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To my wife Jean

Something, in ilka part o’ thee,

To praise, to love, I find;

But dear as is thy form to me,

Still dearer is thy mind.

—Robert Burns






Never say die, lad, s’long as there’s a shot in the locker!

—Traditional naval exhortation
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Foreword

I was enthralled by Michael Layland’s Turmoil: The Life and Times of Philip Hankin.

I wish I’d had it at hand many years ago when I wrote The Wilderness Profound: Victorian Life on the Gulf of Georgia, my biography of George Fawcett Drabble, an Englishman who arrived on Vancouver Island in 1862. I struggled to make sense of Drabble’s career in the confusing and tumultuous 1860s, when political events in the colony were compressed and telescoped into the brief years before British Columbia’s entry into the Canadian Confederation in 1871.

Turmoil is the book I needed, with its clear timelines and accessible account of the political history of the Colony of Vancouver Island between Hankin’s arrival in 1857 and his departure fourteen years later. Hankin and Drabble were at opposite ends of the colony, but both were involved in the initial mapping and surveying of the island. In their civic and political work, they shared the same broad agenda of creating and extending government infrastructure at colonial and local levels: police, courts, legal apparatus, legislative structure.

Born in 1836 to a landed gentry family in Hertfordshire, England, Philip Hankin had the misfortune to be a younger son of a man experiencing increasing financial difficulties. His father sent Philip’s older brothers to venerable Eton and Tonbridge schools, and then obtained suitable commissions or positions for them. But he enlisted Philip, after just a rudimentary education, as a naval cadet aged thirteen. The lad sailed for South Africa almost immediately and thereafter his memoir recorded little about his family.


Philip Hankin’s nine-year early naval career involved such adventures as: in 1853 while on HMS Plumper, the capture off Angola of a small cutter containing ninety slaves; in the same year, a meeting with explorer David Livingstone, who asked Hankin to accompany him across Africa; and his cooking of a curry dinner for the Queen of the Sandwich Islands.

Hankin arrived at Esquimalt in November 1857, aged twenty-one, a midshipman on HMS Plumper. He soon became what he called “personal assistant” to naval hydrographer Captain George Henry Richards, whose coastal survey provided accurate charts for navigation, shipping, and colonization generally. In December 1860, Hankin joined Richards on the surveying vessel HMS Hecate and remained with him until the completion of his coastal survey in 1862. If Hankin’s BC career had ended there, he would be remembered for his significant contribution to charting Vancouver Island and parts of the mainland coast.

Hankin’s naval life in our waters had been a love affair—he recalled being “so charmed by Vancouver Island.” He learned several of the local languages and related well with the Indigenous peoples. After leaving the navy, he returned in March 1864, seeking a significant new career on Vancouver Island and in British Columbia.

But his career almost failed to get off the ground. I was fascinated by Hankin’s brief foray in the spring of 1864 into the Cariboo gold rush. Layland recounts Hankin’s gruelling five-hundred-mile walk to Barkerville, high in the Cariboo Mountains, his stays at roadhouses and “dollar houses,” his hunger and desperation. On arrival he slept alone in “an old empty shed” near Barkerville and soon—as just another broke colonist—took what work he could find. Finally, a government officer, G.C.B. Matthew, lent him $60 for the coach ride back to Yale on the Cariboo Road. Five years later, just thirty-three years old, he was making £800 (C$143,000 in 2025) a year as colonial secretary of British Columbia.

Layland takes us down several fascinating rabbit holes of Hankin’s years in BC and subsequently. He was the life of the party, the mixer, the showman. In 1861, Richards appointed him aide-de-camp to Lady Jane Franklin, wife of the Arctic explorer, who recalled his performance at Sapperton: “Mr. Hankin bounded on the stage in full sailor’s summer costume (all white and blue) flung down his hat, folded his arms, & danced his hornpipe beautifully.” He enjoyed performing in front of crowds and was applauded for skilfully reciting excerpts from the novels of Charles Dickens. Hankin was also known for what Layland calls his japes, pranks, and “youthful hijinks,” some of them revealing a more complex, less admirable side of his character.

In his professional life, both in navy and government, Hankin was the ideal second-in-command, the consummate right-hand man. He had left school, after all, at thirteen, and his only training was naval. Reprising his role as Captain Richards’s personal assistant, he was Governor Arthur Kennedy’s chief of police and colonial secretary to Governors Frederick Seymour and Anthony Musgrave. Three times he acted temporarily in charge of the colonial government during critical periods of its evolution. Maybe the Peter Principle applied to his career: he rose to his level of incompetence and no further. His superiors seemed to understand his limitations. He was, Richards wrote, “not fit to be a 1st Lieut. Manner good with men, no great ambition, gentlemanlike & estimable. Knows French, Italian and 3 Indian languages.”

Turmoil contains important first-hand accounts of the crises leading to the union of the colonies in 1866, and the colony’s more orderly union with Canada in 1871. Layland provides the circumstances and personal ties of these momentous events. Hankin’s BC career effectively closes with the end of the colony he’d helped map and survey; he is a colonial figure, not a Canadian figure.

Hankin, Layland shows, was immersed in colonial social networks, both in Victoria and at the highest levels in London. Turmoil is full of intercolonial connections, a reminder of Vancouver Island’s place in an imperial world. In 1867–68, Hankin was briefly colonial secretary in British Honduras. In 1867, ex-governor of Vancouver Island Arthur Kennedy introduced him to the secretary of state for the colonies, the Duke of Buckingham. Hankin would spend nine years as Buckingham’s private secretary (1872–81), including five years when the duke was governor of Madras. Hankin attended the lavish Durbar ceremony of 1877, when Queen Victoria was proclaimed Empress of India.

Hankin is Hardyish in the tragedy of the last decades of his long forty-year retirement, and what Layland calls his depression and “abject loneliness” after his wife’s death in 1903, followed by his sad and peripatetic life, his aimless wandering without purpose or roots. He returned twice to live in BC, once in Victoria—which retained a special place in his heart—and once in Vancouver. He almost immigrated to Florida to grow oranges in the 1890s.

Layland builds a narrative around Hankin’s interesting but highly selective memoir, written in 1914 when he was seventy-eight years old. The memoir, Layland writes, “contains significant omissions and discrepancies when compared with other contemporary records. It does not give dates for the events recorded,” so the chronology must come from other sources: Layland fills in gaps as he goes, drawing on diaries, newspapers, and Colonial Office and BC colonial records. He writes with respect and authority as he peels back the layers of Hankin’s life and the discrepancies of his memoir to construct a careful and accurate timeline. Where necessary, he nudges and corrects Hankin’s own memories. The result is both high-level political history and a biography of a fascinating and somewhat eminent Victorian.

Layland’s style is economical and unpretentious, and his voice is warm and familiar: wise, reliable, and impartial. He brings Hankin and his era to life in precise and spare language. Turmoil is written in simple, unadorned, unaffected language and effective prose. Layland’s clear authoritative touch is just what Hankin’s life requires, free of the lamentable clutter and jargon of academic history.

Hankin’s life, deftly told here by Michael Layland, is a reminder that one gifted and unusual person can make a difference in history. Thanks to Layland, Philip Hankin will always be a fixture of our past and Turmoil: The Life and Times of Philip Hankin is essential reading for anyone interested in colonial Vancouver Island and British Columbia.

Richard Somerset Mackie

August 2024





Preface

Philip Hankin first came to my attention during my research into the cartographic history of Vancouver Island. In 1862, as a young officer aboard HMS Hecate, he made a perilous traverse over the island’s northern end and wrote an interesting report supported by a creditable map of his route. His journey merited including in my book A Perfect Eden (2016). I also learned that, late in life, he had written a lengthy memoir, the original of which is held the British Columbia Archives in Victoria, BC. I found his story fascinating and wanted to investigate in depth and recount it in a work dedicated to his long and varied career.



From June 27 through to October 10, 1954, The Islander section of Victoria’s Daily Colonist newspaper serialized a transcript of the Hankin memoir. In the same newspaper, J.K. Nesbitt wrote brief articles based on the memoir in 1961 and 1965. In 1974, Robert Louis Smith published a scholarly article in BC Studies. Focused on Hankin’s 1868 appointment as BC’s colonial secretary, it called on Smith’s research for his MA thesis on Governor Arthur Kennedy and the politics of that era.

Until 2023, the centenary of his death, a full account of the life and complicated character of Philip Hankin had not been told. It was April of that year, and I had been researching and writing this biography for a few years when a bombshell landed: a local publisher reached out to me enquiring if I would care to read an advance copy of just such a book, written by Geoff Mynett, for publication that fall. If so, might I provide an endorsement for the cover? My reaction was total shock mixed with dismay. I felt as Darwin must have done when Wallace’s letter arrived requesting his opinion on the latter’s theory of natural selection.

Cooler heads helped me realize that the complexity of Philip Hankin’s personality, career, and significance merited at least two interpretations, and that I should continue with my project. I have done so, but largely without consulting the earlier book, hoping that its publication will only increase readers’ interest in my own account.

Philip Hankin assisted in developing the first accurate marine chart of local waters and in delineating Canada’s boundary with the United States. He recorded for the first time a word list of a local Indigenous language. He performed, earnestly and competently, the duties of a government official under three governors, serving as acting head of government on four occasions, and acting as liaison between the government and several First Nations during critical times.

I also wished to draw attention to the many gaps, mysteries, and discrepancies contained within his memoir. The document derives from an enigmatic character faced with many situations of stress and antagonism during his life, as viewed from the distance of decades. I highlight these and puzzle over the possible reasons for those omissions—that is, apart from the obvious lapses of memory to be anticipated from someone in his mid-seventies.

Providing a cartographic backdrop to the life and times of Philip Hankin, this, the so-called Imperial Map, dramatically combines geography and propaganda. Created in 1886, it emphasizes the worldwide extent of British possessions and territories. Reflecting the hubris of the day, it portrays “the Empire over which the sun never sets.”

Published in a special edition of the Graphic illustrated newspaper to mark the Indian and Colonial Exhibition celebrating Queen Victoria’s upcoming jubilee, the map also surreptitiously reflects the socialist sympathies of the cartographer, Walter Crane. Lavishly illustrated in the style of the Dutch Golden Age, two centuries earlier, it portrays Britannia dominating the globe, borne in turn on the shoulders of a subdued Atlas who wears a sash reading “Human Labour.”

This theme is continued with the group at bottom left. Well-armed naval and military figures keep watch over symbols of British dominance of India; another soldier in a pith puggaree keeps a firm grip on a snarling tiger with a collar and chain. A heavily burdened coolie dutifully follows behind. An elephant with an elaborate howdah with a turbaned mahout and a banner festooned with stylized escutcheons of British aristocracy completes the scene.

In the western border, three figures represent Canada: a “Plains Indian” replete with feathered headdress, bow and arrow; a trapper in snowshoes; and a young woman in fur-trimmed hat, cape, and jerkin, for some reason clutching her head. Oh, and of course, a bull moose. The extent of Canada includes, according to the map, a sizeable section of western Greenland.
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The oceans of the world are traversed by the steamship routes that provided Hankin with diversion for the latter third of his long life. One of these routes appears to indicate that there was plain sailing through Panama, although the canal would not be opened for another twenty-eight years.

The whole essence of the map reflects the times and mood of Victorian Great Britain at the height of the expanding empire. It was within this frame of values that Philip Hankin worked and lived—the context for his life and times.





Introduction

Philip Hankin was barely into his second year when the eighteen-year-old Victoria ascended to the throne of a realm well into its era of social reform and an expanding empire. His long life spanned the reigns of Queen Victoria and Kings Edward VII and George V. For most of his youth, he served his monarch Queen Victoria, her ministers, and nobles in different capacities and in various remote corners of her dominions. He briefly befriended her eldest son, Albert Edward, later King Edward the VII. He spent his retirement traversing the sea routes between outposts of her empire. Late in life he lived in small towns a few miles from where his queen had spent her final decades in reclusive mourning.

Hankin experienced first-hand the effects of the industrial revolution that underpinned the growth of British power, specifically the transition from sail to steam power in the vessels of the invincible Royal Navy. It was also a time of significant scientific progress and social upheaval. The year Hankin was born, Charles Darwin returned from Galapagos, nursing the first inkling of his heretical deductions on the origin of species. During his early years, London saw the growth of scientific societies dedicated to botany, geology, geography, zoology, and other disciplines culminating in Prince Albert’s 1851 Great Exhibition and the foundation of the renowned museums of South Kensington. These developments and changes provided exciting scope for him to expand his own horizons.

Britain had recently outlawed slavery, and as a midshipman, Hankin sailed on two voyages to Africa, hunting slavers. He met David Livingstone, who invited him to join an exploratory trek across Africa. He lived long enough to see the conclusion of the “War to End All Wars,” but had taken no part. Hankin died in November 1923, having exceeded the life expectancy of his generation by four decades.

The table in appendix 1 puts Philip Hankin’s life into historical context, relative to the Vancouver Island region.


Philip Hankin’s Memoir

In May 1954, Major General George Randalph Pearkes presented a bulky, untitled manuscript to the BC provincial archivist, Willard Ireland.1 The document was a memoir written in 1914 by Philip James Hankin, who at the time of its writing was seventy-eight and held the rank of commander (retired) in the Royal Navy. E.L. Britain, the Dominion official resident in Ottawa who ensured Hankin received his pension payments, had sent the document to General Pearkes. Britain told Pearkes of having received the manuscript in about 1920.

The memoir recounts, in remarkable detail, happenings from Hankin’s long life. Passages begin with his boyhood in rural England; progress through his service with the Royal Navy, from midshipman to commander; recount the Cariboo gold rush experienced from the lowest rung of the ladder; and stretch into his time as a British Columbia civil servant during the colony’s most turbulent years, three times serving as acting head of government. For ten years he served as private secretary to a duke, five of them during the very apex of the Raj era in India. The latter part of the work is more subdued, as Hankin wound down his life with worldwide travels, including several return visits to his much-loved Victoria.
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Major General George Randalph Pearkes presenting the original Hankin manuscript to Willard Ireland, provincial archivist.



Mainly chronological, the memoir appears at first reading to be a reasonably fair-minded account of the roller coaster that had been Hankin’s life. When writing the memoir, he did not refer to personal journals, as he had kept none, relying purely on his recollections. Closer examination reveals that the memoir contains significant omissions and discrepancies when compared with other contemporary records. It does not give dates for the events recorded, so I referred to other sources to establish the chronology.

I have opted to refer to the protagonist by “Hankin” or “Philip,” and occasionally both, depending on the context.
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Opening page of Philip Hankin’s manuscript memoir.
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Adjacent panels of Andrews and Dury’s 1807 map showing transportation links for “Sixty Five Miles Round London.” Note “Thiel” (Thele) and “Mr. Hankin.”
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Thele House on Vicarage (later, Roydon) Road; or Stanstead Abbotts, as the Hankin family would have known it. Date of photo undetermined.








Chapter 1 A Sad Boyhood

Fierce winds and driving rain lashed the roof slates of Thele House on February 18, 1836. That night, Daniel Hankin’s wife Elizabeth gave birth to their sixth child, their fourth son. The elderly attending nurse read the tempest as a portent: “I pity the child; his life like the night will be strange and wild.” The omen would prove close to the mark.

Three months later, the lad was christened Philip James in the old Saint James’ Church in Stanstead Abbotts. In the church grounds rested a dozen generations of Hankins.1 The church itself dated from the twelfth century, but the site was sacred in Saxon times. Before that, Romans had occupied an encampment there. The entire area held millennia of ancient history, as evidenced by discoveries of multiple sites of prehistoric occupation. Stanstead manor was once the property of Anne Boleyn.

The village of Stanstead Abbotts lies in the valley of the River Lea in Hertfordshire, some twenty-two miles (thirty-five kilometres) north of London’s Charing Cross. It is close to the small town of Ware, which in the nineteenth century provided a convenient and popular resting place for travellers between the capital and Cambridge. The land around was fertile, the principal crop being malting barley to supply the many breweries and hostelries serving the coach trade. The copious, pure water of the Lea provided the other requirement for good beer. Canals built in the industrial revolution efficiently transported barrels of beer to the thirsty multitudes of the city. The Hankin family had, for centuries, been closely connected with all aspects of this profitable business; they were accepted members of the “gentry.”

Within Stanstead Abbotts, a mile downhill from the church, lay the house and farm of Thele,2 the largest landholding in the area. Thele House was a three-storey Victorian construction of brick based on two adjacent cottages and fronted by a high brick wall. It was a substantial house, as befitted the squire of the parish, but was not a mansion. The 1841 census of England recorded that within lived Daniel and Elizabeth Hankin with their many children, three of Daniel’s younger siblings (a brother and two sisters), and five long-serving female servants. Philip is significantly reticent about his own siblings in his memoir, providing merely a list of their names and dates of birth.

Between 1830 and 1848, his mother bore fourteen children, of whom four died in infancy. Elizabeth died herself shortly afterward. This continuous series of pregnancies and nursing meant that she had neither time nor energy to care for her children once weaned. Hinting at his lack of motherly love, Philip ironically likened her to the wife of Oliver Goldsmith’s Vicar of Wakefield, calling her “a good Breeder.”

He devotes more of the initial chapters in his memoir to Daniel, his father, a relationship also devoid of affection. “While my father was always very fond of the newest baby, he never cared for any of us after about 4 or 5,” Philip recalled poignantly. He remembered, over seven decades later, how, when he was about five years old, he once held his face up to his father for a good-night kiss. Daniel brusquely rebuffed him with “There, that will do, run away, I never kiss boys!”

Another memory about his father was a peculiar rule about the boys’ breakfast. In their farmyard, many chickens and other domestic fowl ranged freely. One of the lads’ tasks was to search out eggs laid other than in the henhouses. Despite the copious availability of eggs, Daniel insisted that, for their breakfast, Philip and his brother Charles, two years his junior, were allowed milk, bread and butter, and, between them, a single boiled egg. Although the younger of the two, Charles was the more assertive and usually scooped out the whole yolk for himself.

Philip recalled that his father continually questioned him and his brothers, from the age of five, about their futures. He would declare that they “should all have to work for a living, [he] would not have a lot of lazy boys living at home and doing nothing!” This attitude may have sprung from his father’s feelings about his own three siblings who still lived in Thele House. It might also have hinted at more profound problems troubling his father that would surface in later years. But Philip recorded, “This [implied threat] made me very frightened, for I was only 5, and quite expected any day to be turned out of the house.”

Normally, one would expect a prosperous farmer, the incumbent master of a large acreage handed down through many generations, to have planned for his succession. He would have identified at least one of his sons to continue the family’s stewardship. Such an heir would need years of grooming to prepare for the task ahead, rather than being treated as an expensive burden to be off-loaded at the earliest opportunity. Philip’s father sent the three elder brothers away to high-priced schools, destined for other careers. This left Philip, Charles, and Thomas at home, subjected to their father’s pressure to leave.



In the Hankin household, the only source of tender, loving care came from Daniel’s younger sister, the children’s aunt Maria, affectionately known as “Ria.” A fall downstairs had dislocated her knee, rendering her dependent on a stick or a rustic Bath chair3 during the day, and costing her any chance of a husband and family of her own. While she did not get on well with the children’s mother, Ria was kind to all the children, and they reciprocated her love. Among Philip’s fondest memories of his boyhood was going on summer picnics in the nearby woods, the lads pushing Ria in her chair along the paths and lifting her in the chair over the stiles. They would boil a kettle for tea and enjoy seedcake. Philip recalled her as “a kind, sweet-tempered little woman.”

Another pleasure was fishing in the River Lea that bordered their garden. Daniel rewarded the boys with threepence per pound for the roach, dace, gudgeon, and pike they brought home for the kitchen. In earlier years, the Lea Valley near Stanstead Abbotts provided Izaak Walton with some of his favourite stretches of fresh water. Walton’s The Compleat Angler, first published in 1653, became the third most reprinted book in history after the Bible and Shakespeare’s works. To his multitude of followers Walton bequeathed the saying “I have laid aside business and gone a-fishing.” Although Philip did not mention it in his memoir, he also became adept with the shotgun, a skill to prove useful later, in his naval career.

Philip’s early education is a mystery. He mentions being “terribly beaten at the various schools” he attended for failure to comprehend Euclid—meaning geometry.4 Each summer his father insisted he copy out text from the newspaper. This stood him in good stead for the rest of his life: he wrote grammatically, in a clear hand, and enjoyed corresponding with friends.
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An illustration of a boy fishing in a 1911 edition of Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler. Art by James Thorpe.



For education, Daniel Hankin evidently treated Philip’s three elder brothers differently. The eldest was Frederick George, six years Philip’s senior, who would be expected, in the normal course of events, to return to continue running the family’s estate. He attended Eton College, the most prestigious school in the land. After reading classics at Trinity College, Cambridge, he did not return to Thele. Instead, he took a commission as a lieutenant in the Staff Corps of the British Army in Chennai, then known as Madras, India. He rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel (retired) before returning to become the government inspector of prisons for Islington, London.

The second son, Edward Lewis, was five years older than Philip. Instead of attending college after private school, at sixteen he took a commission as a lieutenant of the British Officers of the Indian Army, to serve in Madras. Edward rose to the high rank of major general before retiring to live in Devon. The third son, Daniel Bell, attended Tonbridge School, a boarding school for boys, founded in 1553 and later associated with Eton. From there, he studied at a theological college for ordination into the church. For a few years, he served as vicar in the town of Ware, close to Stanstead Abbotts. He later took a similar post in Stoke Newington, in the east end of London.

Between Edward and Daniel Bell came a daughter, Constance Seymour. No record of her education has been found, but there were schools for girls nearby. At age twenty-five, she, too, went out to Madras, to wed Augustus Becher Marsack, an officer with Her Majesty’s Fourth Regiment of Madras Native Infantry. She died in India in 1863, having just given birth to a daughter.



On one occasion when Daniel grilled Philip on his career intentions, the lad responded: “A grocer.” He liked the idea of ready access to treats such as almonds and raisins. This was unacceptable, so he tried again: “A doctor.” Daniel poured derision on that idea: “A pretty doctor you would make. You’d kill all your patients!” Soon after that, Daniel’s influential friend Sir Henry Ward, a diplomat and politician with contacts in high places, including the Admiralty, remarked that one of the many Hankin sons should go into the navy. Philip, then aged twelve, happened to best fit the role of a midshipman. Daniel informed Philip that he was to have a naval career. The son protested, to no avail. There was one problem: he would need to sit an exam for which his education to date had not prepared him.

The examination to enter the Royal Navy as a cadet comprised writing English from dictation and knowing the first four rules of arithmetic and the “rule of three.”5 While Philip could easily pass the first section, his mathematical skills were woefully below par, showing that he could not have received a primary education comparable to that of his three elder brothers. He would need special coaching.

A clergyman in Harwich, the Reverend John Bull, offered just such tutelage. Philip was sent there for three months and enjoyed it immensely. Reverend Bull was a kindly old man with a gentle wife and three children younger than Philip, and there were three fellow students. The curriculum was not onerous: the boys worked in the garden and had to learn the morning psalm,6 a few verses at a time, which Philip remembered for the rest of his life. Reverend Bull also drilled them in arithmetic and the rule of three. At the end, Philip’s tutor presented him with a small globe, and extracted a promise from him to write to the Bull family from the Cape of Good Hope. In his memoir, Philip recorded he complied. He also noted that he was sorry to leave. Life in a warm, loving household must have been in marked contrast to the one he had known at Thele House.



When Philip turned thirteen, his father took him to HMS Ocean, a naval shore establishment at Sheerness on the Kentish side of the Thames estuary, to sit for the cadets’ exam. A doctor thumped his chest, asked him to cough, and pronounced him free from any physical insufficiency and fit for service. A clerk gave him an examination, which, while perfunctory, included a question involving the dreaded rule of three: “If a ship sails 10 knots in 2 hours, how many knots can she sail in 4 hours?” Notwithstanding Reverend Bull’s coaching, Philip was terrified. It had something to do with ships, about which he knew nothing. After wrestling with it for a half hour, he came up with an answer. Finally, he had to write a few sentences from dictation, which he found easy. He was told that he had passed a very good examination and returned home with his father. His mother and family were pleased and congratulated him, which he found “very satisfactory, to say the least of it.”

A few days later, a letter arrived from the Admiralty addressed to a Philip J. Hankin Esq. The Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty were pleased to appoint him as a naval cadet. He recorded in his memoir: “How proud I felt.”





Chapter 2 Learning the Ropes

A second letter from the Admiralty arrived shortly after the news of Philip’s appointment. He was to report at once to the officer commanding HMS Castor at Chatham Dockyard in Kent. The vessel was then being fitted out for a new commission as flagship to the commander of the Cape of Good Hope Station, Commodore Christopher Wyvill, RN.

Castor was a thirty-six-gun, fifth-rate ship of the line, a full-rigged frigate, with a complement of 275 men. Built at Chatham, it had been launched in May 1832. This was to be thirteen-year-old Philip’s first ship.

The Hankin household faced a problem: the instructions were simple—“at once”—but Philip would need to be “kitted out” before he could join the ship. His father, Daniel, acted decisively; he and Philip took the next train to London to call on the established naval outfitters, Silver & Co. They measured him up and would produce the minimum requirement for a cadet’s uniform to be sent to Thele House, the rest to follow as soon as possible. Two days later, Daniel insisted Philip parade through the village in his new jacket, ill-fitting trousers, and cap with a gold band, with a troop of village urchins in tow.

The following day, father and uniformed son travelled to Chatham. They located and boarded the Castor and Daniel asked to speak with the first lieutenant, commanding the ship at the time. He introduced himself and Philip to the officer, who responded, “All right, he is like a young dog—all his sorrows are to come.” He showed them to the midshipmen’s mess, and one member politely offered them a glass of ship’s rum and some weevil-infested hardtack biscuit. Daniel, after banging his head on a beam, soon departed with a “Well, goodbye Philip,” and a gift of 10 shillings (half a British pound, and worth about C$90 in 2025).


[image: ]

Midshipman Jackie Fisher, a contemporary of Philip Hankin, in tropical dress.



The meagre sums spent by Daniel to kit out and bid farewell to Philip on his naval career were in marked contrast to what he would have needed to provide his two eldest sons, Frederick and Edward, as they embarked on careers in the Indian Army. After their expensive schooling, both would have required sets of costly uniforms and military accoutrements. They would not have needed, however, the private annual incomes of at least a few hundred pounds, depending on the status of the regiment, expected of commissioned officers of the British Army. In India, the costs of living were far lower than in Britain and the army’s rates of pay were enough to meet them.1



The friendly new shipmate, noting the gift, remarked that “ten bob” was not very generous, and that he supposed Hankin’s father was not well off. He swiftly relieved Philip of the money as a loan, since he had mislaid his purse, and disappeared ashore with the warning that tea was at four o’clock and he should look sharp or it would soon be gone. The money was never repaid. “Tea,” the evening meal, when it came, was just a cup of tea with ship’s biscuit for dunking. His messmates advised that this was the last food they would get before breakfast. Breakfast turned out to be tea without milk, coarse brown sugar, and ship’s biscuit. Philip was soon to learn the hunger that would persist throughout the voyage.

Within a few days, Commodore Christopher Wyvill came aboard, “a fierce-looking man with a large, hooked nose and a red face. I felt very frightened of him.” In early May 1849, a paddle steamer towed them to Plymouth and cast them off, and they set sail for Madeira and the Canary Islands. They took on water, provisions, fresh beef, and vegetables at Tenerife, then sailed to the lonely island of Ascension, anchoring there for two days. The ship’s purser bought a quantity of turtles whose meat made a welcome change from “salt junk,” and the lads caught a variety of fish, which made a change of diet. After sixty-eight days at sea, they anchored in Simon’s Bay, the location of the naval harbour called Simon’s Town, just outside Cape Town, at Africa’s southernmost point.

During this, his first voyage, Philip would absorb the routines and protocols of the highly structured organism that was a man-of-war under sail. He would begin acquiring an intimate knowledge of the myriad ropes, spars, tackles, and sails that provide power and control to the ship’s officers. His young muscles would grow in strength and his reflexes sharpen as he raced up the rigging in response to calls for changes to the sail configuration. He would have learned whole new vocabularies, both nautical terms and profanity.

Simon’s Town had been a strategic naval base for the British Empire since the 1790s. Prior to the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, it commanded the sailing route from England to India and other imperial outposts in the Far East. In 1814, Britain had purchased the region around the Cape of Good Hope from the Dutch government for £6 million (about C$7.7 million in 2025). Six years later, Britain had sent four thousand settlers to the neighbouring district around Port Elizabeth, some four hundred miles (six hundred kilometres) to the east of Cape Town. They declared English to be the official language, replacing the local Afrikaans dialect of Dutch spoken by white European settlers.

By the time Castor arrived, most of the Dutch colonist-farmers, known as Boers, had departed on their Great Trek inland to settle north of the Orange and Vaal Rivers. Seven years earlier, the British military had forced the Boers in Natal to move to the Transvaal. Natal was incorporated, with the region around Port Elizabeth, into Cape Colony, ruled autocratically by a British governor.
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Diagram of the ropes associated with just one mast of a typical naval sailing vessel. Thirteen-year-old Hankin learned all these and more by heart.



As well as continued military actions against disaffected Boers, there had been unrest among the local Xhosa population, then frequently referred to as Kaffirs (a derogatory word since the twentieth century). This had led to military repression, forming the foundation for the policy of racial segregation. The governor serving at the time of Castor’s arrival was Lieutenant General Sir Harry Smith, a soldier who had served with distinction during the Peninsula War and at Waterloo. He was upcountry engaged in aggressive expansion operations in Xhosa territory, as well as in campaigns against Boers near the Orange River.

Things weren’t always rough for midshipmen. Philip noted in his memoir that Juana, Lady Smith, the wife of the governor, was hospitable to the “middies” of Castor, inviting them, two at a time, to spend a week or ten days with her at Government House in Rondebosch. He would enjoy two such excursions, during which he attended her dinner parties and twice-weekly dances and met many local families. During his time at Simon’s Town, he picked up some Afrikaans, which his captain would call upon years later during an awkward diplomatic situation. Philip’s facility for learning languages would prove an important asset in his career.
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Lady Juana Smith. The Spanish wife of the governor and charming hostess for visiting naval officers at Cape Town.



Lady Juana Smith

Of noble Spanish birth, Lady Smith was descended from Juan Ponce de León, who sailed on the second voyage of Columbus and later explored and charted the coast of what he named La Florida on the North American mainland. Juana María de los Dolores de León was just fourteen when Wellington’s forces besieged, then stormed, the city of Badajoz, her home in southwest Spain. A strong French garrison were occupying it. Orphaned in the action, she and her sister fled and pleaded with some British officers for protection. A few days later, she married one of them, Brigade Major Harry Smith.

She remained by his side for the rest of the Peninsula campaign, enchanting the officer corps, including Wellington, with her beauty and courage. The soldiers idolized “Juanita.” In 1848, Parliament granted her a pension of £500 for her services to the country. Two towns in South Africa were named in her honour, and a third, indirectly, is on Vancouver Island, the town of Ladysmith.
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HMS Castor flying the Commodore’s Pennant as flagship at the Cape.



A few days after Castor had anchored in Simon’s Bay, another British ship arrived. It was Neptune, conveying 150 convicts to be disembarked in the Cape Colony. The resident colonists objected strongly. They felt such miscreants would be a threat to their security and new way of life. Sir Harry advised his superior in London, the Earl Grey, “This is the first occasion on which Dutch and English inhabitants coalesced in opposition to Government.”2

In the governor’s absence, local officials could only ask for clarification from London. In the meantime, the convicts remained aboard Neptune, and the colonists lobbied. It was several months before a decision arrived from London. The colonists’ case was upheld: the convicts would not be landed at the Cape, but taken to Van Diemen’s Land, later called Tasmania, where the penal settlement of Port Arthur was already established.

Soon after Neptune departed, Castor also lifted anchor for an extended cruise to the Mozambique Channel between the African mainland and Madagascar. Britain’s blockade of the slave trade from Africa began in 1808 and lasted until 1870. The Royal Navy’s West Africa Squadron, at times several ships strong, was there to intercept the flourishing trade in enslaved people captured in Africa and conveyed to New Orleans or Rio de Janeiro for sale.3 Most of those vessels operating throughout East Africa, termed “slavers,” used the Mozambique Channel.

Under a new law in 1834, ships of the Royal Navy could hunt down and capture slavers on the high seas, release their captives, and sell the ships for prize money, which would be distributed to the captain, officers, and crew of the hunter. Commodore Wyvill was keen to take advantage of the opportunity to improve his own fortune. By 1860 the squadron had captured 1,600 slavers, but at a cost of over 2,000 British sailors dying of various causes during the missions.

Over the next ten months, the cruise took them to several places in the southern Indian Ocean. Castor gave chase to several small slaver vessels, but they all escaped. One port visited was Port Louis on Mauritius, where Philip got four days’ leave ashore to visit friends of his father who had a sugar plantation nearby.

During the cruise, the midshipmen’s formal education continued. A Mr. Jones, their elderly instructor with “very long red whiskers” who was also the ship’s clergyman, gave them daily classes in navigation in the commodore’s fore-cabin. A cry from the highest yardarm—“Sail on the weather bow!”—interrupted one of his Sunday services. Wyvill called out, “There, that will do Mr. Jones! Grace of our Lord etc., etc., Amen!” He then roared, “Hands make sail!” Every man raced to his station, leaving Mr. Jones alone in his pulpit.

Getting supplies of water during the cruise proved an ongoing problem. It required organizing three of the ship’s boats to be ready by three thirty in the morning, with empty casks and provisions loaded for the day, and the men having had their breakfast of cocoa and biscuit. Often it required rowing ten miles (sixteen kilometres) to the shore to find a source of water, usually a river mouth, fill the casks, and row back—a full day’s hard work. The water they found was often contaminated. Up to one hundred of the crew fell sick with fever and dysentery, and forty died during the cruise.

Hankin did not succumb to the contagion. His immune system must have been extremely robust. In the preface to his memoir, he proudly claimed, “I have never had a day’s illness worth mentioning, and never remember having to pay a doctor’s bill.” Eventually the ship’s doctor warned the commodore that unless he returned to the Cape, he would lose many more of the crew. Frustrated at having failed to secure a single prize slaver, Wyvill reluctantly ordered the course to be set for Simon’s Bay.




Wyvill, a hard drinker himself, took pleasure in humiliating midshipmen who had not yet become used to liquor. It was his custom to invite a few wardroom officers to dine in his cabin. Occasionally, he would also invite a single midshipman, which they all dreaded. One evening, the steward notified Hankin that he was to attend. Although phrased as an invitation, it was clearly an order.

By now, all of Hankin’s clothing was in poor condition. Working in the ship’s rigging was invariably hard on cloth. Tar smeared onto the ropes protected them from rot. He laboured to select his least-yellow shirt, brushed and scrubbed it, ironed it with an empty beer bottle, then rubbed chalk onto any visibly dirty spots on the collar. Dressed in his Sunday jacket and waistcoat, he presented himself at the commodore’s cabin. Four officers were also invited, making six at table, with Philip’s place near the door.

He knew it was the custom to toast one another with wine during dinner. It would be discourteous—an insult, even—to decline. No sooner had the soup been served than the host addressed his young and terrified guest: “Mr. Hankin, pleasure of a glass of wine, Sir?” “With pleasure, Sir,” he replied. The steward filled a large glass with strong sherry, and Philip raised it to his lips. “No heel taps, drink it off, Sir, like a man!” ordered the commodore, downing his own in one. Philip knew he had to do likewise.

Throughout the dinner, the other officers repeated the ritual, each toasting the unfortunate Hankin as the commodore bellowed, “No heel taps!” Up to this time, the lad, not yet fourteen, had had little exposure to strong liquor, beyond the odd glass of ale at his father’s occasional dinner parties. The five goblets of sherry he had swallowed had the inevitable effect. But the ordeal was not yet over. At the end of dinner, they passed round decanters of port and sherry, and Philip received a large glass of port. “The Queen” was toasted, and all downed theirs in one. A choice of liqueurs accompanied coffee: “Curaçao or Maraschino?” the steward asked. Philip replied with a mumbled “Shure-a-sho.”

Philip knew, when the first lieutenant rose, that the dinner had concluded. He got to his feet, bowed to his host, and attempted to leave. He got as far as the door, then fell flat on his face. The sentry picked him up, carried him below to his sleeping place, and left him there, unconscious. Some time later, while still in a stupor, he was shaken awake by an elderly quartermaster. The commodore had summoned him to the quarterdeck. The kindly old man wiped his face with a towel and helped him to mount the companionway. As he came on deck, the ship gave a sudden shift. Philip lost his balance and again fell flat. Wyvill pointed him out to the captain, exclaiming, “That young gentleman’s drunk! A disgrace to the Service!” Armed sentries marched Hankin off to walk around the mizzen deck for several hours until he was sober. His further punishment meant forfeiture of two weeks’ leave ashore when they returned to Simon’s Town.

The entire charade had been a deliberate exercise in humiliation by a Royal Navy flag officer. The purpose seems unfathomable, but such cruelty and blatant abuse of authority appears to have been a regular occurrence under Wyvill’s command. Another curious aspect of the affair is that none of Philip’s messmates warned him what to expect. In his memoir, recounting the incident, Hankin noted the commodore did not invite him to dine again. It was, he wrote, the only occasion in his life when he ever got drunk. He did, however, fall foul of Wyvill again, later in the voyage.

Meagre and nutritionally lacking as their food had been at the beginning of the cruise, it got progressively worse as the months passed. Philip and his messmates were famished. One day, Philip and another boy peeked through a grill in the quartermaster’s storeroom door. They could see a whole smoked ham on a shelf, and their mouths watered. Over the next few days, they sawed through a bar of the grill, then speared the ham with a boarding pike—a stout pole topped with a metal spike—and drew it toward the grill. With a penknife, they carved off a few lumps of ham before it fell to the deck, beyond reach of the pike.

Next morning, when the mess caterer came to collect stores for the midday meal, he discovered the mutilated ham. He suspected it to be the work of middies. He slammed it down on their table, demanding that the culprit own up. Philip and his guilty messmate, although both scared, remained silent. They faced dismissal from the service for such a heinous offence. The caterer removed the damaged evidence and reported the loss, but the perpetrators remained unknown. Philip had had a narrow escape.



When they arrived at Simon’s Town, several of the sick were invalided home. Philip had to serve his two weeks confined to the ship, but the usual crowd of “bumboat” traders came aboard to offer their wares and services. They were a tailor, a shoemaker, and several washermen who would do his laundry; all for a price, of course. On the cruise for the best part of a year, his clothes were in tatters and his shoes badly in need of repair. He and his messmates all needed to order new uniforms from the tailor, and for Philip, this was a problem.

The arrangements for his pay comprised naval salary of £20 per year, supplemented by £40 from his father. £5 was deducted from his pay to compensate Mr. Jones for his tuition. Philip’s net monthly income was £3 6s 8d (3 pounds, 6 shillings, and 8 pence, about C$670 in 2025). The details of Philip’s budget were etched into his memory and recorded in his memoir, sixty-four years later. A new uniform suit cost £3 10s, the washing bill for a month was 14s, the mess bill £1 10s. He found it impossible to keep clear of debt. He borrowed from whomever he could, repaying them a little each month. In desperation, he wrote to his father, pleading to be sent £10 (about C$2,000 in 2025) to free him of his current debts, and promising to be more frugal in the future.

The £10 arrived some months later, with a stern letter from his father that Philip considered unfair. Other boys’ fathers had contributed £50, but even that would have been far less than the school fees for Eton or Tonbridge provided for Philip’s brothers. His father’s remonstration about his lack of consideration for his younger siblings particularly stung. He thought about them a lot.

Unfortunately, his father had paid the money through the commodore’s bankers, which signalled to Wyvill that young Hankin must have complained about his situation. From his house on shore, he called Philip before him. “How dare you, Sir?” demanded the officer. Hankin explained his financial situation, and the damage that tar in the rigging caused on clothing and the associated expense, but it was to no avail. Wyvill gave the lad a letter for Captain Benjamin H. Bunce of Castor banishing Philip to HMS Seringapatam for six weeks; on no account was he to be allowed ashore. He was to manage on ship’s provisions and wash his own clothes.



His punishment was not nearly as salutary as Wyvill had intended. The hiatus in his duties came as a welcome respite after the hardships and dangers of chasing slavers in the Mozambique Channel. The Seringapatam was an elderly, twenty-six-gun sailing frigate based on a design from a captured French vessel. In 1850, while Philip served his sentence, it was an anchored receiving ship, or “hulk,” intended as transit accommodation for naval personnel not yet allocated to active ships. The masts, rigging, armament, and steering gear had all been removed.

An old salt of a gunner, with his wife on board, oversaw the vessel. They were kind to their young “guest” and invited him to dinner every Sunday in their cabin. The gunner boosted Philip’s morale with the time-honoured rallying cry “Never say die, lad, s’long as there’s a shot in the locker!”4

With his own comfortable cabin, Philip spent much of his days fishing “and had very good sport.” Angling skills he developed in boyhood on the River Lea came to the fore. Shrewdly, he kept the gunner’s wife well supplied with his catch. It was during this time, forced to cook for himself, that he learned how to prepare fish curry—a skill that would pay off well, later in his career at sea. Relieved of a mess bill and without the need to pay for his clothes to be washed, he could pay off most of his debts. The only downside of his stay was the enforced prohibition on enjoying the hospitality of Lady Smith and her circle of charming settler friends.



A little over two years into his service aboard Castor, orders arrived from the Admiralty to send four midshipmen back to England, Hankin among them. They boarded HMS Megaera, a recently built screw frigate with an iron hull, one of the first such vessels ordered by the Royal Navy. There being no midshipmen’s mess, the ship’s officers invited the four to join them in the wardroom, so the forty-day journey back to Woolwich passed pleasantly enough.

Three years later, Hankin was awarded the South Africa Medal associated with the brutal Eighth Frontier War, known at the time as the Third Kaffir War, against the Xhosa people. This was a campaign medal issued to all officers and men of the British Army and Royal Navy on active service in the theatre, even if they did not take part in the actual battles. It was to be the only medal Hankin would receive in his career.



[image: ]

South Africa Medal issued in 1855 for service aboard HMS Castor, Philip Hankin’s only decoration. The ribbon is gold with black stripes.







Chapter 3 Ashore, Then Back to Sea

When Philip arrived back in Woolwich in 1852, he found a letter from his father directing him to return to Stanstead Abbotts as soon as possible. Philip’s request to the Admiralty to be discharged ashore was granted, and he took the train to Ware, a civilian once more.

Anxious to learn the reason for his father’s urgent summons, he was told that, for some time, his mother had been sick with a persistent cough, not thought to be serious. In fact, her condition was far worse than they knew. A week later, his father confided the real reason for calling him home: he was selling Thele House and all the land and emigrating to New Zealand. They were to be pioneer settlers in the new colony, and he needed the boys to come with him to help work the land. The two eldest were both in the army in India, but they could join the venture too, if they wished.

His father explained that the long sea voyage would be beneficial for his mother’s health. The plan was to dispose of the property and set out in about eight months’ time. He estimated the sale would realize £30,000 (about C$6.7 million in 2025) and that sum should enable them to find and develop an excellent property out there. In the meantime, Philip could not expect to stay at home without a job. Evidently, his father considered Philip’s help in preparing a large house and estate for sale not a worthwhile activity for him. Nor was getting the family ready for the life of pioneering in the wilderness of New Zealand. Better that he earn an income. A neighbour and good friend of the family, Mr. Calvert, owned a brewery in London and agreed to find a place for Philip there.

A few days later, with a third-class season ticket, Philip took the train to London and showed up at the brewery near the Tower of London, bearing Mr. Calvert’s letter of introduction. The manager appointed him a junior clerk in the office at a salary of £60 per annum. This sounded better than his naval pay, so Philip was content. He was to work from eight thirty until six for one week in two and stay until nine thirty every other week. In those weeks, he would get home at ten thirty. He worked on average fifty-six hours a week for what in 2025 would be £2.80 (about C$5.20) an hour. His duties were not onerous: he was messenger and general dogsbody, but he picked up some knowledge of office procedures and clerical work.

This lasted for five months, until his mother’s condition had deteriorated to a point where the doctor could not recommend her making the long journey to New Zealand, and Daniel abandoned the whole plan. Hankin, in his memoir, does not describe any discussion in the family about such a significant relocation and its implications for them. Nor does he even mention the family members present at Thele House during this period that he spent with them. The national 1851 census recorded as residents Philip’s parents, sisters Constance, Alice, and Lucy, and brothers Daniel Bell, Thomas, and Graham, as well as his well-loved aunt Ria. Neither his uncle George nor aunt Christiana was listed. Absent, too, was his younger brother Charles, then aged thirteen, perhaps away at boarding school. The census listed no live-in servants, but some of them were surely still present.

Hankin’s memoir records no emotion on his part at returning home and reuniting with his family after over two years away at sea. Nor does it note any reaction from them at his reappearance. The commute and long hours of his job in London would have left little time for them to become reacquainted. Aunt Ria expressed her dislike at the smell of tobacco smoke on his clothes, accusing him of acquiring the habit. He explained it was because he had travelled in train carriages with smokers.

His father still showed no interest in having Philip remain and learn to run the farm. Instead, through yet another friend at the Admiralty, he arranged that he rejoin the navy.

The Admiralty offered Philip a choice of two ships, both anchored at Spithead, the Royal Navy’s roadstead in the Solent, near Portsmouth: HMS Agamemnon or HMS Sidon. He chose the latter, a twenty-two-gun, first-class paddle frigate, launched in 1846. He noted a feature he liked was that the middies’ mess in Sidon was aft of the wardroom, and immediately below the captain’s cabin. He was to rejoin as a midshipman. It was 1853, and Philip was seventeen years old.



Philip soon fell back into the familiar routine of life aboard and forgot about his spell as a brewer’s clerk. Several cadets joined Sidon as their first ship, among them, he recalled in the memoir, some who went on to rise to the rank of admiral. He had the good fortune to be assigned to the watch of a sub-lieutenant—termed at the time “mate”—Frank Thomson, whom he later described as “one of the most charming men I have ever met.”1 They formed a friendship that would endure until Thomson’s death in 1884. Even after that, Philip remained in contact with Frank’s daughter, son, and two grandsons, both of whom became officers in the Royal Navy.

Whenever Thomson had a day’s leave ashore, he would take Philip along to stay with his mother, who lived in nearby Southsea and who gave the friends “excellent suppers.” She would play the flute accompanied by her son on the piano. During this time, Thomson became engaged to Minnie, sister of another naval officer who, a few years later, would be awarded the Victoria Cross at the siege of Lucknow in India, and rise to the highest naval rank: Admiral of the Fleet Sir Nowell Salmon, VC, GCB. Philip often accompanied Frank and his fiancée to dances at Winchester. He was a natural dancer who loved and excelled at it, recalling at seventy-nine that he “could never resist The Blue Danube waltz.”

He remembered attending many dances at the highly fashionable summer resort of Ryde on the Isle of Wight, across the Solent from Portsmouth, and got to know “several charming families.” He renewed a warm friendship with a Mrs. Menzies, whom he had earlier met in the Cape when they had invited him to their villa at Sea Point near Cape Town. Mr. Menzies had been chief justice of the colony, and when he died, his widow and family had retired to Ryde. Another mother with a pretty daughter, he remembered, was Lady Douglas.

At this part of writing his memoir, Philip’s mood turned from buoyant to melancholic, as he reflected, obliquely, about his own family, probably referring to experiences later in his life: “[Relatives] always want to give you advice, and take liberties, which they would not dream of doing, if they were only friends.”

After he had been six months aboard Sidon, his mother’s condition worsened, and Constance, his sister, took her to recuperate in the sea air at Ryde. This proved unsuccessful, so they returned to Thele House, where she died. Philip’s father denied his wish to see his mother one last time before “the summons came,” saying that he “should only be in the way.” Elizabeth was buried in the Hankin family plot in Saint James’ churchyard, Stanstead Abbotts. Philip never mentions having visited her grave.



Having been ten months aboard Sidon at Spithead, Philip found the lack of action to be tedious, so he applied to the Admiralty requesting transfer to a seagoing ship, and they promptly complied. He was to report immediately to HMS Plumper, then fitting out at Portsmouth for a commission to West Africa. He was sorry to leave his messmates, but it proved a fortunate move for him. Within a year, the Crimean War broke out and Sidon was actively involved. During the siege of Sevastopol, a Russian shell struck the ship exactly where he would have been stationed had he remained with them. Twenty-two men died or were injured in the explosion. His friend Frank Thomson, newly promoted to lieutenant, had already transferred to HMS Fury in the Mediterranean, so he too had a close escape.

Hankin’s new ship, Plumper, was a small, wooden, auxiliary screw (propeller) sloop of experimental design, a hybrid intended to use a coal-fired steam engine for tactical mobility but rely on sail for long distances. The economical cruising speed under power was six and a half knots. Under sail, the crew lifted propeller aboard, but this complicated arrangement proved inefficient under practical operations. Plumper carried six muzzle-loading guns.

Plumper’s captain was Commander John Anthony Lawrence Wharton, RN, with Lieutenant Charles John Didham, RN, and Lieutenant Edward Shaw, RN, serving as first and second lieutenants. Philip got on well with all three, but he particularly admired Shaw, “one of the kindest, and best of men. I can never forget him, and all his kindness to me.” Shaw was his watch officer and taught him seamanship: how to moor and unmoor a ship, shift topsail yards, and many other skills needed by a young naval officer.



[image: ]

Section of 1851 map Western Africa by John Tallis.



Plumper steamed out of Portsmouth Harbour on September 12, 1853, lifted her screw, and set sail bound for the Bight of Benin in West Africa on a mission to intercept slavers. For eighteen months, as part of the West Africa Squadron, they cruised along the coast visiting Liberia, Accra, and Cape Coast Castle. The “Castle” was one of dozens of slave fortresses on the Gold Coast (now Ghana) built as dungeons to hold enslaved people until they were transported to the Americas. In 1853 it was a British possession, so it no longer held any slaves. Plumper then sailed west to Ascension Island in the mid-Atlantic, and there, Philip Hankin’s fortunes took another turn for the worse.

Married just before his appointment as Plumper’s skipper, Commander Wharton wanted to spend time with his new wife, so he applied to be relieved of his command. While they were at Ascension, his replacement arrived, Commander William Henry Haswell. This was his first command, but he already had a few years’ experience on the West Africa station. The ship from which he was transferring, HMS Investigator, had met an unfortunate end. On a mission to discover the Northwest Passage, it had become trapped in the ice
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