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PROLOGUE


October 1832


A lighter, ferrying last-minute supplies for the transport ship Veritas, struck out from Gravesend and ploughed into the rough seas, its crew trying to reach the old merchant ship, retired from the East India fleet, before the longboats that were heading in the same direction. They were carrying convicts from the hulk Earl of Mar, headed for a penal settlement on the faraway isle of Van Diemen’s Land – guests of the government, the jokers liked to call them – on board Veritas.


She was 1,200 tons, a proud vessel in her day, veteran of the lucrative Bengal–China route, fallen on hard times nowadays, forced to ferry human cargo across the globe.


As if objecting to this humiliation, Veritas rolled angrily in the swell, and the men in the lighter shuddered. They had seen the timber hutches below decks, only recently installed to house two hundred of their countrymen, and they’d seen the steel rings riveted into the cheap timbers to anchor the chains.


They were glad they’d won the race, quickly unloading their cargo so they could turn their eyes and ears away from the misery of the men in the longboats that were wallowing nearby, waiting their turn, while curious seamen looked down on them in disgust. They did not condemn the prisoners, nor did guilt enter their minds, just the knowledge that this was not a voyage a man could boast about.


The captain himself referred to half of his crew as trash, but he’d had difficulty recruiting ordinary seamen for this run, and beggars couldn’t be choosers. As soon as the last of the fresh food was stowed, and the livestock were fed, he ordered the boatswain to clear the decks and begin taking the prisoners aboard.




CHAPTER ONE


February 1832


The magistrate furrowed his brow, scowled, peered at the packed courtroom and began to turn pages in the heavy journal on his high desk.


Carlendon was a busy little village that served the surrounding farmlands on the outskirts of London, and normally few took an interest in court proceedings, but today, it seemed, everyone wanted to hear the fate of Lester Harris, especially since this case involved not one but three of the county’s leading families. And, as luck would have it, the magistrate sighed, Harris was related to his own kin, the Mudlows, by marriage.


The defendant was in the dock now, a well-built, well-fed sort of fellow with the smooth skin and even features much admired by ladies. Lester Harris was oft referred to as handsome, but to the magistrate, Jonathan Mudlow, the wretch’s visage was flawed. He had always thought Lester had mean eyes – pale, calculating eyes that surveyed the world from under lowered lids. Hence it had been a wonder and a consternation to him that his cousin Josetta Mudlow, a fine young woman who, in normalcy, was no fool, should even consider marrying Lester. And he had said so. Whereupon his Aunt Ophelia had rounded on him, calling him a sour grape, claiming he was jealous because her daughter was to marry the most eligible bachelor in the district.


And so Josetta and Lester had wed. She became the mistress of Glencallan, a fine farm gifted to them by Lester’s family, and in due course they were the proud parents of a bouncing baby girl called Louise May.


Jonathan had attended the christening. Josetta looked rather wan, understandable after the ravages of childbirth, but there were whispers abroad that Lester beat her.


Shocked, Jonathan asked his aunt, who brushed off such a suggestion. ‘Rubbish! Where did you find a tale like that? He’s got a bit of a temper, Lester has, but he’d never lay a hand on Josie. Never! And did you know she has a servant girl working for her now? How many men let their wives have servants, I ask you. None in our family and that’s for sure.’


Now Jonathan studied the pages before him, coughed, rapped the desk for quiet, and turned to the prisoner at the bar. ‘You have been charged and found guilty of assault and battery, a particularly brutal, unprovoked assault on a gentleman, who is now deaf as a result and has lost the use of his right arm …’


And, Jonathan said to himself, we also know now that you’re a bully and a coward, since the second witness claims you’ve committed previous assaults that have never been brought to the notice of the law.


He saw Lester sneer and raise his eyebrows impatiently. Even now, the Harrises seemed to think they were above the law. That this guilty charge could be solved by money. They had made it plain to Jonathan that they expected him to do the right thing by his cousin’s husband and levy a fine. A heavy one if he thought fit. Good of them, Jonathan reflected cynically, to assist me with my decision.


On the other hand, the victim, Matthew Powell-Londy, was the owner of a timber mill, and the permanent injuries he’d sustained constituted a serious handicap in the conduct of his business. Further to this, his brother was a lecturer in law at Cambridge, and on his advice, their father, James Powell-Londy, a powerful and bitterly angry man, expected the death penalty. They were both in the courthouse, in the front row, glaring at Jonathan this very minute.


On the other side, though, was Josie. She’d come to his door begging for clemency and he’d tried to turn her away.


‘I can’t listen to you,’ he’d said. ‘The crime has been discussed and debated in court, it is over now.’


‘But he didn’t mean to do it,’ she persisted. ‘It was just a moment of temper, Jonathan. He was provoked. He was being overcharged for the timbers he’d ordered to build the new stables, and God knows we can little afford all that extra money.’


Jonathan shook his head. ‘Now, Josie. Your farm is biding well. Don’t go telling me stories.’


‘Oh God, please don’t regard me if I’m saying the wrong thing. But Lester is truly sorry for what happened …’


‘Is he now? I hadn’t noticed.’


‘But he is. You have to let him go free. He’d never do such a thing again!’


‘Josie, you don’t understand. There are two hundred crimes on the books that incur the death penalty, many of them far less serious than this …’


‘What?’ She reeled back in shock. ‘You’re not … you can’t be thinking of such a thing! The death penalty! Are you mad? We have a daughter, she’s only twelve, would you …’ Too overcome to continue, she turned and ran off into the night, her wails echoing down the dark street.


Next thing, old man Harris was hammering at his door, but Jonathan refused to respond. He thought Newgate prison would be the most appropriate sentence in this case. A ten-year sentence instead of the gallows.


The night had taken its toll on his nerves as he’d dreamed of riots in the village – roisterers pillaging and burning – and seen himself atop gallows on a fine day, with the sun streaming down and children playing at his feet, a gaily beribboned noose swinging back and forth across his face, ticking heavily like a worn-out clock.


He was still groggy from those miserable dreams, and the depressing knowledge that whatever decision he made today would be met with rage by one side of the argument, at least.


Then he reminded himself that Newgate prison was not all that far from here.


Jonathan gazed into the future and saw members of the Harris family, and their friends, returning from visits to Lester in that foul prison to vent that rage on him, and his household, over and over again. There’d be no end to it. And he simply was not about to be pilloried by anyone, no matter how sorry he was that the law had Josetta’s husband in the dock. He knew there was another path open to him, and he decided to take it.


He rapped his gavel and called the court to order, then, when all was quiet again, he continued: ‘Lester Harris, I hereby sentence you to ten years’ imprisonment for this crime, your sentence to be served in the penal colony of Van Diemen’s Land. You are to be taken forthwith to Newgate prison to await transportation to that colony at the earliest.’


Harris shouted abuse at him as he was being dragged away, but his voice was drowned by the screams and shouts in the courtroom. Jonathan had other cases to hear, but he adjourned the court, taking refuge in the clerk’s office until these people drifted away. It was all over and he felt relieved. In time they’d all forget Lester Harris, except Josetta and her daughter, he supposed.


But if she had any sense she’d divorce him now.


Josetta’s father-in-law, Marvin Harris, came to see her that night, still enraged by the sentence.


‘But I’m a practical man, Josie, so we have to look at this straight. Now I know Glencallan’s my son’s property, left to him by his grand-daddy, but you can’t run it without Lester, and he’s not coming back, so we have to hang on to it.’


She was sitting at the kitchen table, too dulled by tears to care much about anything except the savage sentence her own cousin had inflicted on Lester, and the shock of seeing her husband dragged away. She hadn’t begun to grasp the enormity of that sentence, she simply could not conceive of it … that her man, her lover, was to be lost to her for ten years. It wasn’t real. Could not be. It was like saying that there’d be no dawn for a decade, or that the moon wouldn’t ever be seen in the skies again. She let Marvin rattle on; it was company if nothing else, for Josetta cared not a whit about the family sticking together. All she could think about was the suffering poor Lester would have to endure, locked in a grim dungeon for years and years.


Days later, when Marvin was convinced she understood the arrangements he’d outlined, he took Josetta up to London to visit Lester in prison.


Newgate was the worst, the most vile and filthy place Josetta could ever have imagined, and though she dared not say it, she was glad her husband was to be removed from there, and for the first time thought Jonathan’s decision might have had some merit.


As they made their way through the stinking stone corridors, she kept the hood of her cloak closed over her face, on Marvin’s advice.


‘Try not to look, Josie, there’s things here your eyes shouldna see, nor let the foul men either side here peer on your face.’


He paid a warder to bring Lester to an empty cell, so they could talk with some privacy, but when he arrived they were shocked at his filthy appearance.


‘About time!’ he yelled at them. ‘You’d let me rot here, wouldn’t you? Did you bring me some food?’


Josetta was ready to faint, so Marvin grabbed her basket. ‘Look here, son. Plenty here for you. There’s spiced sausage and ham leg, and bread and pies your mum made for you …’


He broke off as Lester, ravenous, grabbed at the food, stuffing it into his mouth as fast as he could.


‘Did you bring me any money?’ he asked hoarsely as he ate. ‘You have to have money to get food here, or clean clothes or even fresh water. They took everything I brought with me. I haven’t got a stitch of my own. I can’t live like this.’ He grabbed his father by the lapels of his jacket. ‘You have to get me out of here. Do something! Pay them whatever it costs. Sell the farm if you have to.’


Lester didn’t want to hear anything else from them. He was frantic to be released and demanded his father see to it right away. He hardly spoke to Josetta, except to urge her to keep Marvin working for his freedom.


‘I’m begging you,’ he wept in the end, ‘get me out before it’s too late. They say there’s a transport ship near ready to sail any day.’


Marvin took two rooms at a nearby inn, and day after day did the rounds of legal offices on his son’s behalf, to no avail. Each day, armed with a basket of food and wine, he and Josetta reported to Lester and sat stolidly, suffering his abuse. Eventually, when it did dawn on his son that there was no turning back now, Marvin broached the matter of Glencallan Farm.


‘Hard for me to say this, son, but we have to mind all of our interests. You’ll be back one day, but in the meantime …’


Lester sat on the bench, head down, a study in dejection, only raising it to reach for another bun and the pieces of apple Josetta was peeling for him. He didn’t even appear to be listening, so Marvin pushed on.


‘What I was thinking is this. Josetta can’t run it with you away, so we add it to my farm and make one big one, eh? That way it’s protected for you. I mean, if you leave it the way it is, then Josetta could end up bringing another man in, even marrying him!’


‘No! How could you say that, Pa Harris! I love Lester, I would never …’ Josetta dissolved into tears.


Lester ignored her. ‘One big farm, you say?’ he barked at his father. ‘One big farm?’


‘Yes. I’ve got the papers here.’ Marvin fished into his vest pocket. ‘If you sign Glencallan over to me, you’ll never have to worry about it.’


Lester charged from the bench and slammed his hand against the damp stone wall. ‘Do you think I’m stupid? Do you think I can’t see what you’re up to? You’ve always envied me Glencallan, you cursed Grand-daddy for leaving it to me, cursed him at the graveside! Now you think you’ll get it! And won’t my brother be rubbing his hands in glee! Well, it won’t happen. Get out!’


He rushed at his father and manhandled him out of the cell.


Bewildered, Josetta tried to quieten him as the slovenly guard glanced at them from his perch at the top of nearby steps.


‘Give her the papers,’ Lester snarled at Marvin, grabbing them and shoving them at Josetta. ‘I want to talk to you. Without him interfering.’ He pulled her aside.


‘Lester, you know I would never fail you …’ she began.


‘Sit down and listen to me,’ he said. ‘I’ve been asking around here to find out about this place Van Diemen’s Land. I don’t suppose any of you have done that.’


‘There hasn’t been time,’ she whimpered. ‘We’ve been too worried about you.’


‘You let me do the worrying from now on, because this is what you do. You sell the farm, lock, stock and barrel. Sell everything. Then you buy a passage for you and the girl to Van Diemen’s Land.’


She clapped her hands to her mouth. ‘What did you say? I can’t go to a prison. And I wouldn’t know how to get there.’


‘Shows how bloody ignorant you are. And stupid. Like him. I’ve been making enquiries. People are going to live there. Settlers. Instead of America. They go to this island, there’s a town called Hobart, and they make their fortune because they get convicts to work for them free. Imagine that! A farm where you’d not pay the farmhands!’


‘But I can’t go off to the wilds like that. I wouldn’t know where to start.’


‘Then you better learn up fast, because you’re emigrating to Van Diemen’s Land, with the girl and my money, and there you’re buying a farm. And if you don’t do that, I swear I’ll come back and kill you.’


She tried to soothe him. ‘Lester, dear, you’re overwrought. Please … stop a minute. I’ll do everything you ask, of course I will. I am beside myself that you are being taken from me. If you go slowly and explain to me patiently what I’m to do, then I’ll be with you in Van Diemen’s Land as soon as is humanly possible.’


To his surprise, Marvin saw Lester take her in his arms, and thought sadly what a foolish fellow he was to entrust his farm to a woman.


When Josetta sold Glencallan to a stranger who outbid him, he was outraged.


Dublin, April 1832


Patrick O’Neill told his wife he’d keep fighting for their son as long as there was breath in him. He forbade her to despair. And indeed, it seemed at first that he was making headway.


‘The first charge,’ he said, ‘was little more than drunk and disorderly.’


‘Riotous assembly,’ the solicitor corrected primly, ‘assault upon a person, destruction of property.’


‘Same thing. And that other charge of being a member of the Young Ireland Association, well, that’s not right. Our Matt was never political. He was only visiting the house.’


‘They all say that.’


O’Neill thumped the wide desk. ‘You’re not here to take their side! I’m paying you to get Matt home. We’ll pay a fine, whatever it is, but you have to pull your weight. Don’t be just sitting there like a knot on a log. Do something!’


‘Mr O’Neill. On the first charge, if you recall, it was I who had the sentence reduced from ten to five years, but you don’t seem to understand, the second charge is far more serious.’


‘Don’t tell me what I don’t understand!’ O’Neill roared. ‘I understand what they’re up to, but I don’t accept scooping up good with bad in a netting expedition and giving them all life! My son isn’t one of them, he’s never held a gun in his life.’


‘He joined them, Mr O’Neill. His signature’s in the book plain as day. And they were in that house plotting a raid.’


‘Jesus wept! That was never proven. No one gave evidence to bear that out, not a soul.’


The solicitor sighed. ‘I’ve done my best. Transportation to Van Diemen’s Land is better than having to live in a prison cell here.’


‘You’re wrong. They can’t wrench him away from his family like this. You have to stop him being transported! Lodge an appeal before it’s too late.’


‘I did appeal, it was rejected. I can do no more, I’m sorry to say.’


‘And what about my nephew, Sean Shanahan?’


‘His sentence was set in stone right from the beginning, Mr O’Neill. I told you that. Assault and robbery! That is a life sentence!’


‘But it was only mischief!’


‘Not to the magistrate.’


Though it was a warm day, the room seemed icy cold to Patrick. He shuddered. ‘Did you read that an English ship carrying convicts went down off the coast of France, and a hundred and sixteen convicts were drowned?’


‘Yes,’ his solicitor said sadly. ‘But they were all female. And some children.’


‘God help you, man! Are you thinking that men would have a better chance? Chained in holds with less freedom than the rats?’


‘I’m not saying that at all. I am simply at a loss to offer you any more advice at this stage.’


‘Then tell me, how does a man draw up a petition to present to the Government?’


‘On what subject?’


‘On the banning of transportation of our citizens to parts unknown. Can we talk about that now?’


‘It’s too late for Matt.’


‘Don’t you think I know that? Don’t take me for a fool, man. I want you to show me how to get the petition started. If I can’t help my son, then I’ll try for other men’s sons, and daughters. I won’t go back to my wife empty-handed.’


‘Very well. I’ll send my clerk for the official petitioning forms and when they’re ready, I’ll have an MP lodge them for you.’


From the lawyer’s office, Patrick made his way up O’Connell Street to his hotel, where he collected the parcel of warm clothes his wife had packed for Matt. From there he trudged on to the prison, his heart as heavy as his boots.


At the gate, he was about to hand in his permit when a girl rushed over and took him by the arm.


‘Mr O’Neill, wait! They won’t let me go in there on my own. Could I come with you? I have to see Sean.’


He frowned. ‘Ah, it’s you, Glenna Hamilton. You shouldn’t be here. This is no place for a young lady.’


‘Oh please! Sean’s being sent away too. He and Matt, it seems likely they’ll go any day. You wouldn’t deny me seeing him this last time.’


He looked down at the pretty, winsome face, remembering that there had been a time when Matt was keen on Glenna, but of late she’d been walking out with his cousin Sean Shanahan. And now this … both lads sent into exile.


Patrick was distraught over the fate of the boys, but he found room for a measure of sympathy for the colleen, and thought she’d bring Sean some cheer at least.


‘All right then. Pull that scarf over your face and don’t be making any chatter. I’ll see if I can find him for you.’


They were taken across a courtyard to the archway over the visitors’ entrance, where they stood awhile, with an elderly couple and a huddled family group, until the door was unlocked and they were ushered inside, to line up before a bench and deposit belongings.


Four guards – three men and one woman – watched them; the woman was a nasty-looking beast, Glenna thought, as she handed over her purse and shamrock brooch and moved over to the female line, where the Beast actually manhandled her when it came time for her to be searched from head to foot.


She saw Mr O’Neill in his search line, looking angry at the way the woman was treating her, hands like cast iron banging up and down her person, but she shook her head at him to show that she was all right, for fear he’d cause a disorder and they’d be thrown out. But then he too was searched, and they were allowed past to join the others. They were led down a long corridor, called to a halt as if they were recruits, and left standing there, under guard.


Glenna was tingling with excitement at the very thought of seeing Sean, and was finding the whole thing an adventure, never having been inside a prison before. So far it had been not a lot different from entering any government building, with that same old flagged floor and watery walls.


A guard came and whisked away the old couple, then returned for Mr O’Neill, but when Glenna stepped forward she was ordered back behind the black line, the one she hadn’t even noticed before.


‘She’s with me,’ Matt’s father told them, but was informed that his son was in the yard, and women weren’t allowed out there.


‘Then where can she see Sean Shanahan?’ he asked. ‘She has the permission.’


‘He’s out there too. Send him back to his cell. You’ve only ten minutes left; you should have come earlier, they’ll be going in to tea now.’


Mr O’Neill jerked his shoulders impatiently and began walking forward, forcing the guard to hurry after him. Glenna watched nervously as they disappeared around a corner, then appealed to the guard who carried a clipboard and seemed to be in charge of directions.


‘What about me, sir?’ she asked in her sweetest tone, but he scowled and made what she was sure was a rude remark over his shoulder to guard number three, and they both looked at her and laughed.


Blushing, Glenna turned away, and one of the women in the group said loudly: ‘Don’t take no notice of them, darlin’. You’re too good for the likes of them.’


Then her name was called, and Glenna, counting the minutes now, was running down towards that corner, to be taken through heavy doors that had to be unlocked and locked again, with time awasting, and then sent into a bare room, with nothing, no furniture at all, only bars on the narrow window.


‘Is this his cell?’ she asked, incredulous, but the door was slammed shut. The guard hadn’t locked it, so she sneaked over to open it just a little, because it stifled and frightened her in there, and as she reached for it, it opened and a man was pushed inside. Sean it was, shoved at her like a bag of potatoes, leg irons tripping him, hands cuffed behind his back.


He almost fell, but she caught him in her arms, and his mouth was on hers in that same minute, searching for her, needing her, and Glenna was ecstatic.


‘Ah,’ she said, ‘you’re still so beautiful and all, no matter what they do to you.’ But then she remembered he’d said, often, that it wasn’t for men to be beautiful. It was for beauties like Glenna Hamilton.


‘Dear God, but I love you, my darlin’,’ he said to her, wrestling with the yearnings of those poor clamped arms. ‘I’d have died had you not come to say goodbye.’


‘But it’s not goodbye,’ she cried fiercely, as he shuffled over to lean against the wall. ‘You’ll be back, I know you will. And I’ll never stop loving you, Sean. Never.’


She clung to him, their kisses frantic now, as if they could hear the clock ticking. She undid her blouse, baring her breasts as she felt for the hardness of him, trying to do her best for him, though she’d never been so bold, or allowed him to be so bold, ever before, and he moaned and told her again how much he loved her and of his regrets that he had brought them to this, but then the door burst open and the guard stood there grinning. Sean moved in front of her, trying to protect her from the brute’s leer, but Glenna Hamilton stood by him, taking her time to button up, astonished that she didn’t care one whit what the guard had seen.


Sean kissed her, long and tenderly, and they took him away, and Glenna trooped back to the front door in a daze, in an absolute walking-on-clouds daze, to wait for Mr O’Neill and be reminded to collect her belongings.


‘They leave here tomorrow,’ Mr O’Neill said, his voice hoarse. ‘Both of the lads.’


Glenna pulled up the collar of her coat to try to hide the tears that were already wet on her face.


The River Thames, October 1832


One of the dilapidated hulks now wallowing in the Thames still bore the name Earl of Mar, but it was a far cry from its glory days as a warship, as the present ship’s company would avow. They were the overflow from London’s prisons, billeted aboard and sent ashore daily, to clear the marshes in a backwater known as Bosney Flats, in preparation for landfill works that would extend the shoreline to deeper water and create more accessible wharves.


No one, except the unfortunate convicts, seemed to notice that snow was falling this particular morn, and that the muddy water was caked with ice – certainly not the overseers, rugged up to the eyeballs, as they ordered the men to ‘wade in and no hanging about’.


Angus McLeod, late of Glasgow, waded into knee-deep water hauling a raft to collect the reeds as they were wrenched from their beds, listening to the curses of his freezing workmates and pondering the irony of his situation. Six months ago, his support of violent protests against intolerable working conditions for the poor had seen him arrested and sentenced to be transported to Van Diemen’s Land. Now awaiting the transport ship, along with a number of Earl of Mar’s occupants, he was enduring conditions ten times worse than those for workers in the Glasgow slums.


He’d told another convict, George Smith, about that, complaining bitterly at the way they were being treated, and George had laughed. Irony meant nothing to him. He thought the story was supposed to be funny – but to Angus there was nothing amusing about the cruelty they were enduring, the long hours of work and the starvation rations. He claimed there had to be prisoners’ rights, that they had to be entitled to lodge complaints somewhere.


‘Stop worryin’ about it,’ George said. ‘Nothin’ to be done. You’d not be doin’ the job so hard if you got on with it and stopped your thinking. You’re making it worse on yourself, Angus.’


George was a kind man, from Wessex, listed as a farmer, but he’d stolen a prize goat, borrowed, he’d claimed, ‘for to husband my nanny goat’, and ended up in this foul wreck with more than three hundred other men, and inevitable fights.


Only two nights ago, a bully-boy, Lester Harris, who had appointed himself boss of a work gang, making sure they kept on the land side of the marshes, ferrying barrows of soil across narrow plank walkways, had head-butted a man over some disagreement, knocking him out for a few minutes. He’d then reached out to grab the man’s blanket, decent blankets being rare, but George had stepped in and ordered him to leave it.


‘Who’ll make me?’ Harris had challenged, but when George suddenly produced a knife, astonishing his friend Angus McLeod, the argument subsided as quickly as it had begun, and the injured man, recovering dizzily, kept his blanket.


‘There are terrible punishments for carrying a weapon,’ Angus felt he ought to mention to his mild-mannered friend. ‘Harris will dob you in to get back at you.’


‘No he won’t,’ George grinned. ‘He ain’t got the goolies.’


As rumours swept the gangs that they’d be leaving soon, Angus had managed to write a frantic letter to his cousin Ursula, asking her to bring his parents to London so he could bid them farewell. They hadn’t even come to see him in the Glasgow prison, though Ursula had made the effort, explaining that they were in a state of bewilderment. ‘The arrest and all, it happened so fast,’ she said. ‘They’re not familiar with the regulations and how to go about things.’


‘Aye, I understand that. Me being arrested would be a dead shock for them, but if someone would come with them … bring them here …’


‘I’ll try. They might come with me, but you know, Angus, they think I’m a fallen woman because I work as a maid at the Grand Hotel and, God help my soul,’ she grinned, ‘I live in there. They’ve even got my mum looking sideways at me.’


‘They’ve always been sticklers for the straight road, especially my Ma. She’s been brought up strict chapel, but I don’t think she understands they’re sending me out of the country for years. It’ll break my heart to have to leave without bidding them farewell. You couldn’t say it to them, and I wouldn’t want you to, but they could pass away in that time, and that would be the worst of all punishments for me.’


He stood at the barred window and kicked the wall. ‘Do them blasted magistrates ever stop to think that these sentences are outrageous and irresponsible, in no way meant to fit the crime?’ he blazed, and Ursula nodded respectfully.


It was a fact, Angus realised, that this girl didn’t know what he was talking about; so ground down were poor folk that few would contemplate raising their eyes, let alone a fist, to protest. And his mother was the same. Worse even. To her, complaining about low wages was a slight to a person’s own dignity.


‘Do ye want people to think we’re dead poor?’ she’d railed at him one night, when he arrived home from a protest meeting.


‘We are dead poor,’ he’d said wearily.


‘Ach! You should have seen how we grew up. A pot of gruel like mud for tea, and pleased we were to get it, no money for firewood in the freezing winter. The winters were colder then …’


She fought change, he recalled. Wore black all her life. One skirt for the winter, one for summer. And thanked the Lord for preserving them.


He tried to talk to his father. ‘The bosses are stealing from us. Getting rich on our toil. Can’t you see that?’


But Jim McLeod had no time for that sort of talk. ‘There’s plenty worse off than us.’


‘Sure there are, so we have to help them.’


‘I think you ought to do your own work and mind your own business.’


Ursula was standing at the cell door. ‘Don’t fret, Angus. I’ll have my mum tell them there’s not much time.’


But time had run out before they made it to the London prison, and they’d never find him here. No visitors were allowed, except for the few, like Harris, who paid to be taken under guard to the coach house at the Bosney crossroads.


Harris had gone to meet his wife.


‘We had business to attend to,’ he’d growled when he returned to the inevitable obscene remarks from his offsiders, and had given them no further information.


After three months in the hulk, plenty of time for a letter, or a message of some sort from his parents, Angus moaned in despair when he saw several longboats approaching the Earl of Mar.


‘You’re off, me hearties!’ the overseer chortled, as a roll call began and more than a hundred prisoners were assembled on the warped, uneven decks. ‘The good ship Veritas awaits to take you to the ends of the earth, where brown maidens wearing only grass skirts sit in the sun singing songs and panting for the sight of randy Englishmen.’


‘What about the Scots?’ someone cried. ‘We’re a better bet.’


‘Would you say that’s right about the maidens waiting for us?’ Freddy Hines asked Angus. He was a wiry little fellow who’d worked with them ashore.


‘Iron maidens, maybe.’ Angus scowled.


‘There could be women on the good ship, though,’ Freddy said hopefully. ‘They’re sending female prisoners too, ’tis said.’


Suddenly several of the prisoners began shouting and hurling themselves to the deck. Some wept for their families; others, in a panic, screamed that they could not swim and fought the guards, refusing to board the longboats; some tried to throw themselves into the river, and one man, frothing at the mouth, bellowed that they were to be taken and drowned in the far oceans, instilling fear in all of them.


Until then, Angus had been unafraid of the voyage, but even he was worried when it was his turn to drop into the boat beside an oarsman. That concern, however, could not be compared with the pain of having to leave his beloved parents behind, without their blessing. His heart was so heavy he had to fight back unmanly tears, and when the naval seamen, rowing hard into the wind around the point to where Veritas lay at anchor, cursed the weight of them, he turned bitterly to the nearest rower.


‘Aye, we’re heavy. I’ll gladly lighten your load. You can throw me over if you want.’


Despite the cold, as soon as they were hauled aboard, stumbling and flopping, as if beached on Veritas’s slippery deck, strong hands grabbed them, ripping their clothes from them and shoving them forward naked, into a barrage of salt water from the hoses.


‘Scrub yourselves,’ an officer shouted as cakes of soap were tossed to them. ‘We’ll have none of your lice and filth on Veritas. And that means every crack and corner.’


He leapt aside as the hoses swept the deck, and several prisoners deemed it easier to do the scrubbing hanging on to the rails rather than allow themselves to be tumbled about in the confusion of bodies.


Thin cloths were thrown to them for the drying process as they stood shivering on the dry side of the deck, allowing others coming aboard to take their turn. Then they were issued with new clothes – shirt, trousers, jerkins and canvas slippers – and no sooner were they dressed than they were lined up again for a visit to the ship’s barbers to be shaved and shorn.


Freddy Hines looked about him, bewildered. ‘Hey, Shanahan. How will I know anyone now? You all look blooming alike now you’re bald.’


George Smith grinned. ‘We’ll know you, your shearer left tufts on your skinny head!’


Sean Shanahan pushed away from them, searching for a mate of his, and Freddy, sensing a rage in the Irishman, held back.


It was follow-my-leader after that, along the deck to report to an officer, who checked them off against a passenger list. This caused men who could read to comment nastily on their ‘passenger’ status, and the officer to shout for seamen to hurry up with the leg-irons.


Behind the officer’s makeshift desk, a white-bearded cleric spoke gently to the men as they passed him by, telling them he would pray for them, and issuing a little sermon of faith and hope to those prisoners who could be bothered listening to him. Mainly they just shouldered past, too intent on stepping down into their new quarters to care.


Angus heard the cleric say that he was aboard to hold services for them and to pray for a safe voyage for the ship’s company. He would only be travelling with them as far as Portsmouth, he said, and if he could do anything for them as regards last messages to their loved ones, he would be happy to oblige. Angus immediately took up the offer, as did several others including a tall, gentlemanly fellow called Willem Rothery.


The cleric, who identified himself as Pastor Cookson of the Protestant faith, took their names and promised to see each one of them before he left the ship.


Pushed along in the queue, Angus stooped to go down two flights of steps, relieved that at least this ship was clean, and seemed seaworthy. Though after the hulks, he thought, any ship would seem seaworthy.


Only then did he realise what was in store, as guards took over from the seamen, cramming their prisoners into narrow spaces along the wooden platforms that were to be their homes for the next few months. Each flat space, the length of a man, a short man, was fitted with thin bed ticking.


‘These are our bunks? We have to live chained down here?’ Men began to shout, and within minutes, with newcomers still filing in, there was chaos. Some attacked the guards, while others tried to storm the only exit, but the revolt was soon stilled. Obviously, Angus realised, the officers were prepared for this reaction, as the hoses were brought into play again and half of the ‘passengers’, wearing their clean new clothes, were left soaked and cold under the low ceiling of their crowded dungeon – one that rocked so violently that men were already wailing and vomiting, begging for mercy.


Sean Shanahan grabbed at men passing him by, asking if they’d seen a fellow called Matt O’Neill, but they brushed him aside, fear inciting them to scramble for a bunk as close as possible to the exit. Eventually he gave up. Matt hadn’t been on the hulk, but Sean had hoped he’d turn up with the other contingent, and now it was too late. He withdrew into himself then, sat passively as the ankle chains were run through the rings, connecting men to their neighbours in leads of ten. Like teams of oxen, he thought bitterly, only we have nowhere to go.


There was a sudden silence in the late afternoon when they felt the first surge of movement as the great sails heaved the ship forward, and heard the new sharp swish of the sea and the rush of the ship dipping into the tide and lifting up again in triumph. Veritas was on her way, and regardless of their distressing plight, more than a few of the prisoners in her hold, still boys at heart, felt a rush of exhilaration as she picked up speed. Others, too far gone in their misery, felt no such fleeting joy.


In the morning, after a sleepless night, Sean joined the group allowed on deck to see the preacher, not because he had anything to say to the fellow, but because it gave him an opportunity that he knew would become priceless as the weeks wore on – to be spared even a half-hour locked up below decks. He’d been busy preparing himself for this voyage. He’d already had enough of prisons to know to keep his mouth shut, obey the rules and keep out of prison cliques. He figured the only way to beat this system was to stay out of trouble and keep looking for the time the warders dropped their guard. It wouldn’t happen on this voyage he didn’t suppose, but he knew that a good record brought privileges, and privileges would open the door, some door, somewhere, to escape.


That was all Sean had on his mind. Escape. The very word would consume him.


Pastor Cookson’s pity for the prisoners had him so dreadfully depressed that it took a huge effort on his part to offer solace of any sort, let alone hope. He did his best to secure some dignity for them, requiring the captain to allow him a quiet corner in the roundhouse, but when the chained men, still unused to the lift and fall of the ship, staggered to his table, they were accompanied by armed guards.


The pastor sighed. So much for privacy! But he did his best. Several men claimed they were innocent, and begged him to bring their cases to the attention of the captain so that they could be put ashore at Portsmouth, but they got short shrift from the guards, who eavesdropped shamelessly on the conversations. They were dragged off almost as they opened their mouths, and the prisoners awaiting their turn were warned to rethink their ideas. Most of them, though, did need the pastor’s reassurance that the Lord had not forsaken them, and asked him to remember them in his prayers.


A few asked him to send farewell messages home for them, and he agreed to do so. A Scot, Angus McLeod, begged him to make certain his message went to the right address, because his parents hadn’t been able to visit him before he’d been taken from the prison, and to be sure to tell them, in better words than the young man claimed he could find, that he loved them dearly.


Another fellow, Willem Rothery, one of a large group of educated men the pastor was surprised to find in the convict ranks, told his story and asked for assistance.


‘I was a gambler,’ he said, ‘and my debts got beyond me. I had a very responsible position in a London bank, so I misappropriated several amounts from the bank, two hundred pounds in the end, hoping to bet my way out of trouble. It’s the old story,’ he sighed. ‘I thought I could pay it back and no one would notice.


‘Well of course, they did. I was arrested and charged. My superiors, though, did not want the matter to become public, so they demanded I repay the money immediately. When I pointed out that I could not repay such an amount, they suggested, rather firmly, that I ask my father, Colonel James Rothery, for the money. They knew he was a wealthy man … but I couldn’t do that. I was too ashamed. I refused.


‘The bank did manage to keep the matter very quiet, and I went through the courts and to Newgate very swiftly. It was kept so much under wraps that my parents, who live in Cornwall, don’t even know of my disgrace yet. I’ve tried to write and tell them but I just can’t put pen to paper. They’ll find out soon, they have to, they’ll be wondering about me … Pastor, would you write to them for me? Tell them how sorry I am to have let them down, and ask if they can find forgiveness in their hearts.’


A guard intervened. ‘Time’s up. They’ve got to go below now.’


‘But there are still men waiting to see me.’


‘Captain’s orders. Ask him again tomorrer.’


‘Just a minute then.’ As the rest of the queue was dispersed, Cookson hurriedly took down the address of this man’s parents and promised to write the letter on his behalf.


‘I’ll pray for you, Mr Rothery,’ he said. ‘But please don’t give way to dejection. I’m sure your people will understand. And your letter will be in the post upon the first day I land in Portsmouth.’


True to his word, as soon as he found lodgings in Portsmouth, and took stock of his notes, Pastor Cookson set about his duties in following up the requests of the prisoners, beginning with Colonel and Mrs J. Rothery, of Loddor Estate, Truro, Cornwall.


Later in the day he heard that there were thirty prisoners being held in the Customs Hall for embarkation aboard Veritas, so he hurried down there, determined that these poor souls would not be denied pastoral guidance.


It appeared that the captain of the previous transport ship had refused to accept these prisoners, for fear of overcrowding, so they’d been sent back to await the arrival of the Veritas.


He managed to talk with several of them, assuring them that Veritas was seaworthy, and once again offering to take messages, and one fellow by the name of Matt O’Neill asked him if he knew of a Sean Shanahan, a prisoner who could be aboard that ship.


‘Sean’s a big man with dark curling hair and a bit of a beard he keeps clipped,’ O’Neill said. ‘He’s my cousin, and if we have to go to the southern oceans, I’d appreciate his company.’


‘There’s no one with dark or light hair among them now, Mr O’Neill. They’re all shaved to bald, as you will no doubt discover before the day is out, but I do recall a Mr Shanahan with a voice like yours; he asked me about conditions in Van Diemen’s Land but I’m afraid I could not enlighten him.’


O’Neill was delighted. ‘Thank you, Pastor. May the good Lord bless you for ever and ever.’


The pastor moved on to try to speak to a young boy of no more than twelve, who was clutching his arms about him, his thin face white with fear.


‘It’s no use,’ a guard said. ‘He hasn’t spoke to no one since he heard about the transport ship.’


‘Does he have to go?’


The guard was surprised. ‘Course he does. There’s lads younger’n him sent off. But it ain’t so bad. Out there they put ’em to school. ’Tis true,’ he added, noting Pastor Cookson’s surprise. ‘They be better off there than here, when they get book learnin’ and trade learnin’ too.’


Another guard leaned forward with a leer. ‘Right that is, if they last the voyage.’


The pastor was deeply saddened as he walked away from the docks, wishing he could slice thirty years from his age, for this mission had been a revelation to him. He’d been a little nervous at having to face the worst sinners of the realm, as he’d been told, on that transport ship. Men who were so corrupt and so vicious that they had to be sent to the Antipodes, as far from Britain as possible. He’d prayed all the previous night for courage when it came time for him to enter the lions’ den, so to speak.


Courage? he asked himself. What a fool he’d been to believe the propaganda, even though they were the Bishop’s exact words: ‘The worst sinners of the realm,’ he’d said.


Pastor Cookson knew now how cruel and how wrong was such talk. ‘If the men I’ve met, bound for exile, are the worst in the realm,’ he muttered, ‘then we’re in damn good shape. By God we are.’


He wished he could have made this the first day of his mission, to travel with the exiles and open a ministry dedicated to their well-being in the penal settlement. But then he shook his head.


‘It’s a sad thing,’ he murmured, ‘to find one’s true path in life too late.’


Months passed, and Pastor Cookson received a variety of responses from the messages he’d forwarded. Had the prisoner left any money for his family? What were the visiting hours?


What compensation would a wife be entitled to if her man drowned at sea? Many seemed to think Van Diemen’s Land was somewhere near the Isle of Wight, or across the Channel in France; others worried that their loved ones would be murdered by savages … one woman indulged in the gleeful hope that her spouse would meet a grisly end. But in the main, folk had no need, or the capacity, to write a reply.


He was stunned, though, to receive a letter from a public scribe on behalf of Angus McLeod’s parents.


Mr and Mrs Jim McLeod wish to hear no more of their son Angus who has shamed the family Name by his arrest for Riotous Assembly and Destruction of Property. They are poor people but proud in the Kirk and God’s Sight. They want no more of a son who did sacrifice his Obligations to the Care and Support of his parents and Aged grandmother in Reckless Public Disorder.


The letter was cold. Heartless. He was given no actual instructions to forward it, or indeed its content, to Angus McLeod, so after giving the matter some thought, he decided not to inform the son of his parents’ attitude. It would take many months for a letter to locate Angus now, and he hoped that by then these mean-spirited people might have had a change of heart.


As a result of that experience, the pastor felt some trepidation as he sliced the seal of a letter and recognised the name of Rothery. But his fears were unfounded. The colonel had become concerned about his son, who had resigned from the bank, as he’d been told, and moved out of his rooms in Oxford Street without contacting his family, and he was greatly relieved, though naturally grief-stricken, to hear what had transpired.


His response was a lesson in compassion, Cookson thought, that the McLeods could well learn, but then he reproved himself for passing judgement on poor folk with very real fears.


In closing, Colonel Rothery thanked the pastor for his kindness and assured him that Willem would not be left to fend for himself in exile without the full support of his family.


More and more the interests of transported prisoners began to take over Pastor Cookson’s life. He visited men and women with banishment hanging over their heads, in prisons or on the transport ships, and tried to comfort their families, and since fear of the unknown, of what they would encounter at the ends of the earth, was paramount among these people, he made it his business to learn all he could about Van Diemen’s Land – the Government, the climate, the indigenous people, and the conduct of the prison settlement. His information was garnered mainly from libraries and government departments, but the wily preacher also sought the opinions of mariners with first-hand experience of Hobart Town and its surrounds.


By-passing the ever-present horror of shipwreck, he was able to give a fairly good account of the place to calm the nerves of prisoners, explaining that Hobart was a civilised town that employed most of the convicts in construction and farm work. And not only that, it gave them the opportunity to attend lessons even in prison.


‘Only the badly behaved are locked up, in HM prisons no different from ours,’ he was able to say. ‘So people have a choice.’


He did not add that although officers and seamen alike, from returning ships, agreed that this was correct, there was an almost universal shudder from all but the hard-hearted as they recalled the other side of the same coin … the ill treatment of helpless prisoners, the floggings, the treadmills, the degradation.


‘But who does this?’ he’d asked, bewildered. ‘Who are the tormentors? Whence are they drawn?’


‘They’re your fellow men,’ an officer told him. ‘From our own isles. Discipline on our ships is harsh. Floggings we regard as essential at times. In that place, they’re practically the order of the day, sixty lashes and more regarded as commonplace. But, ah, Pastor, they’ve a more diabolical punishment …’


‘What could that be?’ Cookson asked breathlessly.


‘Solitary, sir. A month, six months, whatever the time, that’s what gets them. Solitary is the most feared punishment of all.’


The pastor would not speak of these punishments, but kept advocating the necessity for new arrivals to do their very best in order to achieve outdoor work as soon as possible.


‘I am told,’ he said, ‘that some people hardly get to see the inside of the prisons there if they are on record as well behaved.’


‘That is entirely possible,’ the officer recalled, ‘if they manage to dodge the viciousness in the ranks of the guards.’


From the pulpit, though, the pastor railed against transportation. He claimed it was a sentence upon a sentence, not only a double punishment but constitutionally illegal. He urged the Government to use the money to rehabilitate prisoners, call for volunteers to emigrate to the bonny isle, and send men and women to Van Diemen’s Land with dignity. This, he argued, would eliminate the huge cost of non-productive personnel such as warders, guards and military regiments, many of whom were known to harangue and torture their charges.


His reputation as a passionate voice calling for an end to mass transportation of prisoners, came to the attention of the Bishop, who rebuked him firmly, requiring he restrict his public utterances to religious matters and church business, but when a year had passed and the recalcitrant cleric was still at it, the Bishop was brought to the mat by the Archbishop. This gentleman pointed out that Cookson had it all wrong. That prisoners were desperately needed in the colonies, not only of Van Diemen’s Land, but of New South Wales and others, for cheap labour. How else could the colonies flourish? Look at America! Would she have grown so wealthy so quickly were it not for the slaves? Well, slavery was banned now, and rightly so, but to take men out of prisons and give them over to farm work, for instance, was a truly humanitarian project.


‘It’s simple logic, something a bucolic old gentleman like Cookson could never grasp. People at high levels are becoming irritated by his amateurish intrusion into the world of commerce. The fellow simply has no idea what he is talking about.’ The Archbishop yawned. ‘Best thing to do, old chap. Keep everyone happy. Pension him off.’


The Bishop withdrew. Pastor Cookson was getting on anyway, it was time he retired. That wasn’t a problem, but the Bishop was concerned about the stomach twinges he had been experiencing since being treated to the views of his immediate superior – twinges that reminded him all was not well. That in itself was plain enough, he pondered, but it was difficult to discern exactly what was wrong. It had something to do with what His Grace had said regarding cheap labour, the text so blurred in his mind now, that he struggled to recall the exact meaning. But surely, he told himself, surely His Grace wasn’t advocating a system wherein cheap labour was a euphemism for slavery?


He shook his head as he walked away from His Grace’s palace. ‘I misunderstood, that’s all,’ he muttered.


But the twinges remained, a nervous stirring that warned the confused prelate of a looming ulcer.


Being pensioned off made Pastor Cookson’s mission almost impossible. He was left with a miserable thirty shillings per annum, and the necessity to move out of the rectory as soon as possible.


His son was furious. ‘You have to go back and apologise. Stop harping on that one subject.’


‘I don’t speak of transportation and the treatment of convicts all the time,’ the pastor protested. ‘Only when something new comes up, like the time I met a sea captain who said—’


‘Never mind about that. You have to give your word to the Bishop that you will desist from mentioning the matter again, and if you do that he might reinstate you.’


‘Ah, but I am also forbidden from visiting the prisoners either at the hulks or in Portsmouth.’


‘Because they’re not your parishioners, Papa.’


‘Nor any other’s, Leo, that’s why they desperately need what spiritual help I can give them.’


‘All right, but you’ve done your bit; leave it to younger men now.’


‘I can’t do that. If you would come with me to see the depths of misery they’re suffering, you might understand, but you won’t. Neither will my superiors, and that’s why I have to leave here.’


‘So soon?’


‘Oh yes, I had my marching orders weeks ago. I have to find lodgings somewhere.’


‘Lodgings? You will of course come to my house. It’ll be a crush, with the children, but I believe it will suit for the time being.’


‘Thank you, Leo, but Oxford’s too far away. I intend to find lodgings in Portsmouth now: I can no longer afford to be travelling between there and the hulks, so Portsmouth will have to do. Once settled there, I shall found a Mission for the Welfare of Prison Transportees.’


‘With what?’ Leo demanded. ‘You won’t even have enough to support yourself, and I refuse to underwrite such a cause. It won’t do, Papa, it simply won’t do. Since you have to leave here, I’ll stay on to help you pack so that you can come home with me. I’ll arrange for your effects to be forwarded to Oxford at the weekend.’


His father looked at him fondly. ‘It’s very kind of you, dear boy, but I really would prefer you to send them to Portsmouth.’


‘But you’re even further away from us there.’


‘I know, but it’s what I have to do.’


By chance, Patrick O’Neill’s solicitor heard of the Mission for the Welfare of Prison Transportees, located in Portsmouth, England, and wasted no time in informing his client, in the hope that O’Neill would stop nagging him for news of his lost cause.


O’Neill, a determined man, was not only grateful for the lead, he was on his way to England within days, looking forward to meeting members of the mission and learning more of their activities.


Another man was also on his way to Portsmouth.


Colonel Rothery had kept in touch with Pastor Cookson since their initial correspondence, and upon hearing that the pastor had founded the mission, he was eager to join.


O’Neill was disappointed to find that the mission was located in cheap rooms near the docks, and that the only member was its founder, Pastor Cookson, who did not know very much about the legalities of transportation. On the other hand, Patrick realised that the old man’s work with the prisoners was important, and applauded his humanitarian endeavours.


While he was there, Colonel Rothery arrived on the doorstep.


He was taken aback to find only two members there, but O’Neill, amused by the situation, invited him to become the third member of the mission.


‘We’ll place you on the committee right off, Colonel,’ he grinned. ‘Since we both have sons over there, wouldn’t you say we’re entitled?’


Two days later a transport ship was in port and the pastor obtained permission to take his two ‘assistants’ on board with him, after presenting the captain with a box of fresh fruit provided by Rothery.


Afterwards, the pastor was sorry that he’d offered to show them the prisoners’ quarters aboard ship. He’d almost taken the conditions for granted by now, concentrating his efforts on the individual in the short time available to him, but the two men, fathers of transported prisoners, were shattered by what they saw, shocked to have seen first hand what physical misery and psychological degradation their sons must have experienced.


O’Neill, backed by the colonel, turned his rage on the captain of the ship, who promptly had both men put ashore, still shouting their outrage.


They retired to a pub, where they managed to calm down after a few whiskies, comforted by the knowledge that their sons, at least, had survived the ordeal, since both had now received letters from Hobart Town. But from that experience came a resolution to give this kindly clergyman the financial support he obviously needed. Within days they had moved him to comfortable rooms near the offices of the East India Company, and established a trust with R. J. Cookson, Minister of Religion, as the sole beneficiary.


Before they departed, they all promised to keep in touch, and the pastor presented his benefactors with small ship’s bells engraved with the name of the Portsmouth Mission for the Welfare of Prison Transportees.


And so life goes on, the old man thought sadly, trudging back to his new home. Everyone had to carry on with their own affairs. The faces of the exiles must dim over the years. Most of them would never see their families again, despite magistrates blithely handing out sentences of seven, ten or fifteen years in Van Diemen’s Land … sentences, taken at face value by their unsuspecting recipients, that gave no indication of how the prisoner might be repatriated when that time expired. He never had the heart to pass on that extra piece of information to families that contacted him from all corners of the British Isles.


All he could do was offer solace and pray for them.


It was snowing hard when he reached his door, and he let himself in, glad that he’d had the foresight to set a fire.


That night, as a storm raged over Portsmouth and another transport ship struggled out into the Atlantic, he thought of those lads … Angus McLeod and the Colonel’s son Willem, and young Matt O’Neill and his cousin Sean Shanahan … and a sense of foreboding overcame him. He tried to shake it off by reading his bible aloud, but when the candle fluttered out, he found himself weeping.


‘May the good Lord bless and keep them,’ he cried into the darkness.




CHAPTER TWO


1837


Forty men in threadbare shirts and half-mast trousers shuffled along the busy road towards the stockade, their chains slithering and jingling in the dust, their shoulders bowed from exhaustion. A brown dog dived out from the shade of a stoop to snap at them, stopped mid-snarl, sensing this might not be a good idea, and slid back into his hollow, tongue lolling impassively. A horseman in a tweed jacket and a tall hat reined his mount about to avoid them, and two cheeky molls from the Female Factory waggled their behinds in greeting, or maybe fellowship, since they too were of the convict class, but no one else seemed to notice them. Convict road gangs were a familiar sight in these parts.


‘What would you give for a handful of them dollies?’ Freddy Hines muttered through closed lips.


‘Not enough, the big one’s Bobbee Rich,’ the man behind him grunted, and next in line, Angus McLeod lowered his head even further to steal a backward glance at the woman known to be a holy terror. The steel tip of a whip seared across his tall, spare frame as the guard, on horseback, shouted: ‘No talking!’


Angus didn’t falter. He did not flinch. So great was his hatred of this place, these people, that in his mind he fought them all the way, every second dedicated to rebellion. Five years now he’d been in Hobart Town, enduring the ferocious summers and the cruel winters with those perishing winds hauling up from the Antarctic. It still astonished him to think that he’d been shipped from a prison in Glasgow and thrown into another prison on the other side of the world, in another hemisphere, without any notice to his family, and without the right to appeal. Exiled along with thousands of other prisoners, whose offences ranged from disobedience as a servant to criminal activities. His own crime, he pondered as he trudged along, could be put down to plain stupidity, now that he’d had more than enough time to think about it … youthful stupidity, nineteen and thinking he was a match for the bosses.


‘Out of your bloody head,’ Pa had yelled at him when he had joined the Workers’ Party, though he had only done it for a bit of a tease, letting Joe Kirkham talk him into it. But Joe was a great talker, and the more Angus heard him sounding off outside the foundry gates, the more he’d come to think there was something in his rantings after all – that they could get more pay, better conditions and all that if they stuck together and ganged up on the bosses. Made sense to Angus McLeod. Sounded simple enough.


To simpletons, that is, he snorted as the road gang came to a stop outside a guardhouse, and two former convicts, now employed as jailers, emerged to search them before admitting them to the prison. A prison of our own making, he thought bitterly as the gates closed behind them and their chains were removed. He bent down to rub his callused ankles and looked about him.


Angus had been among the gangs of convicts who had cleared the land beyond the grim walls of the Female Factory – the prison for women and young girls – and then were put to work building cell blocks and an administration centre surrounded by a high timber fence. This was known as the Stockade, as opposed to the sombre brick Penitentiary closer to the docks. While their new living quarters were an improvement on life in that murderous overcrowded prison, their lives were still harsh. Nowadays Angus was on another road gang, working further inland, so far from the Stockade that he and his mates hoped to be reclassified and thus avoid the long marches to and from their work sites. They were Class 2 prisoners, which meant they worked in chains but were free of them in the Stockade. Class 3 men were never free of the chains; they were linked to other prisoners or wore a ball and chain on their ankles. Class 1, men with better behavioural records, were still herded in gangs but were allowed to live in huts under supervision. Top of the heap were ticket-of-leave men, who had achieved independent status, like parolees.


But anyways, he reminded himself, anyways … after two years in the North Glasgow Workers’ Party, he’d been up there spruiking with the best of them, demanding their rights, confronting bosses, leading a strike that failed, smashing the foundry windows! He’d had two years of wildly exciting times that had made him believe he really could bring some relief to the desperately poor working families … two years that had cost him three months on a vile transport ship, hell on the high seas, and permanent exile to this mongrel of a place.


Permanent my arse, the Scot told himself. I’ll be back. You wait and see, you bastards. But first I’ve got to get that ticket-of-leave. Then I can look to escape.


But the ticket-of-leave prize was hard to reach. Magistrates had the right to waive the incarceration sentence at any time, if the prisoner displayed remorse and had a record of good behaviour. Unfortunately, Angus was unable to even feign remorse, as many a cringing coward or clever fellow could do. If anything, he was just as outspoken in this arena, forever lodging complaints about the treatment of prisoners and the trampling of their rights.


Angus McLeod might have won the admiration of his fellow prisoners for having the guts to speak up and wear the subsequent punishments, but they preferred to stay clear of him for fear of becoming embroiled in his trouble-stirring. The guards, who normally had as much interest in the thousands of convicts who came through their gates as they would in the flocks of sheep that poured through the town from the ships, regarded him as a big-mouth, a nuisance … a rare one who had to be taught to conform.


His ever-growing notoriety did not augur well for Angus’s plans to escape, so it was about this time – such a long, weary time since he’d been shoved ashore in Hobart and looked up at that great Mount Wellington towering over the newcomers like a scowling high priest – that he decided he’d better try to wise up. It’d be hard, though, hard to watch the violence, the endless floggings, the weak bodies broken down by long toil in the coal mines and the quarries, or by breaking rocks for road fill, and say nought. And harder still to grasp that no pity was forthcoming from the free settlers, or even paroled convicts, for the plight of parched men forced to toil in chains right in front of them. It was as if the whole population had been mesmerised into believing that cruelty to prisoners was normal, that they should be treated like beasts … though not beasts of burden, he reminded himself. Those were worth money. Convicts were worthless, a blight on the community. And yet, whose expertise designed and built their government offices and storehouses and their roads and wharves? Who made the bricks? The worthless convicts, many of them lifers whose only relief was madness. Oh yes, he nodded to himself. Everyone knew about the madhouse, hidden at the rear of the prison barracks.


Angus sighed. He had to stop fuming. Get in with some of the guards. But how? He wasn’t sure, but he’d begin watching them more carefully and see what could be done.


Chores completed, they filed into the refectory for their ‘Hard Labour Diet’ of a pint of soup, beef and vegetable stew, it being Monday, and a bun and a lump of cheese. Every convict was aware of his daily ration entitlements in this world of officialdom, and so they would create a din if they were being short-changed in the food department, but then they also had to suffer the vagaries of convict cooks who could ruin the freshest of food, grown by their colleagues who worked in agriculture. Even Angus had to admit, to himself alone, that sometimes when competent cooks found their way into this kitchen, he’d had better meals here than he’d ever seen at home.


After dinner, he joined others sitting dozing against the wall in the exercise yard.


‘You! McLeod!’


Through the fog of exhaustion he heard the shout, and thought it was his father’s voice, back in their cramped cottage. He groaned his resentment at being disturbed.


A cosh caught him below the ear.


‘Stand up when I speak to you!’ the guard, Jim Maunder, shouted at him. ‘You and Hines come with me. We’re low on firewood.’


‘I can’t go choppin’ wood with my busted hand,’ Hines complained. ‘Look at it. I hurt it out there today, twisted it lifting them bloody rocks.’


His hand was swollen but Maunder was unimpressed. ‘I said come with me. Now!’


‘He won’t be much help,’ Angus said. ‘Get someone else.’


‘All right, you! Chop the lot on your own.’ Maunder laughed. ‘I want enough for the kitchen and the guardroom and the gatehouse for the week! Sure you don’t need Hines?’


Angus stood straight and looked him in the eye. He was stuck with the job anyway, so he wasn’t about to let a nasty little ferret like Maunder get the better of him.


‘No!’ he said defiantly. ‘No need.’


Clearing away virgin bush and forests from sunup to sundown six days a week had made Angus an expert axeman; nevertheless, as Maunder lit the lantern in the woodyard and set him to work, he bumbled about for a start. After watching his inept performance for a few minutes, Maunder laughed and left him to it. With his long arms and rippling muscles he flew through the chore. He remembered how he’d been a thin and sickly mess when he’d first arrived at the Hobart docks after months of seasickness on the transport ship. He’d been certain he would die, just drop dead in the street, he was so weak, but he’d held on, and now he marvelled at the transformation. He spat into his hands, rubbed them together and picked up the axe again.


Eventually the work was done and a guard escorted him through to the cell he shared with three other men, including Freddy Hines.


‘I got this for you,’ Freddy said, ‘an extra bit of cheese.’


Angus nodded and fell down on his bunk, too tired to eat it yet.


In his corner, ‘Singer’ Forbes hummed a tune, the words well known to his companions:


Bye and bye I’ll break my chains


And into the woods I’ll go


I’ll shoot the tyrants one and all


And hunt the floggers down …


As the chorus went round, Angus stuffed the cheese in his mouth. He knew all of the banned convict ballads. They were outrageous, defiant and wildly contemptuous of authority … he wished he’d known them in Glasgow, to help with the fight. Because they did help morale. He recalled the first flogging he’d endured, for absconding from the forest-clearing gang. Fifty lashes, which had been a screaming shock to his bony back! While he was bound to the triangle in the Penitentiary yard, with the whip tearing at his freckled skin, the other prisoners, forced to watch his punishment, began to sing a song that to Angus had the lilt of a sea shanty. But then the guards had set upon the singers, bashing them fiercely and shouting at them to stop. They did stop, instantaneously, mid-beat, and that in itself was an act of contempt, the sudden silence a jeer! It was then Angus realised that the singing was in fact support from his new comrades, and he marvelled, wishing Joe Kirkham could hear it.


‘We’re getting reassigned tomorrow.’ Freddy interrupted his thoughts.


‘To what?’ Angus asked wearily. ‘Replacin’ bullocks on the wool wagons?’


‘Ah, you never know,’ Freddy said. ‘Lady Franklin might need dance partners. I’d be good at that, give her a twirl and a poke.’


‘From a ladder, my son,’ the fourth cellmate, Flo Quinlan, put in. ‘She’d be making two of you.’


James Quinlan was an Irishman who’d been transported for stealing a donkey from a Limerick magistrate. ‘She was a lovely little donkey,’ he’d tell people. ‘Her name was Flo and that wretch treated her unkind, so I acquired her and gave her to me dear old granny. The magistrate gave me seven years and doubled it when I never would tell him where his donkey was sheltered.’


He told the story so often, with so many variations, that no one knew whether or not it was true, but the name Flo had stuck. It was said that he was a more accomplished horse thief.


All four men in this cell were in their twenties. Singer the eldest, nearing thirty, had been given ten years for larceny. He had a fine tenor voice, and on rare occasions he was permitted to sing for the entertainment of fellow prisoners, but he’d flatly refused to sing for anyone else. Not officers, not even important visitors. As a result he’d suffered beatings and weeks on the treadmill, but he stayed resolute, and though Singer thought nothing of it, Angus was impressed. As for Freddy, he’d been an inveterate poacher, caught so many times he’d been sent out for life. Freddy was also an expert pickpocket, and liked to show off his tricks among his mates, every so often bringing them scraps of food and tobacco.


‘I reckon my hand is swelling up more,’ he said plaintively.


‘And by God wouldn’t that be a crime,’ Singer said, ‘for Freddy’s golden hand to be swelling. Get you to rest and we’ll have a look at it in the light of day.’


Someone further down the stone corridor began to scream, and in the pitch darkness of the cells such sudden utterances still made Angus shudder, but voices yelled abuse and quiet returned. Though there were guards on duty, no one went to investigate.


In the morning, it was found the fellow had cut off four of his toes with a piece of tin and was barely alive from loss of blood.


Reassignment. They were all wearing the leg-irons again as they shambled over to the administration block to present themselves before a clerk whose job it was to make sure that prison records were kept up to date, and possibly to refer the prisoner to a magistrate for a change in status. Freddy was ahead of Angus, complaining of his injured hand, so he was sent to the medical office and ordered to return to the line directly afterwards.


‘Why do I have to line up again?’ he complained. ‘Why can’t you tick me off here and now?’


A trooper used the butt of his rifle to shove him on as Angus stepped up.


‘You again, McLeod?’ the clerk sighed.


‘I need a new jacket, this one’s falling off my back.’


The trooper spoke up. ‘We’ve got a box of clown jackets here, nothing else.’


The clerk grinned. ‘You can have one of them.’


‘No,’ Angus growled. Those jackets were of the same rough cloth as all the other convicts’ clothing, but they were yellow one side and black the other, and they were issued to lifers.


‘I see’d you bought yourself another flogging this month, McLeod,’ the clerk said cheerfully. ‘You’d better watch out, you’ll be headed for the treadmill again.’


‘No I won’t,’ Angus said. He’d already made up his mind never to mount a treadmill again. It was demeaning and mindless work, fit only for beasts. ‘I’m entitled to lighter duties now. I’ve been on the roads too long.’


‘You’ll go where you’re sent.’


The clerk chortled as Singer approached.


‘You still here, Forbes?’ he said as he rattled through the files, searching for Singer’s papers. ‘I would have said you’d be in Port Arthur by this. It’s made for scum like you.’


‘Then recommend me if you like!’ Singer said boldly, and hearing this as he moved away, Angus stiffened.


‘God Almighty,’ he muttered, ‘he’s in a reckless mood this morning.’


A guard overheard him. ‘Nah, he’s safe. We need thirty of you lads for carrying. Everyone is short of workers today.’


‘Then they’ll have to transport more innocents, won’t they?’ Angus snapped, and the guard pushed him on.


Outside, he and Singer were chained into a gang of thirty men and marched away to a new building site. A large sandstone warehouse was almost complete. The workers were ready for the wooden shingles to go on, so the carriers were sent back down the hill for about half a mile, to sheds that housed building supplies.


The chains and irons were removed for this job, and every man was given a heavy bundle of shingles to carry. As usual, a runner took up position in the lead, with a much lighter load, and set the pace. The prisoners began running in line after him, but the pace was too fast and the loads too heavy. Within minutes they had dropped to a walk, deliberately staying in rank to make a point.


The mounted guards raced alongside, slashing at them with whips to make them keep up, but as one, the gang refused, and marched steadily ahead. By the time they reached the building site, where the runner waited, two men had been knocked down and almost trampled by the horses and others, like Angus, had suffered cuts across their faces. The workmen on the building site watched nervously as the shingles were dropped but dared not become involved.


On the return journey the carriers raced downhill, but back at the sheds they refused the detail.


‘Lighter loads or slower pace,’ Angus shouted at an officer who’d ridden down to investigate the trouble.


‘Watch that feller,’ Singer warned. ‘He’ll put the screws on you faster than an undertaker.’


But it was too late. The officer called: ‘Very well. We’ll compromise. Lighter loads, but you’ll run fast, or you’ll be fasting until the morrow.’ He grinned at his pun. ‘As for you, mister,’ he said, pointing his whip at Angus, ‘you run in irons, or they all get to fast.’


‘Told you so,’ Singer said. ‘That’s Lieutenant Flood.’


‘I’ll run,’ Angus called, wondering what had happened to his plan to keep his mouth shut.


‘Right, take his number and get the irons on,’ Flood instructed a guard. ‘Then enter the punishment detail in the day log.’


He stood back to watch proceedings as Angus was handed a heavy bundle of shingles.


‘Too heavy?’ he asked with a sly grin.


Angus looked at the cold blue eyes and the thin lips under a dark moustache, weighing up his response. Affirmative would be construed as complaint; a nay as bravado.


‘Could be, with the irons,’ he said mildly.


‘But one could try, you stinking slob, so start running.’


He couldn’t run, he could only scramble, falling every so often on steeper spots when it was more a question of balance, with the wooden shingles in his arms, than making fast progress, but eventually he made it, with the elbows torn out of his already ragged jacket.


When they returned, the officer had left, probably bored with the scene, and Angus’s irons were removed so that he could join the others running uphill with lighter loads.


Just another day, he fumed, when they had delivered all the shingles and were redirected by their guards to work with another road gang down by the river.


As they approached, Angus looked longingly at the beautifully clear waters of the Derwent and yearned to be able to dive in. Growing up around the Glasgow wharves, he and his mates were forever diving into the chilly waters of the Clyde, and were known as the fish boys, since his pa claimed they could swim like fish. And that reminded him, he still hadn’t heard from his parents, though he’d managed to write several letters over the years. Still, he consoled himself, it’ll probably take half a year for letters to get to Glasgow and another half for an answer to find me. On the other hand, there were rumours that letters to prisoners were often dumped by the bosses to maintain order. As if news from home might upset or excite the recipients. Angus wouldn’t put it past them.


That evening, as he slumped in the exercise yard as usual, Angus was thinking about that officer. He called to Singer: ‘Who’s Lieutenant Flood when he’s at home?’


‘Ah, Smirking Tom! A real ladies’ man he likes to think. Mean as a cut snake. He hangs about the Governor’s set, always pushing for promotion.’


‘Will he get it?’


‘Ah yes, more’s the shame. He’s related to old Warboy.’


Freddy intervened. ‘No he’s not, he’s only a neighbour. I heard Warboy’s son and his family have landed on the farm, to help the old boy along. Some say they come from as far away as Mexico, and can’t speak a word of English.’


‘Ah, God love ’em.’ Singer grinned and launched into one of his ditties:


They come they go, the tyrant class,


And look on us like foe,


But we’ll be here when they pass on


And give their sons the arse.


Others picked up the tune and joined in, adding their own versions, until guards ran out to put a stop to the obviously rebellious songs with cosh and whip, but as usual the singing stopped in mid-air and the guards were left to retreat across the dead quiet yard that was suddenly alive with menace.


Angus was always fascinated by this trick, so often played on guards who could not report silence as an offence, but now he pondered Singer’s song. It was well known that farmers and businessmen came to this island to make their fortunes with government subsidies, cheap land and dirt-cheap labour – convicts. Few of them treated their workers fairly or even humanely. Yet barely any of the convicts would be returning to England, whether they were lifers or not. No consideration had been given as to how transported felons were expected to return home, so they stayed, freed or paroled – free to marry and bring up their own families. They could marry convict women or free settlers, and make a life for themselves. What then? Angus thought. Would a whole generation, and generations after them, grow up suspicious, even contemptuous, of authority? It sounded so interesting a concept, he almost wished he could stay on and see what happened. But Angus McLeod would not be lingering on this island; once he was freed he would take a job anywhere until he’d saved enough to go home to Glasgow, to his ma and pa. And in truth, Angus yearned to see old Glasgow again. He was heartily sick of the newness here, the pomposity of it all, as if they could make this place anywhere near as good as the great cities of Britain.


That was his plan, anyways, he thought as the bell rang, ordering them to their cells for the night. That was the plan.




CHAPTER THREE


Old Warboy’s son Jubal did not come from Mexico; he came from Jamaica, and he spoke English well, though ponderously, in keeping with his self-proclaimed status as a gentleman of leisure.


Both of Barnaby Warboy’s sons had been born on their mother’s sugar cane plantation in Jamaica; their mother’s plantation it was, because her father hated and mistrusted Barnaby Warboy, though Barnaby was a good and kindly man. He left the plantation to his daughter in his will, with strict instructions that upon his death it was to go to their elder son, Harold.


Barnaby didn’t mind the arrangement; he simply took over the management and went on with living, but when she died, Harold, who was by this time, thirty years of age, laid claim to his inheritance in no uncertain terms.


‘It’s my place now, Father. This is my office. I run the plantation now, I’m the owner, and you have to understand that. You can remain on as an overseer if you wish, but I don’t want you telling me how to run it. I won’t brook any interference.’


‘Ah yes,’ Barnaby said, nodding his balding head. He climbed from his worn leather chair and walked to his office window to peer down at the busy work yards. He was a very large man, hands like feet, people used to say, but a quiet fellow, which was why no one was surprised when he calmly accepted the situation.


‘Ah yes,’ he said again. ‘It’s your place now, isn’t it? Well I suppose that ain’t so bad. I can still keep my room, though, can’t I?’


‘Of course. You just don’t have much to do any more. You can take it easy.’


‘And what about Jubal?’


‘He will have to earn his keep.’


Their father was well aware that Harold had encouraged his young brother to set his sights on the ministry, but the scheme failed. As Barnaby had expected, Jubal only lasted a few months at the New Orleans Academy of Theology before being assessed as ‘entirely unsuited’ for the religious life.


Barnaby had no quarrel with Harold’s latest plan to make Jubal earn his keep.


‘I don’t suppose that’s a bad thing,’ he murmured.


‘Glad you agree,’ Harold said. ‘It’s my plantation. He’ll have to mind that and knuckle down.’


Barnaby shrugged. He’d never been able to make Jubal complete any chores on the plantation without a barrage of grumbles, and even then, as he’d told his wife, Jubal was a ‘born incompetent’. It occurred to him that maybe Harold could knock him into shape. Be firmer with him.


‘All right then,’ he said to Harold. ‘Give me a few days to get the books in order, then we’ll sit down here and I’ll show you the works.’


‘Righto, Father. Jolly good.’


Harold was relieved that the changeover was to proceed so smoothly. ‘I told you so,’ he said to his wife. ‘He’s fifty-five now, going to seed. I’ve been thinking the job was too much for him for a long time …’


No one worried when Barnaby didn’t come home that night, nor the following. A lady friend had a handsome cottage by the bay in Kingston, and he often stayed there for days on end.


Impatient to take control, Harold went searching for Barnaby, only to discover that he had left Jamaica – not just Kingston, but the island itself – without a word to anyone! He’d completed the sale of several properties in the town centre that he’d been negotiating for some time, closed his considerable bank accounts, and emptied the plantation coffers as well. Harold had his plantation, a heavily mortgaged plantation, and he never saw his father again.


The next few years were a serious struggle against bankruptcy until, history repeating itself, Harold’s wife’s parents came to the rescue. With a proviso.


By this time Jubal had married and had a daughter.


The in-laws put it plainly to Harold that they would assist him financially if Jubal and his family moved off the plantation. In other words, they refused to support a man who spent his days lazing about the plantation. And, it was whispered to Harold’s wife, a man who had a penchant for very young girls. Black and white.


Jubal had to go.


So it was that the Jubal Warboys moved to another plantation, one owned and managed by his wife Millicent’s father. Millicent was a wispy lady devoid of enthusiasms, who, it seemed, affected a sophisticated air of boredom but was in fact just very dim. There they stayed for ten years, until fate stepped in again. The plantation was sold and Millicent’s father, sick of the sight of them, moved into Kingston, into a tastefully small house that had no room for relations.


‘What’s to become of us?’ his son-in-law asked him and was met by these cruel words: ‘Frankly, Jubal, I don’t give a damn!’


After copious entreaties and letter-writing, Jubal landed a job as manager of a small sugar cane plantation near New Orleans, and there, with the bewildered assistance of Millicent and his daughter Penelope, he muddled along replacing profit with loss. But Jubal aspired to a wealthier world, and by dint of spending considerable plantation funds entertaining members of a sailing club, to his great joy he achieved membership. Some members were appalled that this fellow with his shoddy reputation should have slipped into their midst but there was nothing they could do. Mr Warboy might have been a soft and pudgy chap, but he had a hide of leather, so no unkind words or stares had the slightest effect on his swagger.


Some years later, a British frigate was in port. The commander, grateful to be ashore, made straight for the nearest sailing club for congenial company. While Jubal Warboy was not included in the congenial set, he was, somehow, introduced to the commander, who peered at him closely.


‘Warboy! Warboy? Unusual name, sir! I met a Warboy in Van Diemen’s Land. Jolly old chap, big fellow, bald as you, but not carrying as much avoirdupois, what? Any relation?’


‘Was it Barnaby Warboy?’


‘I believe so. Yes. He’s a great pal of Sir John Franklin, the governor of Van Diemen’s Land, who commanded frigates in the Mediterranean in his day. I served under John Franklin for many years! Imagine my surprise when we sailed up the Derwent to Hobart Town and found Franklin standing on the dock to welcome us. Small bloody world, what?’


‘Indeed it is,’ Jubal agreed politely. ‘I do believe the Warboy fellow could be a distant relation.’


Jubal had no trouble extricating himself from the company, and once out of sight of the sailing club he held onto his hat and galloped home.


‘Do stop talking so fast.’ Millicent bagged her ears. ‘I can’t abide this fuss, you’ve got me all of a doodah. If you cannot address me with less frantic fanfare, then go away and put pen to paper.’


‘Shut up and listen,’ he shouted at her. ‘I’ve found Barnaby!’


‘Barnaby who?’ she whispered, her features pained.


‘My father, you dunce. My father! He’s in Van Diemen’s Land, moving in vice-regal circles!’


‘Oh my heavens!’ Millicent shrieked. ‘Penn! Bring me the smelling salts before I expire.’


Her daughter came dashing in with the small moon-shaped bottle. It was empty, but she’d been asked for the bottle and here it was. She helped her mother back to the couch and waved the bottle under her nose, and Millicent recovered with a sigh. She was a thin woman and she liked to float about in layers of filmy georgettes and laces, in the belief that they gave her an ethereal appearance, though with her fair skin and fair hair they were inclined to make her look more faded than refined.


‘I had a kitten called Barnaby,’ Penn told them. ‘It ran away.’


‘No it didn’t,’ her mother snorted, ‘you dropped it in the well. Now go away and sit in the kitchen.’


‘Now tell me, Jubal, where is this place?’ She fluttered her fair eyelashes and brushed tightly tonged curls away from her face.


‘It’s an island to the south of the continent of Australis,’ he informed her. ‘A long way away.’


Jubal was sweating feverishly. He sank into a chair, mopped his brow, and then made a pronouncement: ‘I have decided it behooves me to forgive Barnaby Warboy. After all, Harold treated him almost as badly as he treated me. Having come to that conclusion, it would be an act of mercy for us to pay the old gentleman a visit. His self-imposed exile can be terminated if I put my mind to it.’


In the bar at the sailing club, near to closing time, he made an important pronouncement, advising one and all that he would have to withdraw his membership as he had decided to go and work among the Aborigines of the Pacific.


‘Life in this kind clime is too comfortable for a man of integrity,’ he told the members. ‘It is time I put my shoulder to the wheel and took God’s message to the heathens.’


‘There’s a leper colony in the south Pacific,’ a retired mariner told him. ‘Are you going there?’


Jubal jumped in fright, but he covered by turning to the speaker, hand to brow. ‘Before I go, I had to come here to thank all of you esteemed gentlemen for allowing me your company. I shall miss you, dear friends, but I shall never forget you in my prayers.’


He concluded by brushing aside a tear, and was rewarded with a rousing cheer and a passing around of the hat to send him on his way. Since many members of this exclusive New Orleans club were princes in banking circles, the hat was soon filled with substantial banknotes, more than enough to take a gentleman and his family into the southern oceans.


They took ship firstly to Rio de Janeiro, and from there south around the Horn, a truly hideous voyage, the turbulent seas at the foot of the Americas dreaded by even the most experienced sailors. As their ship battled raging storms trying to make for the Pacific Ocean, it tossed and fell violently and passengers screamed in terror, but the captain and crew were too busy trying to keep their ship afloat to care about their travails. One man broke his leg, a woman had a heart attack. No meals were served, not only because of the difficulties but because most of the passengers and a few crew were seriously seasick. Fortunately Jubal found he had a stomach of cement, as a steward remarked – one that stayed firm regardless of the assaults on it by this pitching ship – and so he remained well, struggling from wife to daughter.


Millicent’s vomiting and anguished complaints disgusted him, so he fled from his cabin to Penn’s side, finding her more terrorized than seasick, certain that this flimsy ship would lose the battle against the massive winds and seas. He hushed her and comforted her through the night and for the few days that it took for the Pacific to offer relative calm, and for the ship to begin to return to normal routines. When he did come back to their cabin, it stank so badly he ordered his wife to be taken up on deck, despite her protests, and instructed the stewards to scrub and air the room to make it habitable again.


As it happened, Millicent’s exposure to fresh air and shy sunlight began her cure, and Penn stayed by her side to care for her every minute of the day from then on, earning smiles from the other passengers for being the dutiful daughter, so rare, they thought, in these modern times.


Eventually they landed in the quietly charming port of Melbourne where Millicent spent five shillings of their meagre funds on a navy-blue dress for Penn.


Jubal was furious. ‘It’s ugly. Take it back. It’s too old for Penn.’


‘It is not. She’s nearly seventeen, she can’t wear ankle-length skirts any more. She has to dress like a lady.’


They stayed in the Victorian port for two days before setting off, yet again, on a small rattling coastal ship heading south – but, as he assured his wife, ‘not nearly as far south as Cape Horn, so don’t worry’.


He was unaware that Bass Strait, which they crossed before heading down the east coast of Van Diemen’s Land, had a very nasty reputation as a cemetery for shipwrecks, but the weather held, the seas behaved and they sailed happily, if apprehensively, into the fine Derwent river and watched from the deck as the ship docked before a row of sandstone warehouses in Hobart Town.


‘It’s not a bit like Jamaica,’ Millicent said, ‘and there’s snow on the top of that mountain. I hope it’s not a cold place; this wind has a chill in it.’


‘I think it’s pretty,’ Penn said.


Jubal said nothing. The weather was of no interest to him. He disagreed with her – this place was like the Jamaica ports, with the stink of whaling boats and sealers pervading the air, and the usual ruffians jostling cargo on the busy docks. Except there were no blacks. He found that surprising. But his first priority was to figure out how to locate Barnaby. He supposed he should simply ask about. It looked like a miniature town from here, creeping up into the foothills below a massive mountain that seemed out of all proportion to the landscape.


Barnaby Warboy loved Van Diemen’s Land. He loved the diversity of climate, the extremes of heat and cold; he claimed the seasons were God-given, rejuvenating, unlike his former home, Jamaica, which he now dismissed as overheated and soul-sucking. He loved the strange fauna too of the antipodean island, found it all so fascinating that, were it not for his friendship with the Governor, the bureaucrats would have lowered the boom on him by this. It was Barnaby who had called for a ban on the hunting of these delightful creatures.


When he left Jamaica, he had no particular plan in mind, he simply needed to get as far away from his sons as he could, and as soon as possible; hence he boarded a ship bound for Boston. From there he moved on to Bermuda, where he dallied awhile with a wealthy widow before recalling a juvenile ambition to see the Tower of London and its gruesome exhibits, which he found rather tame after all. He was a polite man, always neatly attired, and despite his hefty frame he was an excellent dancer. The word soon went around feminine circles and so he did not lack for invitations, through which he made many worthwhile friends. He travelled about Europe, went on to stay with friends in Bombay and from there joined the good ship Adonis on a voyage to Van Diemen’s Land, intending to complete his journey around the world by sailing on to the Americas.


By the time they glimpsed the south-west point of the Australian continent, however, Barnaby had become very depressed. He was tiring of what he called his gypsy life, bored with acquaintances no matter how amusing and cordial, and sick to death of this damned overcrowded ship. He hated his cabin, with its thin walls that were no refuge from the conceits and contrariness of the other men and women in the first-class section. Within the first week, when he could bear it no longer, he approached the captain with his complaints.


‘Surely you could ask the passengers to quieten down? It’s like living in a madhouse, with those shrill wives in First and the perpetual song and dance going on below decks.’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Warboy, I wish I could. It really is best to let people have sway, to try to enjoy themselves while they can. Boredom will soon set in, and with that, when people don’t know how to occupy themselves, moodiness can cause difficulties.’


He was right. With no port to look forward to before their final destination, some of the passengers began to turn in on themselves, arguing, criticising, blaming, even fighting, while others desperately tried to keep the peace. From below, the songs lost their vigour, sighs and cries replaced the thump of lively jigs, and for that, at least, the unsympathetic Mr Warboy was grateful.


When they did sight Van Diemen’s Land, it was as though a miracle had occurred. People gathered on the deck, stunned, almost disbelieving.


‘They said we were here weeks ago when we first sighted land,’ a woman complained. ‘And ’twas not at all. How do they know they’re right this time?’


‘If they’re not, I’m getting off and walking,’ a wag said.


‘It’s only forests,’ said the woman. ‘All we’ve seen for miles is forests. No fields and no towns. What sort of a place is this?’


Few liked to respond that ‘a prison’ came to mind, since they were in the presence of military personnel and several warders, all on their way to report for duty, but the emigrant settlers were cheered by the sight of the lush green landscape. They’d been told that this island, halfway around the world and way down at the bottom of the globe, boasted countryside as green and fertile as England, and there was a possibility now that they’d been told true.


‘At last! At long bloody last!’ Barnaby groaned as the ship turned into the estuary of a wide river called the Derwent, en route to the capital of the colony, but even now, after all the months at sea, nature had to drag out these last days by introducing them to a furnace of a hot February day, without a breath of wind.


Confused, these northern hemisphere emigrants consulted their diaries to assure themselves that this was indeed February, and sat listlessly on the decks, fanning themselves with their hats. Some young lads, immune to the temperature, watched the shores in excitement and trepidation, in the hope that they might be attacked by savages hidden in those forests, or at the very least wild animals. Overhead a flock of curious white cockatoos swooped and screeched, and an elderly woman, taking fright, fell to the deck in a faint. Her voluminous black dress, so suddenly upended, revealed a flash of bare buttocks, and Barnaby grinned, temporarily rescued from a bout of melancholy by this spot of burlesque.


He walked over to the rails and examined the vegetation on the shores to pass the time, interested to see stands of magnificent trees and a plethora of strange ferns that constituted the undergrowth. There was smoke in the air, with a very different smell, an astringent tang, he mused. He looked up to the mountain that dominated the area but could see no sign of fire, so he strolled around to the other side of the ship. There, passengers crowded the rails to watch a huge forest fire burning only a short distance from the river bank. But then the sails took heed of gusts of wind and the ship began to glide out of the doldrums.


Not so Barnaby Warboy, aged fifty-seven in this year of the Lord 1827, who felt plain weary. Had this ship been proceeding home on the Great Southern Route via the Americas, he would have stayed aboard, but instead it was returning to England the way it had come. That was disappointing, but he consoled himself that it was possible to take ship from here to Sydney and then sail across to Los Angeles, from where it would be easy to head for home. For Jamaica. Well, perhaps not Jamaica … So where? The answer to the inevitable question was causing him indigestion as well as a bout of loneliness.


Hobart was a busy little port, he mused as he strode ashore, ignoring the bustle and excitation created by his fellow passengers; not unlike Kingston with its colonial ring, except for the dry heat and the total lack of black faces. Knowing that this was Aborigine country, Barnaby had taken it for granted that the wharf labourers would be blacks, but the only natives he saw were two young girls peering shyly from behind a shed. He approached a gentleman and asked where he might find a porter, and was directed to a fellow in a suit of yellow felted cloth, arrow-marked as for government property. He remembered that jailbirds back home were identified by that arrow, and only then did he realise that most of the men working on the wharves were convicts.


Startled, he approached one of them warily. ‘Are you a porter?’


‘If you like,’ the man said cheerily. ‘What do you want?’


‘I need my effects taken to a hotel. Can you suggest one?’


The convict, a diminutive fellow with a cockney accent, looked at him. ‘The George Inn for you, I’d say.’


‘And where would that be?’


‘In Davey Street. If you hang on I’ll take you. Now, where’s your sea chest?’


As he sweated up the street behind the porter and his loaded wheelbarrow, Barnaby muttered to himself that he’d better take some decent walks while he was here, to get some breath back after doing so little for so long.


The porter stopped, turning back. ‘What did you say?’


‘Nothing.’


‘You all right? You look as if you’re cooking. Why don’t you sit on the bench there, in the shade. I’ll come back for you.’


‘Come back?’


‘Yes, it’s not far. I can drop your stuff and come back, I’ll give you a ride on me barrer.’


Barnaby blinked. ‘What? On your barrow? No! Certainly not.’


‘Suit yourself.’ The porter shrugged, and they set off again.


At the inn, a small two-storey sandstone building, Barnaby paid his porter the penny he requested, and was surprised when the fellow introduced himself.


‘You’re new here, mister, so if you need anyone, just ask for me at the docks. The name’s Bailey. I’ll look after you.’ He winked, tipping a tall battered hat. ‘Keep you out of strife, like.’


Barnaby shuddered. ‘Good day to you, Mr Bailey,’ he allowed.


A barman in a striped apron came out to greet him. He introduced himself as Hugh Merritt, proud owner of the inn, called to a fellow nearby to bring in the gentleman’s luggage and led him through a crowded bar room to a narrow staircase, which they negotiated along with Barnaby’s sea chest.


Merritt was an affable fellow, though anxious to please.


‘That porter,’ Barnaby asked him. ‘Is he a prisoner?’


‘A convict? Yes. Assigned to the wharves.’


‘And they can roam free?’


The innkeeper shrugged. ‘Don’t worry about them. If they misbehave they’re back behind bars double-quick smart.’ Then he added, ‘If they’re caught, that is.’


That remark hardly inspired confidence in his guest, but Merritt didn’t seem to be concerned at having criminals running around the streets.


‘We only have the three rooms up here for travellers,’ he said, ‘but the missus keeps them nice and clean.’


‘So I noticed. A relief I must say, Mr Merritt.’


‘Call me Hugh. If you’re hungry any time, just go to the kitchen, the missus will look after you. She’s a good cook.’


‘Excellent!’


When he left, Barnaby sat by the open window of the bedroom and contemplated his future. He supposed he could settle somewhere in America, but the options were so vast, the choice would be more of a lucky dip than serious consideration. Besides, he needed something to do; the travelling life had turned aimless and was eroding his sense of presence. He stared down at people in the street, and saw briskness of purpose in every face, be it rough seamen, women to market, military men, child beggars, or the convict workmen like Bailey.


Damn them, he thought, envying their niche. No matter how high-placed or lowly, all of these folk would be missed if they fell off the earth. Missed by someone, even if it were the law. Tired and depressed, he loosened his collar, removed his jacket and shoes and lay down on the bed, suddenly cheered by this almost forgotten comfort. No more sea swells, no more smells, and no more noisy passengers.


‘I’m in heaven for the time being,’ he consoled himself as he dozed off.


When he emerged from the hotel in the morning, Barnaby was wearing one of the new white suits he’d purchased in Bombay, with a blue-striped waistcoat and a blue silk cravat with a diamond pin. He was sensibly prepared for the heat-threatening morning apart from a suitable hat. His own hatbox contained toppers and felts, but he needed something cooler, and as luck would have it, he came across a native selling hand-plaited straws. The very thing!


Walking stick in hand, to help him adjust to solid ground again, he set off on a tour of the town. Many of the white-shuttered buildings looked familiar to him, and though all seemed quite new, the town itself had a ramshackle appearance due to the lack of any sense of order either in the standard of housing or among the general populace. There were no footpaths and he had to make his own way among roaming pedestrians and street sellers, ox carts and gigs, and horsemen who seemed to own the streets. Goats wandered about unheeded, munching on untidy tufts of grass, and a chain gang waited listlessly to allow a lorry laden with timber to pass by, on its way down to the harbour.


Barnaby, unfazed by what seemed to him to be an oversupply of convict types and poor women hanging about the streets, mingling with neatly attired residents calmly going about their affairs, trotted along peering into shops and other business premises. He circumnavigated a brick penitentiary and saw a small chapel with a side gate, where was posted a Notice of Execution, so he hurried on from there, marvelling at the constant ring of axe and shovel, until he found himself on the outskirts of the town.


Roads and buildings were under construction in all directions. He stopped to talk to an overseer at what appeared to be a new prison in the making, and was told that labour gangs could consist of three to four hundred convicts, so work stations like this one had to be provided in various districts to house them securely overnight.


The place still looked like a budding prison to Barnaby, rather than a work station, but he had no argument with the arrangements, so pressed on uphill where there was a splendid view of the river port. Eventually he found himself back in Davey Street, passing impressive military barracks guarded by red-coated sentries, so he made his way down toward the harbour. He explored an interesting area called Salamanca, where warehouses fronted the river, and a cool square to the rear seemed a popular haven for shoppers and loiterers like himself.


Several tables and chairs were placed outside a small pub for the benefit of customers, and Barnaby managed to procure one for himself, finding this a salubrious position in which to place himself and watch the world go by, a pot of cool ale in hand.
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