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To Arabanoo and his brethren, 
still dispossessed.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The author would like to acknowledge that in making this fiction he found rich material in such works as The Journal and Letters of Lieutenant Ralph Clark, edited by Paul G. Fidlon and R. J. Ryan; David Collins’s An Account of the English Colony in New South Wales, edited by Brian H. Fletcher; and Dr John Cobley’s compilation The Crimes of the First Fleet Convicts and the same author’s Sydney Cove, 1788–1792. Information on H.E.’s Brazilian experiences was found in The Rebello Transcripts by Kenneth Gordon McIntyre.




THE RECRUITING OFFICER



A COMEDY By Mr GEORGE FARQUHAR



As it was first acted at the THEATRE ROYAL IN DRURY LANE, April 8th, 1706. Performed now to honour the King’s Birthday, THURSDAY JUNE 4TH 1789 by the Convicts of the Penal Settlement, Sydney Cove.




DRAMATIS PERSONAE

MEN

CAPTAIN PLUME, the Recruiting Officer............... Henry Kable

MR WORTHY, a Gentleman of Shropshire.............. Robert Sideway

JUSTICE BALANCE, a Country Justice.........	Ketch Freeman

CAPTAIN BRAZEN, a Second Recruiting Officer....... John Wisehammer

SERGEANT KITE, Plume’s Sergeant... John Arscott

BULLOCK, a Country Clown

COSTAR PEARMAIN, a Recruit .....Curtis Brand

THOMAS APPLETREE, a Recruit...... John Hudson

WOMEN

SILVIA, Daughter to Justice Balance, in love with Plume............... Mary Brenham

MELINDA, a Lady of Fortune.......... Nancy Turner

LUCY, Melinda’s Maid.......................... Duckling (Sometimes known as Ann Smith)

ROSE, a Country Girl........................ Mrs Dabby Bryant

Scene: Shrewsbury

THE PLAY IS MANAGED BY

Lieutenant Ralph Clark, Marines


THE PLAYERS

HENRY KABLE: Sentenced at Norfolk Lent Assizes, 1783, held at Thetford before Sir James Eyre Knight and Fleetwood Bury Esquire. For burglaring the dwelling house of Abigail Hambling, Widow, taking goods to the value of some eighteen pounds. Sentenced to death.

Reprieved on account of extreme youth, seven years’ transportation.

Occupation: labourer.

Age at sentencing: sixteen years.

Present age: twenty-two years.

ROBERT SIDEWAY: Tried by the London Jury before Mr Recorder at Justice Hall in the Old Bailey at the sessions which began on October 16th, 1782. For stealing property value twenty-eight shillings. Guilty. Transported for seven years.

Then at a special session for the County of Devon held at Exeter Castle on Monday, May 24th, 1783, was found at large still within the realm of Great Britain without any lawful cause. Guilty. Death. Respited on condition of transportation for life.

Occupation: watchcasemaker.

Age at second sentencing: twenty-three years.

Present age: twenty-nine years.

KETCH (JAMES) FREEMAN: At the Hereford Lent Assizes on March 4th, 1784, before Sir William Henry Ashurst Knight and Jerome Knapp Esquire, Justices. Sentenced for highway attack on Thomas Baldwin and taking from him twelve shillings in money.

Guilty, to be hanged. Reprieved. Transported seven years.

Occupation: labourer.

Age at sentencing: seventeen years.

Present age: twenty-two years.

JOHN WISEHAMMER: Sentenced Bristol, February 10th, 1785, for stealing snuff from the shop of Messrs Ricketts and Load. Transportation, seven years.

Occupation: no trade.

Age at sentencing: twenty years.

Present age: twenty-four years.

JOHN ARSCOTT: At Bodmin Assizes, August 18th, 1783. Sentenced for burglary and breaking and entering the dwelling house of Phillip Polkinghorn and then the house of George Thomas. Watches and tobacco stolen. To be transported for seven years.

Occupation: carpenter.

Age at sentencing: twenty years.

Present age: twenty-five years.

CURTIS BRAND: At Maidstone, Kent, on January 6th, 1784. For stealing two game-cocks. Sentenced to seven years.

Occupation: no trade.

Age at sentencing: twenty years.

Present age: twenty-five years.

JOHN HUDSON: First tried at Middlesex before Mr Justice Willes at Justice Hall in the Old Bailey at the sessions of December 10th, 1783. For burgling and breaking and entering the dwelling house of William Holdsworth, and stealing therein one linen shirt value ten shillings, five silk stockings value five shillings, one pistol value five shillings, and two aprons value two shillings.

Occupation: sometimes a chimney sweeper.

Age at sentencing: nine years.

Present age: fourteen years.

MARY BRENHAM: Tried by first Middlesex Jury before Mr Baron Hotham at Justice Hall in the Old Bailey at the sessions which began Wednesday, December 8th, 1784. For feloniously stealing stuffed petticoats, a pair of stays, four and a half yards of cloth, one waistcoat, one cap, one pair of cotton stockings, one pair of nankeen breeches and one cloth cloak, the property of John Kennedy. Value thirty-nine shillings. Transported for seven years.

Occupation: servant.

Age at sentencing: not yet fourteen.

Present age: eighteen years.

NANCY TURNER: At Worcester Lent Assizes on March 5th, 1785. For feloniously stealing a silk cloak, a pair of stays, a muslin handkerchief, a lace handkerchief, an apron, and other stuff, goods of Nancy Collins of the Parish of Holy Cross in Pershore. Total value forty shillings. Sentenced to seven years’ transportation.

Occupation: servant.

Age at sentencing: seventeen years.

Present age: twenty-one years.

DUCKLING (SUPPOSED NAME ANN SMITH): Believed sentenced at Old Bailey, October, 1786. For stealing silverware, value forty-five shillings. Sentenced to death, reprieved to seven years’ transportation.

Occupation: none.

Age at sentencing: sixteen years.

Present age: nineteen years.

DABBY (ALIAS MARY) BRYANT: Devon Lent Assizes, held at Exeter on March 20th, 1786, before Sir James Eyre Knight and Sir Beaumont Hotham Knight. For feloniously assaulting Agnes Lakeman, Spinster, in the King’s Way, putting her in corporal fear and danger of her life, and feloniously and violently taking from her person one silk bonnet value twelve pence and other goods value eleven shillings eleven pence, her property. Guilty of highway robbery. To be hanged. Reprieved. Transported seven years.

Occupation: forest dweller.

Age at sentencing: twenty years.

Present age: twenty-three years.


PART ONE


ONE

THE READING

APRIL 1789

He began hearing for the parts in the play early in April, the day after the hanging of Private Handy Baker and the five other Marines. His purpose was to find fourteen convicts for the chief speaking parts. Much later he could find and begin rehearsing the lesser actors in their movements about a stage which he could only dimly envisage as yet, and amongst leading players he would somehow have to perfect in the coming two and a little months.

H.E. had given him that span of time in which to bring about the very first presentation of this or any other play ever performed on this new penal planet, which so far as anyone knew had gone from the beginning of time till now absolutely play-less and theatre-less.

On this morning of his first auditions, he was heavy-headed from sitting up late with Harry Brewer the Provost Marshal, and from drinking with him a dangerous quantity of brandy. Then, returned to his hut, he’d paid for it with one of those murderous old dreams he thought Dabby Bryant the witch had cured him of. As long as he drank wisely and modestly, he was safe from them. But in occasional drunkenness they returned, deadly and perfectly discreet little dreams to do with loss, desire and jealousy.

In this one he met a city and a wife he had been separated from almost precisely two years in time and eight months travel in space. The city was Plymouth from which his convict transport had sailed to join the others at Portsmouth. The wife was of course little Betsey Alicia, her heart-shaped face sharp as a knife in the dream’s definition. He had been holding two chestnut horses, one on either side of him, by the bridles. He had wanted Alicia to mount one of them and go riding with him, but she had refused. He got angry and abused her, falling back on convict insults in his fury, calling her an ulcer, a torment, threatening even to punch her. He hated to satanic lengths her perfect little shoulders and her neat rose of a mouth.

When she had still refused to mount, he’d let go of the bridle of one of the chestnuts, mounted the other and gone flying through the countryside, he and the horse both speeded along and made one creature by a delicious anger. Rounding a corner however he had been stopped by a sight of Alicia sitting under a hedge with a sharp-featured young man in a white suit of clothes. And singing a particular song with him – ‘The Myrtle of Venus – with Bacchus Entwined’.

The day-time Lieutenant Ralph Clark had no doubts about the faithfulness of his wife. But the old question was, did the night-time Ralph, that child of the prophets, of the seers and the holy dreamers, looking straight through the eight moons which divided him from his wife, know something better than the day-time functionary and playmaker might know?

He had had Private Ellis erect the marquee again at the side of his hut, and at ten o’clock on a rainy morning at the beginning of April, a month which here, on this reverse side of the mirror of space, was not spring but instead a temperate autumn, he sat in there at a folding camp table, his green coat slung over his shoulders and two copies of the chosen play in front of him. This was The Recruiting Officer. It had been written some eighty years past by a sad young playwright called George Farquhar, who had not lived to see it become a great favourite of the theatre or to know any of the wealth and fame it would generate for those who presented it or acted in it.

In fact Ralph had read the play four times in the past week, and in at least one of these readings began to see how the play could be thought of as dull and contrived. Just the same, in all this vast reach of the universe it was the one play of which two copies existed. There was Lieutenant George Johnston’s copy, and Captain Davy Collins’s. He himself would have preferred The Tragedy of Lady Jane Grey, because he could remember how he had wept when reading it aboard the convict transport Friendship during an Atlantic storm. But the cultivated Judge Advocate of this penal commonwealth, Davy Collins, commenting on H.E.’s demand for a play, had said with some justice, ‘Something lively, eh Ralph? Confused identities, inheritances, lovers, girls dressed as officers, double meanings! We all know the convict lags won’t sit still for death and destiny!’

Four large and robust speaking roles for women, eight grand to minor speaking roles for men. Sitting at a table inside the marquee, he felt ill enough to hope that few prisoners would come to be heard, but he knew many would. For the women prisoners liked to consider themselves actresses, and many of them had followed the trade which, cynics always remarked, was so close to that of the stage – whoredom.

He was not prepared for the first auditioner to be the prisoner Meg Long, the woman-beater. He saw her suddenly at the tent flap, her big flat features gleaming at him wetly through a slick of raindrops. Her hair was slick with rain too, and terrible bald patches from ringworm glistened pinkly. As she came closer, her breath blinded him.

‘Morning, Captain chuck!’ she said gaily. ‘I ain’t no mere pretty nun. I’m a Covent Garden woman of high class.’

She smelled like death, and was quite incontinent. The surgeons quoted her as an argument for the building of an asylum. Occasionally she would jump on one of the younger female prisoners and try to caress her, and the girl would scream into those rapt great hammer-flat features until rescued by other women or constables or Marines. But here now her face was lit from within with the hope of Thespian glory. It was so strangely touching that Ralph, despite her madness and her stench, felt it would be inhuman to send her away at once.

‘Meg, you must come in out of the rain,’ he told her.

She stood in front of his desk, grinning and shaking herself. Water flew from her as from a wet dog. ‘There are not many parts for women,’ he said. ‘I am looking particularly for actresses who can write. They will have to make copies of this play for their own use.’

He riffled the pages of The Recruiting Officer. He saw the names of Plume and Worthy, who before the play was over would find themselves engaged to heiresses, and the name of Silvia Balance, that lusty, forthright girl who – to fit Davy Collins’s requirements for a play – dresses as a young gentleman and attracts the desire of a farm girl called Rose. Who would be Silvia and who the virago Melinda? This dull morning Meg Long seemed to incarnate not only the gulf between his own fortune and that of happy Captain Plume, hero of the play, but also to show him too clearly the gulf between the convict women and the true actresses, the women of authentic theatrical spirit, he was seeking.

‘Now you can’t write, Meg, can you?’ he asked.

Meg Long nodded crazily. ‘I have penmanship, Captain chuck.’

‘Where did you get penmanship, Meg?’

‘From the abbess of my mob, my canting crew, when I were a kiddie. She teached me penmanship to the hilt.’

‘Oh sweet Christ!’ he murmured. He tore off a small slice of paper – there wasn’t much to waste of the stuff – and pushed a pen and ink towards her. ‘Come here and write me something.’

She held the pen deftly and with delicacy, and he was surprised. Then, leaning over the desk, dripping on to it and giving off miasmas that stung Lieutenant Clark’s eyes, she began to write, dipping the pen twice. There was some blotting, and when she had finished she waved the sodden paper back and forth, helping it to dry. Then she handed it to him.

‘Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee,’ she had written. He studied the succession of vowels, wondering how to get rid of her. Without warning she had her arms around him, threatening to crack his ribs with her maniac strength, and stinging his eyes with her foetor. Once, in another hemisphere, she’d beaten the wife of a coffee merchant so livid and swollen that members of the jury had wept when the victim gave evidence. In Meg Long’s arms, Lieutenant Clark understood how misused the woman must have been, and why Meg had been given a lifetime’s exile, what the convicts called a bellowser, to a distant star.

He had only just collected himself to struggle with her when he saw a black face appear over her shoulder. A harmonious voice, marked by elements of French and Kentish and something irreducibly African, came from the face.

‘Ma mère, you must let go that gentleman. Yes, chérie, in the name of the Fragrant One. Ease them little arms of yours. This gentleman is foko to me, is brother, so ease your arms, mammie.’

Mad, shitty Meg Long let go of Lieutenant Clark and began to caress from the black man’s face. His name was John Caesar. He came from Madagascar and invoked the Fragrant One, some sort of Madagascan god, endlessly. He was very dangerous – the strongest and hungriest of all the prisoners.

‘I have come here for the play, maître,’ he told Ralph, pushing Meg Long deftly to one side. ‘There was a black servant in every play I see in Maidstone.’ He had been someone’s servant in Maidstone once. His great member was said to be renowned amongst the convict women, but not always welcomed by them, since he took so easily to blows.

Lieutenant Clark thought he had better not entertain Black Caesar’s artistic ambitions too much, since he had seen how dangerous it had been to give any space to Meg Long’s. ‘There are no black men at all in this play,’ said Ralph, his head pulsing. Meg Long’s lunatic muscles had squeezed all the blood into his brain. ‘There are no black servants, Caesar.’

‘There be always beaucoup black servants in every drama I see,’ Black Caesar insisted, frowning.

‘Now do not argue with me,’ said Ralph. ‘It is not down to me that there are no black roles in the play, it is down to George Farquhar, who wrote the play eighty years ago, before you were born, and who died of consumption before he was as old as you or me.’

Now, in the lessening rain, there was a crowd of convict women, noisy but waiting to be invited in, at the flap of the tent. They displayed that delicacy which, apparently, Madagascans lacked. Ralph saw amongst the faces that of Liz Barber who had once, aboard the convict transport Friendship, invited Captain Meredith to kiss her arse and called him a thief. Now she wanted – of course – to be first woman of the stage in this penal latitude. In her berserkly enthusiastic face, Ralph could tell what a grief this play, demanded by H. E. and Davy, would be for him.

‘I will take your name,’ Lieutenant Clark told the Madagascan, and did so. ‘If we find we need a black servant, I shall send to the sawpits for you.’

Oh what an axeman he was, the Madagascan! ‘By the Fragrant One,’ said Black Caesar, almost gently, ‘you will need a black servant. Tout le monde needs a black servant for their play.’

‘I shall send to the sawpits,’ Ralph Clark promised again, trying to keep out of his voice the hope that Caesar would return to his labour.

The Madagascan went, but Meg Long sat for hours by the tent flap, just inside, listening without comment or movement as forty lags, men and women, offered their halting readings to Ralph, some of them with nearly as much desperation as Miss Long had earlier shown, as if they sensed like her that their best chance out of hunger and lovelessness and a bad name was to capture the first primitive stage of this new earth.


TWO

ISLE OF TURNIPS


Concerning the play The Recruiting Officer:

For the Information of His Excellency.

General Principles of Procedure –

April 2nd, 1789




For the chief male parts, those with less outlandish British accents. West Country people – whom the convicts call Zedlanders, I notice, because of their well-known inability to pronounce S – will serve pretty well for the lower and more comic parts. The play is set in Shrewsbury, but there are not many Salopians among the prisoners, and certainly none with any Thespian ability. For the women, Melinda and Silvia should be capable of polite London accents but Rose and Lucy can be wilder. Nancy Turner, the Perjurer, would be a perfect Melinda – she is handsome and dark. But perjurers should not be honoured, particularly in parts which have been graced by a line of great actresses, beginning with Mrs Rogers. I might say it is surprising to find her reading for a play the day after her lover Dukes was hanged, reading without apparent grief. There’s a steeliness in the woman however which might be the mask of grief.

So far I have settled upon one actor – Henry Kable has the right levity and intelligence to play Captain Plume. His East Anglian voice is very pleasant, and given that he is a convict overseer he will be able to keep order amongst the others. Your Excellency might remember too he is a characteristic East Anglian Dane, very fair-haired, but his complexion a quite handsome leathery brown. Your Excellency might also remember that he is married to the convict Holmes and that his history is somewhat more interesting than that of the run of felons. He is still a thief – I remember from Friendship how when he was working the pumps with another lag he managed to cut a way into the forrard stowage and take a quantity of flour. But his present behaviour is such, and his engaging character so marked, that we are not likely to find another quite like him. I shall keep Your Excellency informed concerning the preparations for our play.

Your obedient servant,

Ralph Clark,

Lieutenant, Marines



At the noon bell he cleared the auditioning convicts from his tent and Private Ellis brought him his plain lunch of rice pudding and bread. He ate the food without joy, and it sat like a cramp on his belly. The sun appeared, and suddenly the tent was full of those great black flies which infested this littoral. He would have liked to sleep, but he had a duty to his turnips.

A pug-faced man of about fifty years, wearing a crooked three-cornered hat, stuck his head in at the tent flap. ‘Holy Christ, Ralph,’ he said. ‘I swear I saw Baker watching me this morning, when I rose at first light to take a piss.’

Private Baker had been hanged with the other Marines just yesterday, and it was normal for Harry Brewer, the Provost Marshal and owner of the rumpled face, to see the phantoms of the hanged.

‘Did he speak?’ asked Ralph, feeling again the oppressiveness both of yesterday’s extreme punishment and of the sickly liquor in his blood.

‘Nothing. I spoke, Ralph, though I am not sure he stayed to hear. I told him that I was the one in possession of the earth, I was the only one with an active manhood left to ply. He was not the sharpest man of intelligence and it will take some days for it to come to his attention that his cock has fought its last fight.’

Ralph wondered how Harry Brewer’s image of the dead’s behaviour fitted with the Christian doctrine of Heaven and Hell, of deliverance or damnation at the second of death. There was something heathen, Portuguese, or even Chinese about Harry’s belief that spirits delayed and lingered and had to be spoken to harshly to make them move on.

Harry Brewer came fully into the tent now. There was a bottle of port in one hand. ‘If I come out to your island with you, we could sit in the shade and watch your old lag do the hoeing, and recuperate ourselves. I want to get away from this Bedlam here. Every whore calling congratulations to me because Baker’s twisted and hanged. Sometimes I wish I was a man of virtue, like you, Ralph.’

‘You have lost a rival,’ smiled Clark, lively now that the prospect of going out to the island had been raised; inspired also to eloquence by having read all morning the playwright George Farquhar’s well-balanced sentences, ‘and gained only the small annoyance of a ghost.’

A shudder, the sort of spirituous shudder good bottlemen seem to suffer as they get older, rattled through Harry’s features.

Harry Brewer protested, ‘But you know I am unhappy to see any rival vanish that way. The hemp quinsey, as the lags call hanging, and the shitten breeches. Christ, I swear I hate it.’

‘Well, there are no executions in our little comedy here,’ said Ralph, patting his two copies of the play.

‘Deo Gratias,’ said Harry. He had picked up fragments of Papist Latin in such places as Rio and Narbonne. He and H.E. had once spied on harbour fortifications in France, but enjoyed the occasional High Mass as well.

On the way down to the dinghy, Harry murmured, with that terrifying nothing-to-lose candour of his, ‘What I fear is that she had more ardour for Handy Baker than she does for me.’ Ralph felt vague desire pass through him like nausea.

The she Harry spoke about was a nineteen-year-old convict who was still known by the name she had been given in childhood by her criminal club, her mob, her canting crew. The name was Duckling. Ralph did not think Duckling was very clever, but she had wonderful breasts and good sharp features. Harry Brewer, thirty years older, was possessed by her and it did not make him happy.

‘When I put my hand on her,’ Harry continued with his usual frankness, ‘her eyes deaden. What would you expect? She has been on sale since she was eight years of age. All I hope is that her eyes deadened when she was with Baker.’

Private Ellis was already at the dinghy in his shirtsleeves. He grunted in a way Ralph associated with low intelligence as he rowed them forth across the deep anchorages of the cove. Even from a little distance the town looked what it was – a pitiably half-matured conception of some distant and dispassionate idea. On the east side of the stream they saw H.E., ‘the Captain’ as Harry called him, strolling with the native Arabanoo in H.E.’s vegetable garden. H.E. looked comically bandy, but the native – in white knee breeches and naval jacket – dazzled the eye. Harry Brewer gave a little shrug. No more than a lot of other people had he approved of H.E.’s plan of finding one of the savages of the locality and quickly turning him into a gentleman ambassador back to his own people. But Harry could not say so even though others loudly did. There was a sort of balance operating between H. E. and Harry. H. E. did not condemn Harry for sleeping with a convict, and so Harry did not condemn H.E.’s strange enthusiasms.

‘I would like to use Ketch Freeman for the role of Justice Balance,’ Ralph confessed as, groaning and sniffling and muttering to himself, Private Ellis pulled wildly on his starboard oar to yank them round the point of the cove. ‘Do you think it’s proper to use him?’

‘Ketch Freeman came to read lines for you?’

‘Yes. He has the right sense of bitter funniness.’

‘I suppose the poor bastard would have.’

‘If he is known as an actor, people won’t spit in his shadow.’

Ketch Freeman was the public hangman.

As they rounded the point and H.E’s garden, H.E. bending to demonstrate the nature of corn to Arabanoo, Ralph was able to perceive in its entirety this outermost penal station in the universe. By its serving officers a number of whimsical names for it had been invented. Lagtown, Felonville, Cant City, Cull-borough, Mobsbury. Actually H. E. had named it plainly after the distant person of a London political jobber, Tommy Townshend, Home Secretary in the government of Britain, who had in his care all prisons – even this enormously removed, out-of-doors one. Townshend had been ennobled as Viscount Sydney, and so Sydney was the name H.E. chose.

Ralph had always thought that to name things was to end their innocence. Naming children, he believed, was so dangerous that no name was put to his son, Ralphie, until the child was actually being christened. In having Tommy Townshend’s name stuck on it, the place had taken on the flavour of British factional politics, and it had lived up to its name by being factional, sectional, violent. Though a year’s travel lay between this convict moon and the politics of Westminster, the members of the officers’ mess formed crazy little parties and cliques with all the bitter energy of a true parliament. They wrote partisan letters for and against H.E. to old schoolfriends who happened to work at the Admiralty or the Home Office – mail which no ships ever came to collect.

The place which had been chosen for this far-off commonwealth and prison, and named Sydney Cove in the spirit of events, faced the sun, which here was always in the north. This reminded you, if you thought about it, that home was always on the other side of the sun – eight moons of navigation away if you were lucky, a year or more if not. The land on either side of the cove was divided down the middle by a freshwater stream flowing out of a low hinterland among cabbage-tree palms, native cedars, the strange, obdurate eucalyptus trees of a type which (as Ralph was assured by scholars like Davy), occurred nowhere else in all Creation. Ralph had not liked to say, in the face of Davy’s botanical excitement, that the rest of the world had been lucky to miss out on these twisted, eccentric plants. But if, as Dick Johnson believed, it was the great flood of Noah which had drowned the unlovely eucalypts elsewhere than here, then elsewhere than here was lucky to have missed them.

There was a steely tree too which when struck with the axe either took a gap out of the blade or began to bleed a blood-red sap. It was, Ralph thought, a fair symbol not only of the strangeness of this reach of space but of the criminal soul as well.

This penal station had the literal appearance of a town because of its peculiar circumstances. There were no walls or compounds – space and distance and time were the walls and the compound. So, like London, Paris, Vienna and any other settlement marked by the European genius the town had already developed quarters and suburbs – a fashionable side and a rough side. The stream was the divider. If your eye started on the west arm of the town, for example – the exactly opposite pole to the point where H.E. was presently entertaining a savage in his garden – Lagtown began with the hut of Lieutenant Will Dawes, the astronomer, and his observatory. Dawes lived apparently happily over there, always abstracted. He tried to avoid garrison and court duty, since they interfered with his observations. Because the night sky was so different here and so engrossing, he avoided mess nights with Major Robbie Ross. His coat was already merely a mid pink, as if the militariness was being bleached out of him by the moon.

Nearby them was Surgeon Johnny White’s hospital and its garden. Next you could see the bakehouse which stood close to the beach and on the edge of the women’s camp. The women prisoners lived under a high shelf of rock and in a suburb of shacks, the walls being panels of wattle and daub, roofs of thatch cut in a hurry from the grasses which grew along this shore.

When the women had first landed from the prison transports thirteen months before, they had been given only a sheet of canvas to make tents and awnings. They camped under those escarpments of rocks, down which the afternoon and evening thunderstorms of Sydney’s strange Februaries ran gushing. In the weeks before the six convict transports and their accompanying storeships vanished again, making for India or China to find cargoes, you would see love-struck sailors coming ashore with carpenter’s tools, doing their best to work the hard and contorted timbers which grew here, putting up for those women they had known on the endless voyage little huts and cabins – gifts of love which, like love itself, had small chance of keeping the weather out.

South of the camp of women lay a men’s cantonment, large because of the great number of male prisoners. Then, further south again, stood the parade ground and the Marine encampment. Officers, the company of Marines and their listless wives lived here, as did Ralph, who had been able to acquire some sawn planks and shingles for the making of his one-room habitation. In this quarter too could be found the courthouse of the Judge Advocate Davy Collins, constructed by the convict brickmaster, Jimmy Bloodsworth, using red clay he had found a short walk behind the cove. Bloodsworth’s bricks were scarce, were treasures. Between Capetown and Valparaiso, between the South Pole and Batavia, Bloodsworth’s bricks were the only materials of any substance.

The little stream which divided the city of lags, the convict municipality, was able to be forded. The water of the spring came down from no snowbound mountains, but from a temperate inland, and it was pleasant to wade across keeping a lookout along the banks for the iguanas of the region, who were large and muscular and full of arrogance.

Once you were across the stream, you were on the better or eastern side of things. Ground had been rationally cleared to make some large vegetable gardens. Those convicts who had trades and a good record lived here. So did many public officials. Henry Kable, whom Ralph considered might make a good Captain Plume, was a convict overseer, and had the dignity of living here. Will Bryant, the only lag who knew fishing and the spouse of that Dabby Bryant who had eased Ralph’s dreams, had also lived over here until caught stealing part of the catch. You found too on the east side of the stream a number of women convicts who occupied the suburb by right of concubinage: the Jewish prisoner Esther who lived with Lieutenant George Johnston, H.E.’s. aide-de-camp, or the London thief, Duckling, who lived with Harry Brewer. But they all knew that like Bryant they might be cast back over the stream for any criminal act, and that their official protectors might not be willing to prevent it.

Two bays around from Sydney Cove and still deeply within the great blue protection of the harbour lay Ralph’s island garden. Once Ralph had worked it on his own, but then convicts began swimming around the shoreline to it to steal carrots or turnips. So the old convict Amstead, a West Country thief of roofing lead, had been put out on the island as a nightwatchman and a day labourer.

As Ralph stepped ashore on the island with Harry Brewer, he heard Amstead’s little dog ranting. It was a strange dog from Africa which Lieutenant Maxwell had picked up at the Cape before he had gone mad. When poor Maxwell had begun wandering around the penal colony with his pants off, trying energetically to find any reach of water into which to throw himself, and having to be soothed out of Johnny White’s small stock of laudanum, the wise dog had switched its affections to old Amstead.

Amstead farmed a sunny slope on the north side of the little island – he had beans growing there, potatoes and three orange trees from Brazil. Turnips and carrots grew on the flatter south side. Amstead’s little hut and campfire sat between the two. ‘I be as good as a lord here,’ the old lag had said exultantly to Ralph one afternoon. Private Ellis brought out Amstead’s weekly rations and he was happy, after four years in a prison hulk in Plymouth and on the packed convict decks of a transport travelling further than prisoners had ever travelled, to live an eremitic life here, separate from the younger, sharper, more turbulent lags.

Amstead appeared now on a shelf of rock above Harry and Ralph and Private Ellis. ‘Zur,’ he called to Ralph and Harry, taking off his convict cap. ‘I did not see you yesterday, Mr Clark.’ Amstead had lately got a little imperious about Ralph’s irregular visits to the place.

‘I couldn’t come,’ said Ralph. ‘There was a hanging.’

‘Ah,’ said Amstead, shaking his head sagely. Hanging was the sort of thing they got up to in that other world two bays away. ‘Come then, zur. I have just dug up a turnip I swear to weigh close on three pounds.’

On the far slopes of the island, where the best ground was, Amstead had filled a number of straw baskets and jute bags with potatoes and turnips. Ralph and Harry had to exclaim at the robust quality of this produce. There was no landing place this side, so Ralph ordered the old lag and Private Ellis to carry the stuff over the ridge to the dinghy.

Freed now of Amstead’s tyranny, Lieutenant Clark and Harry Brewer sat in the sun on the edge of the tilled earth and Harry began to smoke his pipe.

‘Old Ketch Freeman,’ murmured Harry, thinking of the hangman who wanted to be an actor. ‘Is it a part with any laughs in it?’

‘Many laughs. Many comic exchanges between Justice Balance and Captain Brazen.’

‘You ought to ask the Captain whether he wants Ketch to act in a play. I mean to say, Ralph, hangings are a sort of theatre, and maybe the Captain wants Ketch to give all his talents to the business of execution.’

And, Ralph decided, if H.E. said yes about Freeman, I’ll then ask him for definite approval of Nancy Turner as Melinda.


THREE

PLAYERS


Concerning the play The Recruiting Officer:

For the Information of His Excellency.

April 4th, 1789




Sir,

Among those I have audited for the forthcoming presentation of The Recruiting Officer is the public hangman, the convict James Freeman, popularly referred to as Ketch. Since he shows every capacity and willingness to take the role of Justice Balance, a role for which he is suited – though he is so young – by the ageless quality of his features, I have spoken to the Provost Marshal, Mr Henry Brewer, concerning the propriety of engaging him in such a happy event as the presentation of the play promises to be. Mr Brewer believes that, subject to your approval, there would be nothing inappropriate in Ketch Freeman’s being given the part of Justice Balance. If you in your turn have no objections, then I shall engage Freeman.

Your obedient servant,

Ralph Clark,

Lieutenant, Marines



Ralph had also seen some small theatrical gift in Duckling. But he did not mention it to Harry Brewer until the next morning, at the end of the convicts’ church parade.

There was no cathedral in this new penal commonwealth. Dick Johnson the priest had to preach to the lines of convicts in the open – as was the case that morning – or, during the colder season, in a large marquee or somebody’s borrowed hut. H.E. kept delaying the building of a visible church for Dick to occupy. That was because H.E.’s vision of God was very different from Dick’s.

For H. E. saw God not as a father, loving or stern, but as a sort of quintessence of British order who didn’t need any particular architecture to enable Him, or more likely It, to be invoked. It was murmured by H.E.’s enemies, including Dick, that this was a result of H.E.’s Jewish parentage. ‘He’ll build a synagogue before he builds a church,’ Dick had once murmured to Ralph, who was one of Dick’s most prized parishioners.

Dick called himself a Moravian Methodist and an Eclectic, terms Ralph understood very inexactly. He didn’t want to offend Dick however by asking for an explanation. The Reverend Johnson and his wife Mary Johnson had always been very interested in the state of prisons, so it was appropriate that they had been sent to serve in this ultimate one.

Among the tracts Dick and Mary had handed out to the convicts in the convict transports at Portsmouth, before the journey even began, was Advice against Swearing, and Dick seemed a little unhinged by the idea that if he could only convince the convicts to stop profaning the name of God, all else would fall into place. Their clean tongues would spread a Divine reform to all their limbs. The lags had from the first treated this proposition with contempt. When Dick had first visited the hold of Lady Penrhyn, which held over one hundred women prisoners, the girls put him to flight by pulling their skirts up over their heads. ‘Convincing him of their trade,’ as the surgeon, Johnny White, said.

H.E. had once offended Dick by telling him to preach on straight moral matters – the main issues of stealing, deceiving and whoring; the secular virtues of reasonableness, obedience and industry. He’d also insisted that Dick be not too particular about marrying couples here, whether they were rumoured to have partners in the old world or not. For this was a new state of being. The eight-moon passage to this place had been nearly as absolute a change as death, he argued, and therefore altered morality.

The Reverend Johnson then was a florid young man about Ralph’s age. He had been permitted to bring his wife with him all this way. Dick was kindly: he had concerned himself with the terrible brand of smallpox which was afflicting the natives. But even a devout parishioner like Ralph could not help but feel that Mary Johnson, who was capable and pious but more worldly, might have made a better pastor.

For Dick’s sermons were dreadful – a mixture of plain moral advice as H. E. had requested, but also warnings to the lags about falling into the Papist heresy of Pelagianism and Justification by Works. When it came down to it, Dick considered that a whore or a pickpocket could always reform and be redeemed, but a heretic was beyond help. So, even in a criminal community where doctrine and orthodoxy were not a common subject of conversation, he was determined to save the minds of the lags from every nuance of Papist heterodoxy. His sermons, therefore, were capable of making your average sheep thief’s eyes cross.

As Harry, leaving the small hillock where God had been praised that morning, told Ralph now, ‘Jesus, Ralph, what a cracked sermon that man preaches!’

Ralph made some moderate answer. Then he sprang it on Harry. ‘Duckling has some capacity,’ he murmured.

‘Christ! Who hasn’t come forward to claim a part in this bloody play? But she can’t read.’

‘I have had to lower that high standard in favour of those who cannot read but have good memories. I had the lag Brenham rehearse her in some of the lines, and she spoke them back well to me. She didn’t tell you she would offer herself for the play?’

‘She didn’t. I shall beat her for it.’ But Harry wouldn’t. He was a pitiably indulgent lover. His face was bunched like a fist now, yet it held no vengeance in it at all. ‘I would not like it to turn her head.’

He feared too much success would draw younger men to her.

‘It is a lesser role,’ Ralph reassured him. ‘Lucy. Melinda’s servant. She would be quite overshadowed by the other performers.’

Harry chuckled. ‘So she has some stagecraft, does she? My girl?’

‘She is a different person if you let her act.’

‘I hope she does not have many risqué lines.’

‘Not really. She wears a mask at one stage and pretends to be her mistress. But all the risqué lines belong to the part of Rose, who is a girl from the countryside. A Salopian shrew.’

‘I would not like it to go to her head,’ said Harry again.

‘At the end of the play she will hardly be remembered by the audience,’ said Ralph, arguing – to his own amazement and delight – like a theatrical manager. ‘Yet she will have a justifiable sense of personal success nonetheless.’

Ralph watched Harry weighing the matter, pressing first one eyebrow, then the other, blowing speculative air first into his left cheek, then into his right.

Ralph knew it was fashionable for gentlemen to take an interest in girl whores they had known who might suddenly be on trial for theft. It was counted elegance for a man to go over to Newgate prison to help out some young tart, whether she sat in the remand section waiting to appear before the Middlesex jury, or in the condemned hold waiting to be hanged or reprieved. But there had been none of that mere modishness in Harry’s attendance on Duckling, which had begun at the Old Bailey one dim autumn afternoon nearly three years ago, and had even earlier causes. Harry had had no choice. He had therefore gone to see Duckling’s trial not out of idle kindness but out of a compulsion he could not manage.

Duckling’s crime had had no distinction. She had stolen some silverware from a client, a young jeweller’s clerk who had been to a sale, got drunk, and employed her for an hour’s joy. She had, a little later, been making off down Dean Street with the sack of candlesticks and salvers when her client, awakened from his brief post-coital stupor, dressed, descended the stairs of the tenement to which Duckling had taken him, and came running after her.

Harry Brewer was in Dean Street that evening, his last visit to the streets where he had paid out his youth. It was an evening when England seemed to lie under a fug, a cloud of felonies great and minor. A young curate had just confessed that he had married the Prince of Wales secretly and illegally to the Catholic widow Mrs Fitzherbert for a simonous bribe of 500 pounds. The Whigs in the House of Commons were claiming that the ageing governor-general of India, Warren Hastings, had bullied the Nawab of Oudh into handing him jewellery worth a million pounds. The Whigs wanted Hastings impeached, but there would never be a wryneck day, an hour of execution for His Excellency Hastings.

Humbler servitors of crime than Hastings sat hip to hip in London’s dozen prisons and in many county gaols, all of them much condemned by reformers, by Messrs Wilberforce and Howard and members of the Eclectic Society. An over-spillage of lags were chained up in aged warships whose hulks rode at moorage in every harbour. Once a portion of all these felons would have been shipped off as farm labourers to Virginia and Georgia and the Carolinas. But now Virginia, Georgia, the Carolinas and nine other American colonies had violently ended that filial connection.

As the children of that criminal deity, the Tawny Prince, accumulated in the streets and prisons. H.E., who had been farming in Hampshire since the war with the Americans came to an end, was commissioned to bear some of England’s lags away to the limits of space and time. Harry had been his secretary at sea, and remained so on land. H.E., that is, was the only officer on the Navy lists in whose company Harry had a standing and something like a rank. So there was no question that Harry would go with H. E., who provided him with the only breatheable air in the universe.

First H.E. moved into an office at the Admiralty to plan the enterprise. Harry was placed in a small closet next door, where he kept accounts, wrote letters and contemplated the gulf before which he and his Captain stood. H. E. himself did not understand quite why he had been selected in this way. He was one of a number of competent officers. He had, before his appointment, shown no particular fervour on the question of prisons and prisoners. But he was captivated by the idea now. Could a new Virginia made of utterly sullied beings be perfected by distance? It was clear to Harry that the Captain would spend some years testing that question.

In Dean Street for a farewell therefore, he had seen two young culls – as the felonry of Britain liked to call themselves – both of them members of the same canting crew and criminal mob as Duckling, emerge from a public house in answer to Duckling’s cries, jump on the jeweller’s clerk, and rake him with punches. Both of them vanished however when two constables appeared. The jeweller’s clerk now grabbed Duckling, who had waited too long in the hope of seeing him brained, and pushed her into the arms of the constables.

Not wanting his employer to know he had been foolish enough to bring items of jewellery up into the Parish of St Giles, the young man – Harry watching – swore to the constables that she and the two culls had held him up with threats right in the road, that he had never seen any of them before. Harry intruded – his mad youth had given him a sympathy for whores. He reminded the young jeweller that he should swallow his embarrassment and avoid both perjury on his own part and a death sentence for the girl.

The legal point was – as Harry would often in later days explain to Ralph – that if she stole the silverware from the boy while he was still sleeping in the room they had rented, she would be condemned to death only if the goods were valued by the jury at more than forty shillings. And even then she might have a good chance of a reprieve. But if she had attacked him in the open road, with her two companions, then she was technically a highway robber and was all the more likely, by statute, to take the jump, to suffer hanging.

Harry, with his terror of hanging and his plague of dreams and ghosts, argued with the boy and the constables while Duckling struggled in their arms. But the jeweller’s assistant kept stubbornly to his story and at last the constables ordered Harry away.

Harry had attended her trial before the second Middlesex jury, who disbelieved the jeweller’s clerk but still placed the value of the stolen goods at a hanging level. Harry had seen her accept the fatal sentence with a nightmarish composure. It was that – her terrible equability at the prospect of noose and lime pit – which had drawn him in.

He had told Ralph the story of her reprieve every time they had drunk together, whether in Rio, the Atlantic, Capetown, the Indian Ocean, or at this new extreme of space. He was cruelly exercised by her strangeness, her incapacity to utter a tender word. He bore, by his own confession, the fear that she might one day say aloud that she might as well have been turned off, nubbed, in front of Newgate Arch – that a mouthful of lime meant about as much to her as a mouthful of air.

He was also terrified that she might find a younger man. He did not want her to do it by Thespian success in the role of Lucy the servant.

‘I have had great problems finding convicts who can act,’ Ralph pleaded. ‘Mainly the mad and the stupid and the relentless villains have presented themselves, sniffing an advantage.’

Harry reached out his knotty hand and slung it around Ralph’s shoulder, hugging him. The Provost Marshal gave off a not unpleasant musk; sweat, an excess of the bottle, a strain of brotherly bemusement.

‘I have no rank, and to some I am laughable. Many of your brother officers are very careful not to be too genial to me when they are being watched. You are genial at all times. You are welcome to her, my friend.’

Ralph felt a flush of shame. He was himself sometimes careful not to be overwarm with Harry when too many of his brother Marine officers were near. For Harry had been, until an accident had made him Provost Marshal on this distant sidereal shore, the oldest midshipman in the Royal Navy, and the unspoken fear was that he would pass on to others an inability to achieve promotion.

To prepare the costuming, Ralph got the convict Jenny Hart, who had once – aboard Friendship – made him some shirts. She dipped canvas in dye and began cutting layered skirts for the two ladies of the play, a suit of grey burlap for Mr Worthy, a suit of white for the scenes where Silvia disguised herself as a man.

But who were the two ladies to be? ‘Don’t fret, sir,’ said Jenny Hart, who had once taken possession of morocco leather pumps, knowing them to be stolen. ‘I can hem it and tuck it to fit the player. But since I must make men’s clothes for the figure of Silvia too I must make a beginning now.’

For the dark, erotic malice of the character Melinda – a malice which (Farquhar indicated) would repay Mr Worthy with high times in the marriage bed when by the end of the play he had won her – no one still had come near Nancy Turner, the Perjurer. But ageing Captain Jemmy Campbell of the Marines, who was querulous and could cause a lot of dissent during the play’s one night, wanted Nancy Turner hanged for her perjury. What a fog of Caledonian bile he would give off if he saw her queening it on the stage.

Ralph had already chosen his Silvia, however, the true heroine, the girl who would promise herself to Captain Plume at the end of Act Five when Melinda was doing the same service for Mr Worthy.

His Silvia was Mary Brenham. She was about eighteen years old, Ralph guessed, though she had the presence and the calm of a much older woman. You kept forgetting that she could have been no more than fourteen years when sentenced. She showed a strange mixture of diffidence and honesty, as did Silvia herself. She had a fine unpocked face and brown hair – again, brown was Silvia, and black was Melinda, at least in Ralph’s mind and, Ralph was sure, in Farquhar’s. Her nose turned up sweetly at the end and the nostrils had a most uncriminal delicacy. Altogether, she showed the sort of well-formed English features that could make the sentimental reflect on the ruggedness of the basic English stock, even as it manifested itself among felons, and on other more sensual mysteries as well. She was tall too, or at least as tall as Ralph, who was not considered a particularly small man. She could read, and by special dispensation she lived on the eastern side of the cove. She was, as far as Ralph knew, no officer’s concubine – her habitation of that eastern shore was entirely a case of merit. Possibly her lack of visible lovers was explained by the interest the Johnsons took in her. She seemed to be – as Ralph himself feared he was as well – one of the Johnsons’ special concerns. Though she seemed a little shy, she expanded when you gave her something to read, whether it was Silvia or Melinda. At the auditions she had a small child with her, about twelve or thirteen months, who tottered about the marquee contentedly. The child’s name was William, but she called him Small Willy on the rare occasions when, during the audition, she had to call out to him.

‘Refresh my memory as to why you are here?’ Ralph asked. For there were some crimes which would disqualify you from belonging to Lieutenant Clark’s Theatrical Company, even though he doubted Mary Brenham had committed any of them.

‘I stole clothing from my employer, sir,’ she told him. There was no shamed hanging of the head. Lags were used to answering such questions.

‘Who is the child’s father?’ Ralph had asked her.

‘A sailor,’ she said, looking away now yet still with the accustomed lag frankness. ‘I was on Lady Penrhyn. The child’s father is Bill Crudis, a sailor a long time gone away from here. But a decent fellow.’

Ralph wondered for an unfaithful second if his Betsey Alicia could have lived through the eight-month journey on Lady Penrhyn without taking on a protector, someone who would be a source of oranges and chickens in such places as Rio and Capetown.

‘You say you stole clothes?’ Ralph asked, filled with a genuine curiosity. She was one of those instances where the stated purpose of this penal enterprise had surely not applied. What had brought such a young woman, an unhabitual felon who carried – artificially or naturally – a lack of taint in her face and bearing – to the limit of things, the place meant for ultimate punishment?

She told him she had been sent at the age of thirteen years and eleven months to act as a maid in a house belonging to a Mr Kennedy in Little Queen Street. She had put Mrs Kennedy’s baby to bed and had then wandered into the parents’ bedroom and discovered there clothes of a richness and nap she had never seen so close before. She took two petticoats, a pair of stays and four and a half yards of fine cloth from Mrs Kennedy’s wardrobe, and various items of male clothing from Mr John Kennedy’s. She had never stolen – or so she said – anything before or since. She had been sentenced to seven years at the Old Bailey.

The length of the sentence meant nothing now however. She inhabited a shore which was a fair model for eternity. Lord Sydney had chosen it for that quality: the unlikelihood of her or any of the others ever making a return.

Ralph sat her at the desk in the marquee and asked her to copy out and read Act One, Scene Two, the meeting between Silvia and her cousin Melinda. Outside, in the town, the work detachments straggled off to the sawpits and to H.E.’s farm, the fishing boat put off into the great harbour, the she-lags and the Marine wives fed wood into the fires beneath the great boiling coppers down by the shore and threw in their soiled clothing. Behind the hospital Dick Johnson was burying a forty-year-old she-lag from Manchester who had been destroyed by flux. It seemed that all the cove was engaged in tedium and the remembrance of mortality, except Mary Brenham, who gave herself to the copying of the living words of George Farquhar. It took her most of the morning to complete the task – she was occasionally distracted by her little son. Then Ralph read it with her, himself taking the lines of Melinda and pronouncing them in a monotone, since a few of them embarrassed him by their raciness.

Silvia asserts, for example, that she doesn’t care that Captain Plume is not constant in his affections.

‘I should not like a man with confined thoughts, it shows a narrowness of soul. Constancy is but a dull, sleepy quality at best, they will hardly admit it among the manly virtues; nor do I think it deserves a place with bravery, knowledge, policy, justice, and some other qualities that are proper to that noble sex. In short, Melinda, I think a petticoat is a mighty simple thing, and I am heartily tired of my own sex.’

To which Melinda – in this case Ralph – has to reply without blushes, ‘That is, you are tired of an appendix to our sex, that you can’t so handsomely get rid of in petticoats as if you were in breeches. On my conscience, Silvia, hadst thou been a man, thou hadst been the greatest rake in Christendom.’

Ralph liked the way Mary Brenham, ravager of the Kennedys’ wardrobe, read. She was very careful not to commit herself to too much ardour, but there was a promise of great liveliness at some future date when she and Silvia would be the one creature. She listened to the earthier lines of Melinda as if they were readings from Isaiah. There was no arch smile or lifting of eyebrows. This demonstrated to Ralph not that she was somehow unworldly – no one had ever been in Lady Penrhyn’s convict hold and emerged unworldly, except maybe Dick Johnson – but that she was weighing the part, circling its edges, her eye fixed on its centre.

He commented that she read well, and she told him that in the convict hold of Lady Penrhyn she had read to the she-lags around her on the bed platforms stories from the Gentlemen’s Magazine, bound copies of which had been loaned to her by Lieutenant Johnston, a young officer with a like-sounding name to Reverend Dick’s but of very different disposition.

‘You used to read to Esther Abrahams?’ Ralph found himself asking. He was delighted and disarmed by the image of Mary Brenham, leaning forward over a bound copy of the Gentlemen’s Magazine to catch the light from the charcoal brazier in the aisle between the two convict platforms, and all the other women hushed; Esther Abrahams, the Jewish convict, hushed, her baby daughter, conceived in Newgate gaol, swaddled in a blanket beside her. Lieutenant Johnston, who travelled on Penrhyn, had admitted and celebrated his love for Abrahams early on in the voyage, and one token of it had been this gift of bound magazines to the women’s hold.

Ralph was so seduced by this image of Brenham, perhaps already plump with Small Willy, reading aloud deep among the thwarts of Lady Penrhyn that afterwards he would hardly remember having uttered the words, ‘Do your duties, Brenham, permit you to take the part of Silvia?’


FOUR

RECRUITING THE PERJURER

Ralph wrote for his own instruction:


For the role of Mr Balance, Ketch Freeman the public hangman, who has H.E.’s approval and is overjoyed, since he believes that as an actor he might not be disdained by the young she-lags, as he is in his role of executioner.

For the role of Captain Plume, the recruiting officer, Henry Kable, the convict overseer.

For the role of Silvia, daughter to Balance, in love with Plume, Mary Brenham, who is as well as a competent player a good copyist.

For the role of Lucy, Melinda’s maid . . . the girl Duckling.

For the role of Melinda, a Lady of Fortune . . . Nancy Turner, if we can do so without seeming to condone perjury and bringing down Major Ross and Captain Campbell on our heads.



Davy Collins, Captain of Marines and Judge Advocate, spent Sundays writing his journal. It was a journal intended for publication, since fantastical voyages and sojourns such as Davy, Ralph and all the convicts had undertaken would be considered remarkable in England and even in Europe at large. Ralph had no literary ambitions of his own and was unrancorously certain that Davy’s book would be a journal of great quality and popular appeal, since Davy was a natural scholar. That did not mean he had ever been to Oxford or Cambridge – he had entered the Marines at the age of fourteen. But he had a scholar’s nose – he was interested in everything to do with this strange reach of the universe. In the wild sweet tea with which Johnny White treated scurvy, in the more extraordinary species of fish Will Bryant found in the harbour, and in the language H. E. ‘s savage, Arabanoo, spoke: its terms for uncle, turtle, death, and God. Many of the gentlemen had been taken in by the repute the earliest visitors, James Cook, his artists and his scientists, had – some eighteen years before – given the place. Through them it had acquired a name for being a miraculous reach of earth. So that ordinary commissioned oafs like Lieutenant Faddy and Captain Meredith had expected that it would pamper and entertain them all the time. But it did not do that. It was not concerned with entertaining people. Its dun forests affronted them, its vivid birds shrieked and were inedible, its beasts mocked the Ark. Its Indians lived by rules further removed than the stars from the normal rules of humankind. Cook had named the country New South Wales, as if it were an echo of a British corner. But it was no echo. It was a denial of all that. It was the anti-Europe. You needed a subtle mind if you were to find wonders here once a month let alone daily. Davy Collins had such a mind. Where others were bored or appalled, he was diverted frequently and grew excited. His journal therefore multiplied and was now the size of a three volume life.
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