

While the tempest still is high.

Showing an adroitness in deflecting blame that he would later use as first mate of the Wandering Minstrel, John pointed fingers at the Inter Island Steamship Company by claiming faulty instruments and insufficient crew. But with Florence’s death fresh in the public consciousness, the odds of securing another post as captain of a vessel dwindled. Instead, John partnered with another former Inter Island captain to try to compete with their ex-employer, leveraging their capital to buy a small fleet of cut-rate schooners for a misguided territorial war against powerful steamships. One of the schooners the new partners eyed was called Emma. The Emma soon burned in a fire described by the Honolulu Evening Bulletin as “mysterious,” after which John and his partner were able to afford to purchase the vessel. Meanwhile, needing cargo to turn into cash, John convinced Captain J. F. Luttrell, a fellow “blackbirder,” to advance him goods for trading in the amount of $1,600.

John’s partner soon abandoned the project, and Inter Island strategically blocked him from becoming a serious competitor. John skipped out on paying his debts, including what he owed Luttrell. Still unable to give up his grudges, John secured work with a rival of Inter Island. While at the helm of that vessel, he might have attached ominous meaning to the volcano eruption he watched from Hilo Bay, with its “flames of great brilliancy.” That same voyage marked another unimpressive showing for John, having to steam out of the harbor twice in view of amused onlookers on shore.


With another venture stymied but the fires of his ambition still burning, John’s status again slid down to a ship’s officer, which brought him to the Wandering Minstrel when it had a sudden opening. John had a feeling of big things to come, a feeling that mirrored the Walkers’ own. The new first mate had an impression that “this vessel was to take me into strange waters and singular adventures.” He was more right than he could know.
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