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To Mom and Dad



[1 ]


I could not move because I was wrapped around the topmast like a python on a pig, and I’d been hanging on for dear life for at least two hours. And as I clung there, I cursed Midshipman Edward Hines and the entire Royal Navy with its petty, vicious regulations.

The sea was definitely too close! The ship dipped perilously low towards the sea. I couldn’t believe how near I was to the water. I felt I could touch it if I stretched out an arm or a leg. Spray blew from the crests of the waves and drove across me in blinding and drenching showers.

I must have been well over one hundred feet above the main deck yet sea water splashed against my face with every dip and roll of the Boneta. I wasn’t going to let that thought bother me. Others had done this. Sailors endured this punishment all the time in the Royal Navy. I was not going to fail. All I had to do was hold on. That was easy enough. Wasn’t it?

As long as I was forced to be on this ship I would do my best. I had not chosen to join the navy, but I could be a good sailor – I was sure of it.



Other people seem to get through life without making enemies. I wish I could overlook stupid, cruel and boring people, but I can’t. They always make life harder for everyone else. Especially when they are in charge of things, and they usually are. Mr Hines has no business being a midshipman, or a ‘young gentleman’ as they are called. He’s a year younger than me and it’s only because he comes from a moneyed and connected family that he can stamp around this ship giving orders to the other men (some of whom are three times his age). Midshipman Edward Hines was the reason I was on the Boneta in the first place, and as if that was not bad enough he seemed to delight in making life as hard for me as possible.

This morning, he’d joined some of us new hands on the main deck to give us instruction on basic knots. He began by delivering a deeply boring and cosmically irrelevant lecture on the various forms of rope, cord and cable that had been developed and all the professions whose duties required the use of cordage. We next passed an entire hour whipping up rope and securing stray ends. Another hour was spent ensuring that the imbeciles in the group were acquainted with simple overhand knots. I am not boasting when I say that during my brief time aboard I had already managed to distinguish myself amongst the new hands. Compared to the rest of the intake, I was physically more able, had read more widely and was more numerate than average (my brother Patrick, having been to sea before, had been rated as an able seaman and was already busy aloft in the rigging of the foremast).

I suspect my education and demeanour did much to set the mood of the other hands against me. I knew I was already an object of their jokes. I’m afraid I caused the older hands a good deal of annoyance with my innumerable questions, in my eagerness to get acquainted with everything connected with the ship and my new duties. My love of clean clothes and my dislike of rum would make me few friends on this ship of smelly drunkards. Even though they nicknamed me the Black Prince, I was keen to join in and show willing where I could, and truth to tell, I was enjoying myself. I have always loved being on the water and there was so much to learn aboard the Boneta that I was really interested in. Almost everything fascinated me, from the names for all the rigging and yards to the routine of the watches, the ranks, the weapons … I felt a surge of joy rise within me as I surveyed the ship, its crew and its workings. This was something I could master. I could be very good at all of this if I set my mind to it. I had not the faintest doubt that I would succeed in all that was demanded of me. Yet deep down, I harboured a resentment against the Royal Navy because we were, in effect, prisoners on board the Boneta. We had been most violently kidnapped from the docks by a press gang and forced to serve on this frigate for as long as it pleased the captain. It was a sentence that could last for several years.

That morning I was hoping to discover the world of advanced casting off knots and monkey chain knots and Flemish eye knots but the fool of a midshipman informed us that an excellent way to secure sail was to employ a sheepshank knot. Now, I know I am only rated as a landman (that’s what they call those of us who have never been to sea before) but I have done some sailing in river and coastal boats back in Sierra Leone. My father (may he rest in peace) taught me how to fashion knots and secure materials of all kinds. Sheepshanks are totally unsuitable for bearing loads on ocean-going vessels, and indeed for anything beyond children’s games. Obviously, what the young gentleman meant to show us was a sheet bend knot as the ropes he held before him were of different sizes and strengths, but he’d confused sheep with sheet and shank with bend.

‘Begging your pardon, Mr Hines,’ I blurted.

Everyone on deck froze as one, then turned their heads very slowly towards me.

Mr Hines smiled at me with his mouth alone. Though I stood directly in front of him his eyes darted about me as if following a fly.

‘We will hear what this young landman has to say.’

Baby Brookes, the bosun’s mate, moved to my side and hooked his thumbs into his belt. He growled in my ear and bared his teeth. As he used no words whatsoever it was only some days later that I was given to understand that exchanges such as those I was about to embark on with Midshipman Hines merited extraordinary punishment under navy regulations. The young gentleman ordered the bosun’s mate to stand back, all the better to assess this new threat to his authority.

‘I believe you will find that knot unusable, sir.’

‘How so?’

‘It is a sheepshank.’

‘On this matter there is no dispute.’

I ignored the laughter this comment elicited and continued. ‘What is required is a bend of some sort, ideally a sheet bend.’

‘How so?’

‘A question of weight, sir. Allowing for adverse weather conditions, perhaps some wetness of sail and the motion of the ship on the waters, there’s no sheepshank on earth that can take a strain such as you describe.’

Mr Hines nodded, appearing to digest my remarks. He cast a gaze around the crew as if inviting further comment.

‘No, of course, I must disagree. How long have you been at sea, landman?’

‘Four days, sir.’

‘Four days. Oooh, a lifetime indeed!’ The rogues on deck sneered along with him. ‘Now, by way of advancing my argument,’ he continued, ‘I shall request the presence of our bosun’s mate. Mr Brookes!’

Baby Brookes scuttled reluctantly from my side to the midshipman’s, touching what would have been his forelock (had he not had African ancestry).

‘Mr Brookes will now demonstrate the correct binding of a ship-shape sheepshank.’ This was accomplished in under five seconds. ‘And exactly how much, or what order of weight, landman, would you say, could such a connection sustain, and under what conditions?’

‘Truth to tell, Mr Hines, it’s difficult to be exact, but for use on a ship such as the Boneta in weather such as the master claims we’re likely to meet this evening, I’d say not much over one hundred pounds of wet sail.’

Hines stroked his chin and ground his teeth as if lost in deep consideration of these variables.

‘One hundred pounds, you say. What would you say, Mr Brookes?’

‘Don’t rightly know, sir,’ he said, patting his invisible forelock again. ‘A right goodly weight, nonetheless.’

Hines looked me up and down. ‘Hmmn. A goodly weight, indeed. Bind this young man from head to foot, bosun’s mate! And secure it all with your tightest sheepshank, if you please.’

Before I could voice my shock, a web of cord had been spun about me, passed twice between my legs, once over each shoulder and pulled firm. The securing knot at my waist was tighter than I’d have thought possible for a sheepshank.

‘All hands hold to, now!’ the midshipman commanded. The forest of grins which greeted this order confirmed my fear that I had not one true friend on board this ship of ruffians save my brother Patrick. ‘Pass the rope over the yardarm. Sharply, now!’

The rope end was flung over the mizzen mast’s yardarm and I began to fear for my life. Stories about sailors being tortured to death were not uncommon.

‘Haul one, haul all,’ came the cry. I was pulled up, kicking desperately into the air above the deck, with all my weight being carried by my waist.

‘Let’s be floggin’ that darkie, now, jes’ like we do in Jamaikee!’ whooped a wild new sailor.

Swift, harsh looks from the two senior crew members on deck silenced him into shrivelled embarrassment.

‘Now, Landman Williams, how is this? Is this a suitable knot or not for a weighty ship-borne load?’

Tight though it was, I sensed that the knot could slip loose given sufficient rough teasing from the deckhands, so I told him, by way of shaking my head in terror, that the knot was far from secure.

‘Not made fast enough?’ crowed the young gentleman in mock-amazement, as if he was a conjuror on stage. ‘Shake that sheepshank, lads. Let’s see you shake all the sheet and bends out of the fellow. Shake away, now! Shake!’

My bound body was raised almost to the yardarm and lowered roughly to the deck repeatedly with increasing speed and violence. To compound my misery the deckhands sang a little shanty.



‘They call me hanging Johnnie

Hooray, hooray,

They call me hanging Johnnie

Hang, boys, hang



They said I hanged for money,

Hooray, hooray,

But I never hanged nobody,

Hang, boys, hang



I’d hang a noted liar,

Hooray, hooray,

I’d hang a bloated friar,

Hang, boys, hang



I’d hang a brutal mother,

Hooray, hooray,

I’d hang her and no other,

Hang, boys, hang



I’d hang to make things jolly

Hooray, hooray,

I’d hang all wrong and folly,

Hang, boys, hang



They call me hanging Johnnie

Hooray, hooray,

They call me hanging Johnnie

Hang, boys, hang.’



After I’d crashed to the deck for the eighth time, the midshipman came to kneel beside me. He removed his hat and wiped his brow. ‘So tell me now, in your considered opinion, Landman Williams, is the sheepshank a knot you would use to fasten sail and other loads on board this ship?’

Racked with every imaginable physical pain, I nodded.

‘And shall I take that to mean “yes” in your language, landman?’

‘Aye, aye, sir,’ I croaked.

‘Aloft with the wretched fellow, Mr Brookes, and bind him fast to the crow’s nest!’

I was pulled towards the sky again. ‘Let the wind and water be his tutor tonight. And, landman,’ he walked underneath me and stared into my face, ‘mind your tongue and be thankful I’ve not awarded you the lashes you so richly deserve!’

So here I am hours later stuck at the ship’s highest point, in the wind and rain, and commanded to remain here at the pleasure of my newest enemy: Midshipman Hines.

There was no rigging up here suitable for hooking my elbows through, so I used my belt to strap myself to the mast. And as I had already loosened the main knot of my restraints (which Baby Brookes had been thoughtful enough to leave within reach of my fingers) I made myself both safe and comfortable.



I suffer from neither seasickness nor a fear of heights, but this topmast torment combined the very worst elements of both these conditions. On top of everything else, I had to face my biggest fear: boredom. After studying the patterns made by families of rats being chased by the ship’s ferret through the rigging there was nothing to do. There was nowhere to put my mind – except inwards to my miserable reflections or out, far out to sea…

After another hour I fixed my gaze on the masts of the other ships in our little convoy. There were four other frigates. They travelled with us in a diamond formation with our ship at the centre. But I’ve no idea what our purpose is or where we are bound. All I can conclude is that we are somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean. I wonder if our course will take us near Africa?

Since stepping on board the Boneta I’ve been trying to overhear and make sense of every conversation I can. Rumours abound on a ship like this. Baby Brookes, the bosun’s mate, says we ‘be bound for Afrikee for dobbing the Sallee Rovers one on’, whatever that means. I’ve also heard the master and ship’s officers cursing the large, inconveniently placed crane that stands above the hold. Because I visit the hold daily as part of my delivery duties, I know it is also home to Dr Belloni, a very strange Italian gentleman. I’ve glimpsed him tinkering with some apparatus which keeps him permanently below decks. What its purpose is I cannot imagine. Some say we are on a secret mission, that they’ve never sailed on such a closely guarded ship with marines stationed at every single hatchway. But I couldn’t care about secret missions. I only hoped that we really were on the way to Africa. I hadn’t seen my home in Sierra Leone in almost four years. I could barely remember what it looked like.



At the top of the ship every motion is amplified. I can feel everything up here. The ropes rattle noisily, the sound mingling with the flapping ends of loosened sails beating against their yards. Every ripple feels like a rolling wave and the slightest dip a plunge. From so high above the deck everything looks extraordinary. I started to notice the wildly different colours of the waters. Some were blue, some were black, others blue-black and grey edging into cobalt and colours without names. Colours which were all colours and none. I could have sworn that in places the sea was transparent and for a while I felt as if I had left my body and was rising above the convoy to look down upon it. There were shapes under the waves. Not just shapes, but ghostly lights as well. The scene they illuminated was magical. I could discern underwater mountains and valleys. And were those really underwater castles and villages and the carriages of merfolk that I saw trundling up and down them? Eventually I grew increasingly lightheaded, until I was almost convinced that everything – the sea, the night – was unreal; that I was the victim of a particularly bad nightmare; and that I would soon wake to find myself safely in my hammock under the glow of the swinging mess lamps. It was the fear of my growing insanity that shocked me back to reality.

I must have been strapped to the mainmast for at least four hours because I heard the bell ring to change the watches on deck. I should have been with my messmates by now. They would be nice and warm, or at least dry below decks. Very soon I again lost all sense of perspective.

Then it started to rain. Those on watch now wore oilskins. They paced to and fro seeking shelter when they could under the boats stowed on the booms. The clean, new set of clothes in which I left London three weeks ago were ripped, stiff and marked with layers of sweat and sea spray.

I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and my sense of time decreased as my hunger grew. The smell of salt beef and plum duff boiling rose up from below decks, and I imagined little Francis toiling away beside the fat cook in the tiny galley, bashing canvas bags full of broken biscuits and rolling and cutting out stiff dough.

I tried to keep track of the various bells – sixteen bells sounded twice. That meant that eight hours have passed, I think. Or did it mean it was four in the morning? On the quarterdeck a knot of marines with fixed bayonets were staring up at me in an unusually relaxed manner. I guessed they had been laying bets on how long I’d survive up here.

Across from them the usual group of middle-ranking bullies foregathered beside the lee rail. One of them I could clearly see was Mr Hines. He glanced up at me, studied his fob-watch and carefully relit his pipe in the wet environment.

Suddenly, I saw my older brother Patrick waving across to me from his usual post halfway up the foremast, where he was adjusting a stretch of rigging. I still get confused about the different masts and sails and cannot yet tell a gaff peak halliard from a mizzen-topgallant halliard. I couldn’t see if Patrick was smiling or not. He was clenching his fist, but it wasn’t in greeting. He was swinging his arm in a long, low underarm motion. He was holding slingshot. It was weighted with a small package. It came flying across to me. I was too dazed to catch it, but it connected with my forehead, and thus dropped safely and neatly at my feet. It was a small bundle of ship’s biscuit and cheese. I hate cheese, so I threw it into the sea immediately after my brother had climbed down from his mast and was out of sight. I tapped the biscuit to dislodge an army of tiny beetles and munched merrily.

I stared out into the black night; the shrouded deck below me had fallen silent and was now almost deserted except for the steady tramp of the lookouts from rail to rail calling from one to another ‘All’s well’ from deck to deck.

I don’t have a clue where we are, though obviously we are not in enemy waters as I can remain up here in the lookout for so many watches. There was no coastline to guide my intuition. I knew next to nothing about the positions of the stars. I imagined I could discern the Plough … or was that the Great Bear or the Hunter? My little brother Robert would have known. He could have told me exactly were we were, how fast we were travelling, where we were going and when we’d get there. He had tried to teach me a little astronomy once when we were at school in London. But I have no head for navigation. All I really want is to get back home to Freetown, Sierra Leone and I don’t care which star guides me there.
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I opened my eyes to a dark, lowering morning. The desolate sea was still threateningly rough. Heavy clouds hung low. A hand was at my shoulder.

‘ ’Tain’t likely you’ll be looking to fix folds abaft or hove in all the cargee, heh-heh. I’ll lay to that! Hold fast to me.’ It was the voice of Baby Brookes: a voice that could have come from Panama, Poplar or Port-of-Spain. Apart from the last four words I hadn’t understood a word the bosun’s mate said, but I replied: ‘Aye!!’ and laughed like I imagined a true seaman would. I held tightly on to him as he untied me then threw me over his shoulders like a sack and carried me down the mast. This was no mean feat, as I am no lightweight and he was only slightly larger than me. They called him Baby Brookes because he was actually born on board the Boneta. His mother was one of the ‘wives’ of a particularly depraved captain. Baby has lived on this ship his entire life. No one knows his first name. As an infant, he was entered in the ship’s records simply as Baby. The name stuck. The Boneta is his entire world.

A roar like a bull being roasted alive reverberated through the Boneta from somewhere beneath the main deck. All the deckhands were rendered immobile by the sound. Only when it stopped did I notice that all eyes were upon me. They were grinning unkindly. Then I remembered … Exhaustion, sleeplessness and cold aside, there was another matter I had to face that morning which set me quaking with terror. I would be brought face to face with the captain of the Boneta that morning in a most terrible way.

The unholy noise tore through the ship a second time. ‘God be with you, young’un,’ muttered an old sailor as he passed. ‘Captain Hibbert has the rage of the damned today!’

The lure of sleep was pressing greatly upon me, but I had tasks to perform. I had vowed from my first step aboard this ship that I would never disgrace myself or bring shame upon my family or my people. I shook myself into greater wakefulness and set to my duties.

The worst jobs on every ship always go to the new hands. I have never been lucky when it comes to lotteries, so I was unsurprised to end up with manger duty. The manger is a low shed tucked under the poopdeck. Inside it a cow, two pigs, four hens, and a goat are stalled. They produce eggs, milk, meat and manure in abundance. Like most new sailors I was shocked to find livestock quartered away aboard a Royal Navy vessel, baaing, mooing and pooing as if in the wilds of Wiltshire. I had to tend to them. We all know what that means. These creatures generate animal waste in copious quantities. One of my tasks is to dispose of this. I also milk the cow, collect the eggs and make the area a fit place for them to endure another day and night in.

I feel I’m good at the mucking out and deliveries now even if I’m still soaked through to the skin and shivering like a ghost.
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