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This is a dream that will not leave me. I am propped against the quarterdeck rail on a stricken man-o’-war. I have been wounded and cannot move. Although it is daytime, all around is darkness – from a murky sky and smoke that pours from a fo’c’sle fire. Despite the heat of the blaze and the warm, cloying breeze blowing across the ship, I feel cold sweat running down my back. No one else is there. I am alone on the deck but can hear anguished cries from below. I close my eyes, consumed by dread, and wish with all my heart I had never gone to sea ... 
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Chapter 1

Goodbye to All That

We sailed from Sydney on a perfect spring day, out into the blustery winds of the Pacific Ocean. Richard stood beside me atop the foremast with a huge grin on his face. ‘This is a voyage I never thought we’d make again,’ he said. ‘Certainly not as free men.’

I looked down on our ship the Orion, and thought what a handsome vessel she was. Three masts to speed us through the oceans, twenty-four guns to protect us. Despite these guns there was still no mistaking her for a man-o’-war. She had the plump curves of a merchant vessel, and would make a tempting prize for any pirate or privateer who crossed our path. The crew would never pass muster on a Royal Navy ship either.

The Orion had visited Sydney to sell – plates, buckles, shoes – rather than buy. She had taken on a small quantity of timber and flax, and us. The crew had also loaded a large number of botanical specimens, each in their own separately marked pot, to be shipped back to England. Then they had stocked up on fresh water, fruit and fowl for the journey. Where there was space beside the plants, the weather deck was packed with caged birds, their constant squawking adding to the general pandemonium.

A haughty Scottish voice called up from below. ‘Look lively, you urchins on the fore topgallant!’ That could only be Lieutenant Hossack, the ship’s second in command. We had been on the Orion for less than a day, and already I had taken a strong dislike to him.

When we came down to the deck, he was waiting and gave me a swift clout around the ear. ‘I’ll not tolerate slackers, Witchall,’ he said. ‘You’ll pull your weight on this voyage, or you’ll find yourself with some stripes on your back.’

When my duties were over, I went to sit on the fo’c’sle, alone with my thoughts. Evening fell, a beautiful velvety evening, like a warm, starry blanket. A cool breeze cut through the heat and I filled my lungs to bursting, feeling light-headed with happiness. For the first time in perhaps six months I was free from a crushing, ever-present fear of death.

Richard came to join me. We had sailed together since I was first pressed aboard HMS Miranda three years before. After fighting side by side at Copenhagen we had been framed by our ship’s crooked Purser. Transported together as convicts to New South Wales we had now been pardoned and freed to return home.

He had joined the Royal Navy as his family in Massachusetts believed it would be the best apprenticeship for a boy with the sea in his bones. Now he had had enough. When we reached the East Indies port of Coupang, he planned to hook up with an American ship and work his passage home to Boston.

I was pleased to sit with him, of course, but I felt a twinge of betrayal over his plans to leave. We ought to look after each other. Especially on this ship. They were a rough bunch, the crew, and worse than the merchant seamen I’d known when I first went to sea.

We got some measure of them that afternoon, when there was a tussle on the fo’c’sle. Two seamen started arguing about a harbour girl who had tried to solicit their favour and they began to fight. Several of their fellows gathered around. Rather than pulling them apart, they started throwing stones and other missiles at them. The Captain, Henry Evison, waded in, banged their heads together and had them both clapped in irons.

‘I expect the press gangs have taken the best merchant seamen,’ said Richard. ‘Half of this lot don’t even know their way around the rigging. The other half seem pretty good, though I’d hate to see them with some drink inside them.’

Along with half a dozen passengers, there were only thirty or so men in the crew. They were a curious collection of old salts, chancers, rogues and shirkers. There were colliermen from Newcastle trying their hand at deep-water sailing, a few former slavers, and rogues from the postal packets who boasted openly of their smuggling rackets. Toughest of the lot were the gruff northerners known as Greenlandmen – those who had made long voyages into the Arctic, hunting for humpback and right whales.

They were a breed apart and on that first evening I enjoyed listening to their boastful tales while we ate, especially the stories about escaping the press gang. They were not above a bloody battle when the Navy tried to board their whalers, and would drive them off with harpoon and grapeshot. One of the Greenlandmen, William Bedlington, was a bearded giant – six foot three – as he told us several times.

‘So how did you end up at sea?’ he asked me.

I told him I’d joined a merchantman at Great Yarmouth and been caught by a Navy press gang.

‘I got pressed the once,’ he said. ‘Came and took me from me bunk they did, night before we sailed out of Hull. Before I knew it I were plonked in a boat with a bayonet at me belly and they were rowing for the quay. Soon sorted that lot out. I pressed against the strakes with me back and me feet and broke that boat in half before they realised what I were doin’. Bastards all drowned – that’ll teach ’em not to learn to swim.’

It sounded an unlikely tale. Later that night I heard Bedlington claim to have jumped a five-bar gate with his wife under one arm. I wondered if they were still together.

Rough men I could cope with, there were plenty like them in the Navy after all. I hated our cramped quarters though. The crew were packed into a couple of filthy cabins in the fo’c’sle and the stink in there was unbearable. Part of the smell came from the fetid bedding – there were bunks here rather than hammocks I was used to at sea. Evison was keen to keep the rest of his ship spick and span they told me, but he turned a blind eye to the seamen’s quarters. It was so stuffy the candles would not burn for want of air.

Early next day we suggested a good clean up of our cabin, but we got short shrift. ‘There’s enough bloody scrubbing of the decks to do,’ said Bedlington, ‘wi’out havin’ to do ower own quarters. I like a bit o’ dirt meself. Keeps the flux and pox at bay.’

The Orion was a creaking, leaky old vessel and Richard and I were quickly put to work caulking the decks and strakes. The ship was rumoured to be stricken with teredo worm too. On a quiet night, it was said, you could hear the dull scratching sound of them gnawing away at the timbers of the hull. I knew there were stormy seas ahead and I hoped the Orion would be strong enough to survive them.

Despite our year away, Richard and I still had that Navy sense of discipline and duty – an instinct to do a job properly, for the good of the ship and its crew. When we tended to repairs, we would do it until the job was done. This annoyed the other men working alongside us who tried to do as little as they could get away with. When I tried to show one of the crew how to do a monkey’s fist knot on a rope he was using, I heard oaths that even convicts on a transport ship would shrink from using.

After those first few days Richard and I began to feel increasingly uncomfortable with the crew. They would barely talk to us when we ate our meals, and we would be jostled on the decks or companionways as men walked past. Occasionally one would spit on the deck close to where we were scrubbing it. ‘Maybe they’re like this with all new sailors?’ I said.

Richard shrugged. ‘Never mind. We’ve got each other for company.’

We didn’t like the crew but we did like Evison. He was a tall, gruff Lancastrian who spoke with his fists if any man showed disrespect or acted foolishly. But he fed his crew the best he could and treated them fairly. I sensed we were in safe hands.

‘I think the Captain’s all right,’ said Richard. ‘Bit of a rough diamond though. Have you heard the stories about him? Spent his whole life at sea. They say he knows neither his exact age or his real name. He was found as a small boy, drifting off the coast of South America, the only survivor in a boat of castaways. Wouldn’t like to get on the wrong side of him though.’

I laughed
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