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  SOME YEARS AGO I WROTE a short book entitled The Murder of Captain James Cook (The Last Voyage of Captain James Cook in the United

  States), its publication to coincide with the bicentenary celebrations of his death. Several critics at the time, including Sir Charles Snow, suggested that I should one day write a full-length

  biography. It is only recently that I have been able to undertake this challenging but wholly enjoyable task.




  As with the earlier book, and for my Captain Bligh and Mr Christian, I benefited greatly from being able to travel in the wake of the eighteenth-century navigators, from Cape Horn and

  southern Tasmania in the southern hemisphere, to Vancouver and Alaska in the north, taking in certain parts of the eastern seaboard of Australia, especially the Great Barrier Reef, parts of the

  coastline of New Zealand, Easter Island, all the French Society Islands, and all the American Sandwich (Hawaiian) Islands.




  Like so many of my predecessors in this field, I have sometimes, for readers’ convenience, taken liberties with the original spelling, punctuation and, occasionally, the sentence

  construction of Cook’s writing. The source references (pp. 450 to 465) make the original readily accessible. For example, on page 16 there is a log extract: ‘Received on board from the

  Espérance 26 prisoners at 4 o’clock. Espérance on fire and there being no possibility of keeping her above water.’ In the original, this reads:

  ‘Recd on Bd from yeEsperance 26 prisoners att 4 Esperance on fire . . .’




  The late Dr J. C. Beaglehole himself, the incomparable authority on Cook’s life and voyages, once wrote of Robert Molyneux’s remarks on Tahiti (Journals I, p. 551): ‘A few obvious slips have been silently corrected, and a minimum of punctuation supplied where its absence would be confusing . . .’ Again, in Journals

  II, p. 238n: ‘I print this paragraph in this place, rather than incorporate it in the foregoing general description of Tahiti . . . because it is so obviously not a

  part of the original journal but added during the later revision . . .’




  James Cook was a great re-drafter, and as Beaglehole (again) defined, ‘to chart the coasts and record the soundings’ of his Journal in all its variations, ‘the

  reader’ should be warned ‘that there are rocks and deceptive shallows, and even a quantity of fog’ (Journals I, p. CXCIV).

  I have attemped to overcome these within the confines of acceptable editorship.




  Then again, a brief extract from Beaglehole’s long Textual Introduction to the Journal of the first voyage (p. CCXXIII) gives some hint of the complexities

  involved in authenticating details of what Cook himself might regard as the definitive manuscript. Here Beaglehole is discussing what he calls the Greenwich MS, which was

  probably once the property of King George III and presented to the National Maritime Museum at Greenwich by King George V in 1935:




  

    One may suggest that the copy was made at different times, for it reflects different stages of the original. Some of its omissions are identical with those of the Mitchell MS

    [Mitchell Library, Sydney, New South Wales]; on the other hand it picks up some revisions and alterations which that MS does not have . . . The names Botany Bay and New South Wales are written

    without erasure, although the frequent use of was in place of were argues a copy made before some of Cook’s own revision . . .


  




  My thanks are due to Janet Horncy, Reader Education Librarian at the Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, and to Laura Garland who carried out additional research for me there; the Librarian

  at the City of Auckland Public Library; Janet Anderson of the State Library of New South Wales, and Martin Beckett, the Microfilms Manager there; the Librarian at the National Maritime Museum,

  Greenwich; Libby Joy for much work on my behalf at the Public Record Office, Kew; Dr N. A. M. Rodger; Professor Samuel Hynes of Princeton University and Eleanor C. Au, Head of Special Collections,

  University of Hawaii at Manoa, for additional information; Douglas Matthews for compiling the index; also to the Hakluyt Society and its publishers, the Cambridge University Press, for allowing me

  to draw freely on the four volumes of The Journals of Captain James Cook, edited by Dr Beaglehole, whose immense biography was published posthumously in 1974.




   




  RICHARD HOUGH




  November 1993
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  The Young Yorkshireman
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  JAMES COOK, THE SECOND SON of James Senior and Grace Cook, was born on 27 October 1728 at Marton, north

  Yorkshire. His father was a labourer on the land. The son was to become the most famous navigator in the world, discovering and charting coastlines from the Arctic to the Antarctic, the east coast

  of Australia to the west coast of North America, and hundreds of islands between.




  Cook first sailed the Pacific 250 years after Ferdinand Magellan, but it was Cook who shaped the shores of this vast ocean, picked out the islands, made its geography coherent and

  ‘cultivated a friendship with the natives’. In a single coasting of North and South Island, New Zealand (2,400 miles), Cook gave the world a chart which mariners relied upon for many

  years. His discoveries in Australia led to the founding of the first colony there a mere eighteen years later.




  Cook’s voyages led to the identification and drawing of thousands of new plants, birds and mammals by his talented passengers and officers, and the astronomical and horological work

  advanced those sciences immeasurably. His dietary routine for his crews, at a time when fifty per cent losses from scurvy on long voyages were commonplace, not only preserved their lives, but also

  the lives of numberless sailors in the future. So highly valued was his work for the betterment of man in days of peace, that the French and Americans, at the height of a naval war against his

  country, gave Cook’s ships immunity from interference.




  There were geo-political motives behind all three Pacific voyages: the claiming by Britain of the Great Southern Continent, if it could ever be found; the possession of New Holland (Australia)

  and New Zealand, and other lands that might be discovered; and the opening of the much-sought North-West Passage to shorten the route to the East. But there were other and more disinterested

  reasons for these voyages, too, in a period of intense scientific and geographic curiosity. As one botanist has claimed, the Endeavour expedition was ‘the first organized and

  thoroughly equipped voyage of biological exploration’.




  Besides being ‘thoroughly equipped’, Cook exhibited an entirely new and refreshingly civilised attitude towards the natives of the lands he exposed to public view for the first time.

  To the Polynesians and Melanesians, the Aborigines of New Holland and Van Diemen’s Land, the Indians of Vancouver and the Eskimos of Alaska, he presented the most tolerant aspect of Western

  man. He might, and did, claim their land for King George III, but those were his instructions, and in the context of his time his behaviour and attitudes were remarkable for

  their gentleness and understanding. He was, in the judgment of Fanny Burney, whose brother sailed with Cook, ‘the most moderate, humane, and gentle circumnavigator that ever went upon

  discoveries’.




  JAMES COOK’S FATHER was a Scotsman by birth, parish records revealing that he was baptised on 4

  March 1694 in the kirk of Ednam, a village near Kelso and not many miles north of the border. James Senior grew up in a harsh climate and in troubled times. As soon as he had developed the muscles,

  he helped his father on the land, but there was great restlessness throughout Scotland and, with the bloody and abortive Jacobite uprising of 1715–16, there was much suffering and

  devastation. Of some areas ‘there was nothing but an entire desolation’ and villages with ‘nothing earthly undestroyed’. As they were later to seek a new life in the United

  States and Canada, so in the early decades of the eighteenth century many young Scotsmen sought to better themselves in England. Among those who migrated south from Ednam was James Senior, like

  many others attracted by the profitable mining in north Yorkshire of alum, a double sulphate much used in the chemical and dyeing trades. Here, he was told, he was likely to find some of his fellow

  countrymen. Tradition has it that when this young man left home for the last time, his mother uttered the blessing, ‘God send you Grace.’




  James Senior penetrated no further south than Cleveland, where he found work as a day labourer in a hamlet called Marton, in the parish of Ormesby. Here he soon acquired a reputation for

  steadiness and industry. He was also tall, good-looking and strong, and attracted a young girl called Grace. No doubt seeing her as the fulfilment of his mother’s prayer, the young man

  proposed and was accepted. They married in 1726 and he brought Grace back to the two-room ‘clay biggin’ he rented. Here Grace gave birth to a son, John, before the family moved to the

  nearby village of Marton, attracted by the offer of regular employment by a farmer. In a thatched cottage which was later demolished, Grace gave birth to a second son, who was baptised James in

  Marton church a week later.




  The parish of Marton is historically described as being




  

    from north to south five miles, and about two miles broad. The village is small, situated about a quarter of a mile from the road leading from Stockton [seven miles distant]

    to Guisborough; and consists chiefly of a few farm houses and cottages, ranged irregularly on the summit of a gentle elevation . . .


  




  Here James lived until the age of eight, when he was already helping his father at work in the fields or ditching and hedging.




  The father and two sons had, as a team, acquired an excellent local reputation, which was rewarded by the offer by Thomas Skottowe, the Lord of the Manor of Great Ayton, a few miles away, of the

  position of bailiff, a highly respected role for James Senior in that small world of Cleveland villages. Moreover, Skottowe was shrewd and kind enough to recognise special qualities in James and

  paid for him to attend the village school. As one of James’s Victorian biographers has pointed out,




  

    If we were to have chosen an ancestry which in those days would have given a boy the best chance of success, it would have been difficult to choose a better stock on both

    sides – on the one hand the Scotch patience, intelligence, and industry, and on the other hand the Yorkshire independence and self-reliance.


  




  By the time James was sixteen his father – and no doubt Grace, too – wanted a more promising future for him than as a labourer, especially as he had had the benefit

  of an education, no matter how sketchy it might have been. The next improving stage, they decided, was apprenticeship in a trade, and at this time James Senior learned, as these opportunities

  became known in the country and probably over a glass of ale, that William Sanderson, a shopkeeper in the village of Staithes, had an opening for an apprenticeship behind the counter of his

  shop.




  South of the Tees estuary, as far as the town of Scarborough, the north Yorkshire coast is studded with fishing villages and small towns: Redcar, Saltburn, Brotton, Sandsend, Whitby, Robin

  Hood’s Bay, Ravenscar, Hayburn Wyke. Most of them are tucked into clefts in the cliffs, fed by a stream or small river, invisible from the land until you are almost on top of them. Staithes

  is one of these, some fifteen miles distant from Great Ayton, approached by a steep winding road which flanks a river and leads past red-roofed dwellings to the centre of the village. Here there

  were the market-place, one or two pubs, a scattering of shops and the harbour, the raison d’être of the place, with the sturdy little fishing vessels either drawn up on the

  hard or moored in line, each with its nets and other fishing gear. Their size ranged from white-painted cobles to much larger smacks, whose crews numbered as many as six or eight.




  Like sentinels guarding this little community are the 400-foot-high cliffs of Coburn Nab and Piercey Nab; but more effective protection against the weather is the man-made staithe, the wooden

  sea wall which breaks the worst of the northerly winds whipping bitterly off the sea in winter and at the equinoxes.




  At Ayton the first preoccupation and subject of conversation was the state of the crops and stock; here at Staithes it was fish and fishing – the wealth or paucity of the herring, plaice

  or cod, and a factor which was never distant, the dangers of the calling, with whole crews sometimes never returning to port.




  It was in the summer of 1745, when James was approaching his seventeenth birthday, that he made his lonely journey on foot to Staithes, carrying a few spare clothes and little else. He was an

  unusually tall young man with a fine craggy face and prominent nose, muscular from inheritance and hard work. He had no knowledge of what his life would be like, only that it must be different from

  his old occupation. He was a young man who took things as they came and was ready for what life held for him. He also possessed the twin characteristics which would serve him well throughout his

  life – decisiveness and self-confidence. His friends as a boy had noticed that he went his own way when it came to games or country pursuits like bird’s-nesting, and they were inclined

  to resent this, especially as he ignored their complaints or taunts. He was, as the saying went, ‘his own man’.




  The first thing that James recognised about this large village – or small town – was its prosperity by contrast with the farming villages inland in which he had grown up. The

  dwellings were better found and maintained, the streets were cobbled, the shops well stocked and the citizens better dressed. The reason for this, he was soon to learn, was that there was more

  profit in fishing than farming and that this trade was supplemented by smuggling, mostly of brandy and wines, scents and other goods carrying a high excise duty.




  William Sanderson’s shop was easy to find, situated on the front, close to the sea. The smell of fish had been in the air from the outskirts of Staithes; here, where the fishermen stood in

  groups or sat on the gunwales of their boats with a mug of ale and smoking clay pipes, the smell of fish was almost overwhelmingly heavy.




  Sanderson’s was a double shop, a single front door leading on one side to a grocery and on the other to a drapery. There was no display window, but the rolls of cloth and ready-made

  garments were clearly visible, as was the grocery with stock ranging from herbs and biscuits and cakes in clearly marked tins, to sides of smoked bacon and fresh poultry. Above the shop were the

  living quarters for Sanderson and his wife and two children, a boy and a girl. They were a friendly family, and James was well fed and paid the token wage of an apprentice. But an apprentice did

  not live with the family. He took his meals, and slept, under the counter of the shop, where he kept all his possessions – such as they were – and a straw palliasse and blanket.




  For some eighteen months James carried out his duties, from sweeping out and opening the shop in the early morning, to serving in it all day, and closing it down in the evening. He was liked by

  the customers, and also by the fishermen he would join in the evening to drink ale and listen to the tales of their calling. Several times he went with them on short trips outside the bay, and

  found himself attracted to the skills, adventures and constant stimulus of a sailor’s life. The sea might be harsh and dangerous, but the comradeship and excitement in handling a fishing boat

  were in sharp contrast with the drudgery and subservience of working in a shop.




  There is no reason to doubt the truth of the tale resulting in James’s decision to break his apprenticeship with William Sanderson. It appears that a woman customer included in her payment

  an unusually shiny shilling, in fact a South Sea shilling minted in the reign of George I with, on the verso, SSC for South Sea Company. Later, he

  could not resist the temptation of taking this shilling from the till and replacing it with one from his pocket. South Sea shilling: it was like a harbinger of his future achievements on the other

  side of the world. But his master had spotted the coin in the till and now accused James of stealing it. James hotly denied this and his explanation was finally accepted. But the incident scarred

  the young man and he decided to ask to be relieved of his indenture. Sanderson, being a realist as well as a kind man, told James that he would not hold him against his wishes, and asked him what

  he intended to do. ‘To go to sea, sir,’ James replied.




  Sanderson acted with remarkable speed and success to bring about this new change of course in James’s life. First he acquired the necessary authority of James’s father and then

  contacted a friend of his in the nearby port of Whitby, John Walker, shipowner and master mariner, who was known to take on apprentice seamen. Walker was introduced to James, fancied the cut of his

  jib and agreed to take him on. James Cook was bound an apprentice for three years.




  NOW THAT THE TANG OF THE SEA and the stench of fish had become familiar to Cook, he was able to visualise the nature of this ancient port on the

  twelve-mile undulating walk along the Yorkshire clifftops, through Hinderwell and Runswick, the lower village of Lyth, past the alum works where once he might have worked, and an hour later down

  the long incline to Whitby.




  The seaport, then and now, is divided by the broad River Esk and linked by a bridge, a primitive wooden affair at that time, paid for by tolls. Tradition has it that the first voyage out of

  Whitby took place in 684, when the Abbess Eafleda, daughter of King Oswy, went to Coquet Island, to the north in Alnmouth Bay, ‘to commune on important matters with holy Cuthbert’. An

  abbey was built high up on the southern cliffs, was destroyed by Norse raids and was rebuilt from the early twelfth century.1 The abbey required coal, and so

  did the alum works when they were set up. Ever increasingly, so did London. At first the coal from the mines to the north was brought by ‘fyve man cobles’, which could double up as

  fishing boats, stout and strong to withstand east-coast gales. Shipbuilding became important to the town, which in turn became prosperous. ‘In February, 1301, in the reign of Edward

  I, the port was deemed to be of sufficient rank to be called upon to furnish a ship, well manned and otherwise equipped, ready to set out against the Scots.’




  At the time Cook crossed that bridge over the River Esk in order to reach Walker’s house and offices on the south-west bank, the coal trade to London was the first source of profit for

  Walker and his brother, and for most of the shipowners and shipbuilders of Whitby. In the late 1740s London needed a million tons of coal a year and it took 1,000 ships to satisfy this demand. Ten

  return voyages a year for a ship was possible if the weather was favourable. But both fishing and cargo boats voyaged further, to the Baltic and the Low Countries, and ports on the Channel.




  The type of vessel most used for this traffic had to be robust, capacious and manageable under the most adverse conditions. It was called a cat, and had been developed over many years by the men

  who sailed them in the changeable and dangerous waters of the North Sea and the Baltic, and especially down the east coast of England where the tides and currents, the ever-varying winds, the

  shifting sandbanks and the uncharted reefs demanded skill of a crew and strength and responsiveness in a ship.




  A cat has been defined as ‘a vessel generally built remarkably strong, and may carry six hundred tons; or in the language of their own mariners, from 20 to 30 keels of coals. A cat is

  distinguished by a narrow stern, projecting quarters, a deep waist, and no ornamental figure on the prow.’ So this is no graceful clipper ship, no greyhound of the ocean, but a workaday

  practical carrier of goods, capable of being handled by a crew of a dozen or fewer, most of them young apprentices of varying experience.




  The Walkers were a Quaker family, sober people without pretensions, high principled and, like the Sandersons, kind and considerate. But Cook’s living arrangements were very different from

  those of the shopkeeper at Staithes. At Whitby he lived with the family and had a room of his own. His keenness to learn the fundamentals of seamanship was encouraged. A woman called Mary Prowd,

  ‘a trusty old nurse or housekeeper, many years employed in Mr Walker’s house’, took a particular fancy to the eighteen-year-old young man, and in the long winter evenings saw to

  it that he had a table, chair and candle so that he could read and pursue his studies. At a school for apprentices in the town – and there were many of them – he was taught navigation,

  how to ‘shoot’ the sun, the meaning of latitude and longitude, how to read a chart, and much more.




  Cook first went to sea in one of Walker’s cats, the Freelove of 450 tons, with John Jefferson as master and Robert Watson as mate. It was February 1747, Cook was eighteen, and the

  cat had a full cargo of best Tyne coal. Records show a complement of nineteen, including cook, carpenter, five sailors and no fewer than ten apprentices. None could be more inexperienced than Cook,

  but his keenness as well as his ‘bookwork’ were soon evident. He had never been happier in his life. His period aboard was one month and twenty-five days, roughly the time it would take

  under normal circumstances for the cat to reach London, discharge the coal, make good any repairs before sailing down the Thames estuary and then north up the coast 275 miles to Whitby, where she

  paid off.




  Walker expected much of his apprentices and moved them up swiftly to higher responsibilities. Those who failed were soon discharged, but Cook was not only among the eldest but also the most

  promising. Walker was rigging and fitting out a new large cat, the Three Brothers, in early 1748, and Cook took part in this work, which was valuable experience; he then became one of her

  apprentice crew. This cat, more than any other vessel, formed a lasting impression on Cook. In her, again with John Jefferson as captain, he gained mature experience over a period of eighteen

  months, some of the time in the coal trade, and then in government service carrying foreign mercenaries and their horses from Middleburg in Flanders to Dublin and Liverpool.




  By April 1750 Cook had completed his three-year apprenticeship, and for the first time could call himself a seaman instead of a mere boy. He could confidently carry out all the many tasks

  demanded of a sailor, from the manual skills of close reefing a sail and holding a luff, to hauling off when facing a hazard or using a handspike when heaving on the windlass; and the more

  intellectual skills of taking a running fix, reading a barometer and predicting the weather, sometimes using weather jingles like ‘When the rain’s before the wind/Topsail halyards you

  must mind;/When the wind’s before the rain/Hoist your topsails up again’. The mere vocabulary of life at sea was like learning a foreign language. Cook loved it.




  Cook was also confident that, if put to the test, he could handle one of John Walker’s 400-ton cats from Whitby to Wapping, and home again. By now, too, he knew the Baltic run, through the

  tricky Skagerrak, steering clear of the treacherous, island-studded waters off the east Danish coastline, to the ports of Kiel and Rostock, Danzig, Königsberg, Malmö and far north to

  Stockholm’s great harbour. He did in fact still have much to learn, but he was buoyed up with the self-confidence of youth and the satisfaction that he enjoyed from being at sea.




  Promotion came unusually swiftly and by December 1752 he had passed all his examinations to become mate; he enjoyed this rank for two-and-a-half years in the agreeably named cat,

  Friendship. By 1755, at the age of twenty-seven Cook could reasonably feel something of a veteran; and this was confirmed when Walker offered him a ship of his own, the same

  Friendship. To Walker’s surprise and disappointment, Cook turned down the offer. He had another ambition. He had served for nine years in the North Sea, the Baltic, the Channel and

  the Irish Sea, but already, at this still early age, he had his eye on farther horizons.




  He was experiencing a growing curiosity to see more distant shores, perhaps even the Pacific Ocean. He had read of the Dutchmen of the last century, Abel Janszoon Tasman and, even earlier,

  Olivier Van Noort;2 of the Portuguese Pedro Fernandez de Quiros and Luis Vaes de Torres; and, above all, of his fellow countrymen, Francis Drake, William

  Dampier and, within his own lifetime, Commodore George Anson, who had given the Spaniards such a drubbing in the Pacific that they looked unlikely ever to regain their dominance.




  James Cook, mate, had never felt the waters of the Mediterranean or the North Atlantic under his keel. And he had ambitions above the North Sea coal trade. Of course he could enter the service

  of the East India Company, whose ships would take him to the romantic East, or other shipping lines, which would at least lead him to Boston and New York, or far south to New Orleans. But these

  were dangerous times at sea and, if war with France should break out again, the press gangs would soon be combing sea ports and even vessels at sea for sailors to man new ships, and ships would be

  brought out of reserve. He would be a prime target for sure: young, fit, experienced. It would be much better for him to volunteer, to offer his services and work hard for promotion, and, in the

  words of a much later clarion cry, ‘Join the Navy and see the world’.




  After, no doubt, informing his father, because he was a considerate and loving son – and no doubt alarming his mother, Grace – Cook volunteered for the Royal Navy at Wapping,

  London.




  





  2
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  ‘An Ambition to Go into the Navy’
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  RUMOURS OF WAR WERE HEAVY throughout England in 1755, although technically Cook as a ship’s master was immune from press-ganging, like every

  sailor he knew that legal niceties did not figure strongly in the minds of press-gang officers. What Cook could not know was that the Admiralty was already devising a form of Royal Navy Reserve,

  which would radically reduce the need for press-ganging; had he remained a merchant seaman, he would certainly have taken advantage of ‘His Majesty’s Royal Bounty’.3




  John Walker, regretful at losing such a fine sailor whom he had nursed and then promoted for so many years, recognised the inevitability of this step in a young man of Cook’s character,

  and provided him with a glowing letter of reference. ‘He had always’, Walker once observed, ‘an ambition to go into the Navy.’ But, at least in the short term, to sign on

  for the Royal Navy meant a position many rungs down the ladder, the food, pay and conditions all being worse. On the other hand, Winston Churchill’s much quoted claim that the Royal Navy was

  governed by ‘Rum, sodomy and the lash’ was inaccurate. Admiral Vernon, whose sobriquet on every lower deck was ‘Old Grog’, had recently watered down the rum ration, sodomy

  was limited because it was a hanging offence – ‘a crime of so vile a nature’ – and the lashes a captain could award were limited to twelve under his own authority, though

  this was sometimes exceeded. It had been recognised officially that a man o’ war commanded and officered with justice, also with absolute firmness, was a more successful fighting ship than

  one ruled by fear. Cook had no bad opinion of himself and his confidence remained as high as ever at the time he signed on in the Royal Navy. He believed that before long he would be commissioned,

  and in the event of war he would be entitled to a share of any prize money.4




  On 17 June 1755 Cook signed on at Wapping into the big ship-of-the-line HMS Eagle, which was fitting out at Portsmouth. He made his way to the naval base by

  coach from London and his entry on a naval muster roll for the first time reads: ‘161. from London Rendezvous, James Cook, rating, AB [able seaman], date of entry June

  17th, 1755, first appearance, June 25th, 1755.’




  The Eagle’s commander, Captain Joseph Hamar, was at his wit’s end: his ship was not ready for sea and yet was sorely needed for the imminent war with France; and not only

  was she under-manned, but also the men he was sent were the dregs of the Navy. ‘I do not believe there is a worse man’d ship in the Navy,’ he complained to the Admiralty.

  ‘Yesterday I received from the Bristol twenty-five super-numerarys belonging to different ships, but not one seaman among them; but on the contrary, all very indifferent

  Landsmen.’




  With so few ‘thought worth having’, Cook stood out like a diamond amidst junk jewellery; and it was no surprise to anyone but Cook himself that in less than a month he was rated

  master’s mate, the rank he had held in the Friendship. But now, instead of twenty keels of coal, his ship carried sixty 24- and 42-pounder cannon and their ammunition.




  The Seven Years’ War was mainly fought in three widely separated areas, India, the Continent of Europe and North America. Britain and France had been more or less at peace since the Treaty

  of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748. But when the alliance of France, Austria, Russia and the German princes fell upon Prussia and its monarch, Frederick II, Britain willy-nilly

  found herself on the side of Prussia though in no position to support her militarily. However, the fighting in India, peripherally in the Mediterranean, in British and French home waters, in the

  Caribbean and in North America was exclusively between France and Britain. The outcome was not only to create the genesis of the British Empire, but also to form the foundation of a unified Germany

  a century hence.




  There had been sporadic sparring between the British and French colonists in North America for years. The source of argument related to trade, territory, piracy and fishing rights, and by its

  very nature was bound to break out into full-scale warfare by sea and on land. War was formally declared in May 1756, but there had been fighting on land long before then, and at sea the Royal Navy

  was interfering with trade between metropolitan France and her colonies in New France, or what was to become Canada.




  In July 1755, with the Eagle still under-manned and scarcely ready for sea, Captain Hamar was ordered to patrol between southern Ireland and the Scilly Islands and intercept and capture

  any French ships. It was a brief and abortive cruise, the main hazard – as so often – being the weather. This turned foul in the middle of August and on 1 September ‘a Monstrous

  great Sea’, according to Hamar, ‘Carry’d away the Driver Boom in a deep roll’. At the same time he suspected that his mainmast was sprung (cracked, split) and he therefore

  headed for Plymouth for repairs.




  The Admiralty was not pleased that the Eagle’s patrol line was broken; and was even less pleased when it heard that the mainmast was found to be undamaged but that Hamar had

  meanwhile decided to clean and tallow his ship’s bottom, which was a long business. Captain Hamar was forthwith relieved of his command and replaced by Captain Palliser, an appointment that

  was to have far-reaching consequences for Cook. Hugh Palliser, born in 1723 and therefore five years older than his master’s mate, came from good West Riding of Yorkshire stock, the son of an

  army captain. Palliser was an officer of great vigour and determination, impatient with authority and sharp with any sign of loss of courage in both his superiors and his own officers and men.




  Palliser, like Hamar before him, recognised the special qualities in Cook and before long was giving him instruction in navigation, charting, drawing coastal profiles and other special maritime

  skills. For his part, Cook respected Palliser from the start and saw in him a possible future patron. He also quickly recognised the positive elements in his new commander by contrast with Captain

  Hamar. The Eagle had been ordered to patrol the western approaches to the Channel, examining every ship she met, a tiresome business as most belonged to neutrals and only a few French

  fishing vessels, returning from Newfoundland waters, were captured and sent in under prize crews to Plymouth.




  The Eagle was operating as part of the squadron of Admiral John Byng5 when they came across a single French ship-of-the-line, much battered by

  Atlantic storms, and soon battered into surrender by the superior British force. It was the first time that Cook had taken part in a fight at sea, and that evening of 15 November 1755 he registered

  in his log, ‘Received on board from the Espérance 26 prisoners at 4 o’clock. Espérance on fire and there being no possibility of keeping her above

  water.’




  So the first opportunity for prize money slipped into the depths of the Bay of Biscay, and for the greater part of the winter of 1755–6 the Eagle remained at Plymouth undergoing a

  much-needed refit. It was not until 30 May 1757 that the Eagle was in action again, and close and bitter action it was, too. She was two days out of Plymouth when, in company with

  HMS Medway, she sighted a big 50-gun French ship, the Duc d’Aquitaine. Palliser, with great skill, was first to come alongside and the first to put a

  broadside into the Frenchman.




  

    She returned fire [ran the Eagle’s log]. We engaged about three-quarters of an hour at point-blank range. She then struck. The Medway then came up

    astern. We were employed getting prisoners onboard and securing our masts and rigging. We killed 50 men and wounded 30. Our casualties were 10 dead and 80 wounded.
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  The ‘return of damage’ to the Eagle paints a truer picture of the intensity of the action, with a shot through the middle of the foremast, several shots and bars of iron

  sticking in the main and mizzen masts, and ‘Sails rent almost to rags’. Palliser was pleased with the conduct of the ship’s company, and the Lords of the Admiralty indicated that

  they were ‘highly pleased with his success and gallantry on this occasion’.




  Aside from the prize money, Cook was promoted full master after a mere two years in the service. It reflected his confidence and that other priceless quality in a naval officer, the sense of

  being a veteran, which comes after successfully enduring not only every natural hazard at sea but also experiencing and surviving battle. To have your courage tested and found to be solid is an

  exhilaration which lasts for life, and combined with the knowledge that you are approved by your seniors form a recipe for advancement to the highest levels.




  The warrant as master of his next ship was dated 18 October 1757, and his entry neatly coincided with his twenty-ninth birthday. The vessel was HMS Pembroke, a

  new 60-gun 4th rate6 of 1,222 tons, which had been built at Plymouth dockyard that year. When Cook joined her, amidst the hurly-burly of the great naval port

  of Plymouth – such a contrast with the muted animation of Whitby – the Pembroke had just completed a shake-down cruise to Portugal and back and was re-provisioning for a much

  longer voyage across the Atlantic to places of which Cook had dreamed while carrying coals to London. All the talk was of the intensification of the war in North America, between the French in New

  France and the British in the colonies to the south.




  Although the dimensions of the territories were vast, it was evident that there was no room for both French and British colonists. Even after the Treaty of 1748 the sniping between the two

  sides, with the intervention, mainly on the French side, of ferocious Indians, was incessant and bitter. Authorised piracy against British shipping was commonplace.




  The advent of William Pitt (‘the Elder’) as secretary of state and virtual prime minister, in 1756, led to a positive, skilful and more whole-hearted conduct of the war with France.

  Pitt determined to put an end to French interest in North America once and for all; and the warrant officer James Cook, master of HMS Pembroke, was to take his part

  in it, the small part of one individual in the epochal proceedings, but a highly influential part in the life of one of Britain’s greatest sailors.




  In this colonial war on the other side of the Atlantic for both protagonists, communications, and therefore sea power, must be the decisive factor. The French possessions were entirely dependent

  upon control of the St Lawrence River, a capillary penetrating deep into the continent and providing the outlet for the valuable French fur trade since the founding of Quebec in 1608. The conquest

  of French Canada depended first on control of this river; and second on the severance of seaborne supplies from France upon which the colonists depended for food, arms and other supplies.




  In order to wrest control of the St Lawrence River from the French, Pitt knew, as did his generals and admirals, that two forts had to be stormed and attacked. The first was Louisburg, at the

  mouth of this great river, and then Quebec itself. For this formidable undertaking Pitt appointed General Jeffrey Amherst to command the land forces and the immensely experienced Admiral The Hon.

  Edward Boscawen as commander of the fleet.




  Boscawen, ‘Wry-neck’d Dick’ as he was nicknamed after he suffered a serious neck injury in a famous victory against the French ten years earlier, was tough and ruthless and

  much admired by all who served under him; and by no means thought less of for being responsible for the court-martial and subsequent shooting of Byng.




  The Pembroke was one of the eight ships-of-the-line Boscawen took to sea from Plymouth on 22 February 1758. This, at last for Cook, was no routine patrol. He was to cross the Atlantic

  for the first time, calling at the romantic-sounding islands of Tenerife and Bermuda. It was a long, slow passage with much bad weather and unfavourable winds. With his day-to-day management of the

  ship keeping him busy, he became increasingly concerned at the state of sickness of the lower deck. For the first time he was witnessing the effect of poor diet on the well-being of the crew on a

  long voyage. Scurvy, caused by Vitamin C deficiency, had for long been recognised as the almost inevitable price of lack of fresh vegetables and fruit. Anson, on his

  circumnavigation, at one time was scarcely able to man his ships, and even on long blockading duties off the French coast, many men were stricken with it: their teeth fell out, their skin became

  blotchy, and they descended into a state of lethargy which could lead to death.




  Scurvy was such a commonplace affliction which could strike after about six weeks on salt rations that it was taken for granted even though it led to the total loss of hundreds of ships. On

  this, his first long voyage, Cook was an appalled witness of the decimation of the men, so great that it affected the working of the Pembroke. Twenty-six men died on the passage, most from

  scurvy, and many more were laid so low that on arrival at Halifax they had to be taken straight to hospital.




  Cook had too much on his hands while the Pembroke came alongside the jetty in Halifax to spare any time to view the first North American town he had visited. But it was soon clear to

  his experienced eye why the British had established this fortress base ten years earlier. It was a deep, excellent natural harbour, well protected from the weather and, judging by the strength of

  the fortifications, from the French, too. It was also, he was told, ice-free the year round.




  Halifax had never been so crowded with men o’ war and transports as now; there were hundreds of them, bearing witness to Pitt’s determination to clear the French out of Canada. From

  his captain, John Simcoe, Cook soon learned that Admiral Boscawen was so keen to get at the enemy at Louisburg that he would have to leave the Pembroke behind until sufficient of her

  company had recovered to man the ship safely. With a heavy heart Cook watched the fleet of 157 vessels slowly heading out of Halifax, a splendid sight which every citizen and serving man witnessed

  from the docks and the slopes rising above the town.




  Louisburg is a little over 200 miles east of Halifax on the island of Cape Breton. The French fortress had been strategically sited to control the entrance to Cabot Strait and the Gulf of St

  Lawrence. It was known to be extremely heavily defended although neither Boscawen nor Amherst knew the number of guns they would have to face, nor the strength of the garrison. (It was discovered

  later that there were 419 guns and seventeen mortars.)




  In fact, the French were in a very vulnerable condition. By cruel luck some ships returning to France the previous year had brought dreaded ship fever with them. Two thousand men died on the

  voyage; others took the disease ashore and no fewer than ten thousand died in Brest, crippling the fleet intended to supplement naval forces already at Louisburg. Back home the British had also

  hoodwinked the French into believing that invasion forces were poised to attack the French coast.




  Before the arrival of Boscawen, five French ships-of-the-line managed to slip through Admiral Edward Hawke’s blockade. But only one was armed, the others being stripped of their guns in

  order to bring sorely needed supplies to the French colonies.




  While the Pembroke was still making her way up the Nova Scotia coast, the battle had begun. One of Amherst’s brigadiers, James Wolfe, made a successful landing on the south side

  of Gabarus Bay close to Louisburg and set up batteries preparatory to a bombardment. A strong gale interrupted proceedings for two days, but after that the attack went ahead implacably, the Navy

  and the Army co-operating excellently. More and more naval guns and troops were ferried ashore at Gabarus Bay, at some cost, but most arrived safely and were soon in action. A French frigate

  managed to slip through the net and headed out to sea. No one cared. It was clearly on its way to France with the ominous news of the imminent loss of the fort.




  Luck continued on the British side. A hit on one of the remaining French big ships found her magazine. There was a mighty explosion which utterly destroyed the vessel and led to fatal fires in

  the Célèbre and the Capricieux, both of 64 guns. Three days later, under cover of thick fog, the Pembroke and other big ships sent in boats to deal with two

  more French men o’ war. One was captured, the other towed away and burnt. In his log Cook reported the vessels as ‘Ben Fison of 64 guns’ and ‘the Prudon 74 guns’. It

  hardly mattered that they were the Bienfaisant and Prudent. The following day, 26 July 1758, the French Governor capitulated.




  The St Lawrence River – St-Laurent – was now wide open, with no impediment all the way to Quebec.




  THE INVESTMENT AND CAPTURE of Louisburg had been a triumph in all but one particular: they had taken longer than intended and the summer was now well

  advanced. In a latitude where military operations – and much else – depend on the weather, the second stage of the St Lawrence campaign, the capture of Quebec, had become urgent. Of all

  the commanders concerned, James Wolfe for the Army and Cook’s captain, John Simcoe, were keenest to press on while they had the momentum and before General Louis de Montcalm, the French

  commander-in-chief, could further build up his defences.




  Amherst for the Army and Boscawen and the other admirals considered the risk too great, and to Prime Minister Pitt’s chagrin, it was decided to postpone the assault until the spring. But

  it was not to be an uneventful winter for Cook, John Simcoe and HMS Pembroke’s company. The shores of the Gulf of St Lawrence were studded with small French

  settlements, mostly fishing and hunting communities which contributed to the provisioning of the French colonists and their ships. The British high command decided that the Pembroke and

  other men o’ war, with Wolfe and three battalions of infantry, should raid a number of these villages during the weeks of early autumn before the cold weather set in. Destroying these

  communities, sinking the small craft and capturing more worthwhile larger vessels was not very appetising work. Prisoners were taken and a few guns destroyed before the squadron returned to

  Louisburg on 2 October 1758.




  More notable for Cook at this time, and more prescient of his future, was his first serious attempt at surveying. Shortly after the surrender of Louisburg, Cook found himself on the recently

  captured shoreline in conversation with an army lieutenant, Samuel Holland. This officer7 was working with a plane table making a plan of the area by taking

  observations and making notes and drawings in a pocket-book. As Cook watched him and asked Holland questions, he became more and more excited at the seeming magic of the reproduction in miniature

  on paper of the environment.




  Cook was keen on mathematics, had received a grounding in plain and spherical trigonometry from Palliser, and had been using charts since he first went to sea. But actually to create a chart, to

  record by triangulation every indentation, every point and cove, hazardous reefs and rocks – what a worthwhile and fascinating exercise! The two young men (they were born in the same year)

  took to one another and Holland promised to give Cook a short course with his instrument the next day. Captain Simcoe, told of this lieutenant and his work, wanted to join the course but was too

  indisposed to leave his cabin. However, Holland brought his plane table on board the Pembroke that evening, demonstrated it to the captain as far as he was able and spent the night in the

  ship.




  The following day Cook joined Holland as he continued his survey of Gabarus Bay. As soon as he returned from the raiding operations, Cook applied to Simcoe for permission to work on a survey

  himself. Where he obtained his instrument he did not record, but most likely he borrowed Holland’s and then worked with his delicate hand until he had completed his ‘survey of

  Gaspé Bay and harbour’ by ‘James Cook Master of His Majesty’s Ship the Pembroke’. This was sent to the Admiralty in London and, to Cook’s delight, was

  officially published the following year.




  Some fanciful claims have been made for Cook’s further surveys during the winter of 1758–9 and early spring; even that he, alone, conducted a full survey, with soundings, of the

  400-mile length of river to Quebec. This, it has been written, made it possible for the big British men o’ war to make a safe passage to the Canadian capital and thus bring French resistance

  to an end.




  In truth, before the 1759 attack, the British were in possession of some charts of the river of an unreliable nature, captured at Louisburg. There was also an English chart, published recently

  and inaccurately entitled an Exact Chart of the River St Laurence. What Cook and Holland did, encouraged and assisted by Simcoe, was to sail the Pembroke up the river from Cape

  Breton, as the weather permitted, and to correct and elaborate on the existing charts, taking precise soundings and ‘sailing directions’. These last were defined as ‘Descriptions

  for sailing in and out of Ports, with soundings, Marks for particular Rocks, Shoals, &c. with Latitude, Longitude, Tides and Variations of the Compass’. This survey work was especially

  valuable at the approaches to the Traverse down-river from Quebec because Montcalm had ordered the removal of all direction buoys.




  This was a wearying but fascinating time for Cook, with the added burden of the weather, which was the coldest ever known in Canada. For a time ships could not get in or out of Louisburg,

  although the port itself remained ice-free, because of the ice floes in the surrounding sea.




  THE ST LAWRENCE EXPEDITION OF 1759, one of the most momentous in British combined operations history,

  was under the joint command of Admiral Sir Edward Saunders and General James Wolfe, whose record at Louisburg had been warmly approved by Pitt. The fleet consisted of thirty-five ships-of-the-line,

  supported by another dozen smaller men o’ war and numerous transports, an enormous armada which inched its way into the Gulf of St Lawrence through thick fog, guns and muskets sounding to

  reduce the risk of collisions.




  Upon these vessels, the men who manned them, and the ten thousand or so soldiers on board the transports, lay the responsibility for the possession of North America. The risks were bayonet

  sharp, but the soldiers were of the highest quality, their morale was high, and the Royal Navy was, as usual, spoiling for a fight.




  For Cook and the rest of the Pembroke’s company, the short voyage was sadly marked by the death of their captain. John Simcoe had been in poor health for some weeks and was

  confined to his cabin when they were at Louisburg. He never emerged from his bunk, and on the evening of 16 May he died. ‘At 6 buried the corpse of Captain John Simcoe & fired 20 guns,

  half a minute between each gun,’ his master wrote in his log.




  Pausing cautiously at several of the river’s islands, but assisted by a steady north-east wind, Admiral Saunders’s armada at last, on 8 June 1759, came in sight of the Traverse. This

  narrowing of the St Lawrence corresponds to the cliffs which rise ever higher above the water, and the channel is divided in two by a scattering of islands. Here the hazards from shoals, rocks and

  shallows were complemented by the threat of cannon fire from high above.




  Here Cook and the masters from other ships took on the hard task of sounding ahead from boats and marking the waters Cook and Holland had not charted earlier. It called for steady nerves and

  hands, but they were all experienced men and by 10 June Cook was able to report: ‘Retired satisfied with being acquainted with the channel.’




  To ensure further the safety of the armada, Admiral Saunders ordered the seizure of several French pilots who knew comprehensively the difficult Traverse waters. It was made clear to these

  unfortunate men that their lives were at stake, and never before had they exercised their skill and knowledge so determinedly.




  On 27 June the last vessel got through safely to the basin below Quebec, the Pembroke among them, and anchored. Not a ship had been lost or even damaged. It had been a triumph of

  navigation and seamanship, appreciated even by the army officers and men, who were now taken ashore from their transports on to the large Ile d’Orléans. This was then fortified and

  became the site for a field hospital.




  Cook and many other officers now experienced for the first time in their lives a weapon of naval war first perfected and used with decisive consequences against the Spanish Armada off Calais in

  1588, the fireship. It had also been used at a number of actions during the Dutch wars of the seventeenth century. In its most refined form a daredevil crew sailed these small and mostly unneeded

  vessels, filled with combustibles, towards an anchored enemy. The men would attempt to grapple a ship, preferably the flagship which brought double the reward, ignite a slow match and train of

  powder, and leave as rapidly as possible by a boat towed astern.




  The fireships now employed by the French were not in the least refined, and not even manned, but terrifying none the less. Suddenly at midnight, 27–28 June, seven of them and three fire

  rafts, with the wind behind them and already well ablaze, appeared from up-river like floating firedragons in the night. The two most vulnerable British ships-of-the-line cut their cables and just

  succeeded in avoiding the first fireships. Cook ordered boats equipped with grappling irons to be launched from the Pembroke, and with other boats, their crews exercising great skill and

  courage, succeeded in towing these blazing vessels clear.




  Over the next weeks there was sporadic fighting on shore below the city, and bombardments between ships and from ship to shore. During this time, while Wolfe was attempting to devise a plan for

  an assault on Quebec and its well-placed forts, it is possible to obtain occasional glimpses of Cook, which confirm that he was extremely active and often in danger.




  There was the day when he was out in one of the Pembroke’s boats sounding and laying buoys for a possible landing when he was surprised by a number of canoes manned by French

  infantry and ferocious Indians. Hopelessly outnumbered, Cook retreated to the shore of the Ile d’Orléans. Eyewitnesses described how the boat was rowed on to the beach, Cook and the

  crew leaping out at the bows while the Indians were already leaping into the stern. But the enemy got no farther because some of the guard of the hospital fortuitously turned up and drove the

  canoeists back into the river.




  Then there was another day when the Pembroke was ordered to cover a major landing, including two cats, of troops and artillery at Beauport, just below Quebec. The landing was repulsed

  with heavy losses. The Pembroke kept up a steady fire with her 24-pounders in support of the cats, but they grounded too far from the shore for their men to land and, after suffering a

  severe defeat, the soldiers had to be taken off while Cook supervised the destruction by fire of the stranded cats.




  This was only one of a number of setbacks and for a time it seemed as if Montcalm might still be in Quebec for another winter, in spite of his shortage of supplies. Then in early September,

  during a reconnaissance up-river from Quebec, Wolfe spotted a cove where a landing might succeed in darkness, and a possible way up the steep cliffs to the Heights of Abraham above.




  While a feint attack, in which the Pembroke was involved, was made down-river, Wolfe conducted a successful landing under cover of darkness with some five thousand men, and sailors to

  haul up the guns and man them. By a superhuman effort, on the morning of 13 September Wolfe had his officers and men in position to attack the enemy. Montcalm appeared with a force twice the size

  of the British, but the morale of his men was low. They were hungry as well as demoralised, and in a mainly hand-to-hand battle in which both Wolfe and Montcalm were killed, the French

  capitulated.




  Although present and fully engaged during this critical battle, Cook was absent from the Heights of Abraham – where it could be said the British Empire was born – only noting in his

  log:




  

    Moderate and cloudy weather at 6 p.m. Unmoored and hoved in to half a cable on the best bower anchor. At midnight all the rowboats in the fleet made a feint to land at

    Beauport in order to draw the enemy’s attention that way to favour the landing of the troops above the town . . . At 10 o’clock [the next morning] the English army commanded by

    General Wolfe attacked the French under the command of General Montcalm in the field of Abraham behind Quebec and totally defeated them.
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  ‘Mr Cook’s Genius and Capacity’
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  WITH THE FALL AND OCCUPATION OF QUEBEC and the end of hostilities on the St Lawrence River,8 there was much movement of the ships of Admiral Saunders’s fleet, and of personnel manning it. Cook was transferred from the Pembroke to the 3rd-rate

  Northumberland, a slightly larger ship, also built at Plymouth. She was under the command of Captain Lord Colville, another officer who came to admire Cook and became a great influence on

  his career.




  Saunders returned to Britain, leaving two guardships at Quebec for the winter and a substantial squadron, including the Northumberland, at Halifax under the overall command of Colville.

  Apart from the routine of maintenance and repairs, there was little to occupy the 3,500 or so sailors at this chilly winter port. This, as always, led to drinking, wenching and fighting, and the

  consequences were derating, flogging, one or two hangings and ‘the venereals.’




  Cook had long since become hardened to the necessary disciplinary processes of the Royal Navy, but like most officers of his time did not in the least care for the inflicting of punishment and

  was sparing in his use of the lash when he reached command rank. For him the long winter months of inactivity provided the opportunity to continue his studies.




  

    He employed his leisure hours in reading Euclid [according to his early biographer, George Young] and studying astronomy, with other branches of science connected with his

    profession. His books were few, and his opportunities for improvement limited; yet by dint of application, and vigour of intellect, he made uncommon progress.


  




  Cook’s practical surveying that winter was limited to Halifax harbour itself, in three exquisite manuscripts which in their accuracy and form are precursors of all those that were to

  follow, from New Zealand and Tasmania to the Hawaiian islands and Alaska.




  Having decided that the worst of the winter was over, Colville sailed from Halifax to Quebec with his squadron on 22 April 1760. By coincidence, in London on that same day Admiral Saunders

  submitted to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty Cook’s ‘Draught of the River St Lawrence, with the Harbours, bays and Islands in that river . . . with all the Rocks, Shoals and

  Soundings . . .’ No credit was given to Cook, nor should it have carried his name alone anyway because the contributions of Samuel Holland and John Simcoe were considerable. Permission was

  granted and it was published later in the year in what Dr J. C. Beaglehole, one of Cook’s later biographers, conservatively describes as ‘a large production’: seven feet by three

  feet in twelve sheets, along with a quarto edition of ‘sailing directions’.




  For two-and-a-half years longer the Northumberland remained on the North American station,9 though frequently on the move. Ill-health and

  ill-discipline were the two worst enemies, as always without the crisis of war. Once again Cook witnessed the ravages of a poor diet. ‘The scurvy never fails to pull us down in great Numbers,

  upon our going to Sea in the Spring,’ Colville reported to the Admiralty, but he praised the quality of the ‘frozen Beef from Boston’.




  Before the signing of the Peace of Paris on 10 February 1763 (at which Britain secured not only Canada but also Nova Scotia, Cape Breton, Florida, Senegal, St Vincent, Tobago, Dominica and

  Grenada), there was a short occupation by the French of St John’s, Newfoundland. In the brief fighting which followed, the Northumberland experienced her last combat in the arduous,

  confused and occasionally very bloody Seven Years’ War.




  Every officer and man of the Northumberland was elated when it became known that they were soon to sail for home, and the end of a commission which had lasted for too long. She sailed

  from St John’s on 7 October 1762 and made a good passage to Spithead in nineteen days. On 11 November Cook was discharged from the ship he had come to know so well, drawing accumulated pay of

  no less than £291 19s 3d.




  It would be satisfactory at this point to record that James Cook, master, aged thirty-three, made his way to the North Riding of Yorkshire to greet his family (his brother John had long since

  died). It would be in character for him to make this considerable effort, but there is no evidence. What is known, with ample evidence, is that Cook had now determined to find a wife.




  On his arrival in London from Portsmouth, Cook sought lodgings close to the river, as did most sailors. Stepney, on the north bank, was a typical sailors’ area, and Cook chose to live in

  the parish of Shadwell. It was a town with some eight thousand houses, mostly of wood frame and brick construction, those nearest the river of a basic nature, those more distant more refined. Your

  neighbours were likely to be men of the river and of the sea – lightermen, wharfingers, ferrymen and sailors awaiting the offer of a berth. The parish smelt of tanneries, breweries and rope,

  all associated with the industries of Shadwell.




  Among the citizens of Shadwell was a Mrs Mary Blackburn, who had been married to John Batts before his death. She had a daughter, Elizabeth, by him, and this daughter lived not far away at

  Barking. Details are missing but Elizabeth Batts met James Cook probably while visiting her mother. The two suited one another well. Elizabeth was a comely girl of twenty-two, sensible and

  intelligent, Cook was a warrant officer in the Royal Navy clearly anxious for marriage, and as soon as possible, before he was sent to sea again.




  Dispensing with banns, the marriage was fixed for 21 December 1762. Elizabeth later recounted how she and Cook walked together over the meadows outside Barking to the parish church of St

  Margaret’s, where they were married. Relatives and those who knew the couple well invariably described the union as happy in every respect. Elizabeth knew that her husband would be away at

  sea for much – probably most – of the time.




  LITTLE MORE THAN A WEEK after Cook’s marriage, Admiral Lord Colville addressed this letter to the Secretary of the Admiralty:




  

    London, 30 December 1762




    Sir,




    Mr Cook, late Master of the Northumberland, acquaints me that he has laid before their Lordships all his draughts and observations relating to the River St Lawrence, part of the

    coasts of Nova Scotia and Newfoundland.




    On this occasion I beg to inform their Lordships that from my experience of Mr Cook’s genius and capacity, I think him well qualified for the work he has performed and for greater

    undertakings of the same kind. These draughts being made under my own eye, I can venture to say they may be the means of directing many in the right way, but cannot mislead any—




    I am, Sir, your most obedient and humble servant,




    COLVILLE


  




  This was not the sort of recommendation that authority could merely file away. A man of ‘genius and capacity’ who dealt ably with surveys and charts was a man unlikely to be idle for

  long. The vast new territories and coastlines the Treaty of Paris had granted Britain were now, more than ever before, in need of surveying, not only for their defence, but also for the safety of

  shipping of all kinds.




  The St Lawrence, never a safe river, had been made as safe as could be expected by that immense chart. This arrow pointing to the heart of Canada, and its present and potential future riches,

  could be navigated now by the largest of ships, winter weather permitting. The two entrances to the St Lawrence, the Strait of Belle Isle north of Newfoundland and the Cabot Strait to the south,

  were much less precisely known. In fact, the whole triangular slab of Newfoundland was little understood, except by the canny French and British fishermen who were in the profitable cod trade, and

  worked from memory and experience rather than from charts. There were charts, British and French, but they were mainly old and unreliable, and by no means comprehensive. It was quite by chance,

  like so many coincidences in his life, that Cook’s decision to marry was made at the same time as the Government’s decision to survey the coast of Newfoundland and the southern coast of

  Labrador, ensuring Cook of a steady income. The juxtaposition could not have been neater.




  This immense undertaking – Newfoundland is bigger than Ireland with a coastline of 6,000 miles – was a gesture of confirmation of the final control, following the Peace of Paris, of

  this valuable island. It was always referred to as England’s oldest colony. It had first been claimed for England and King Henry VII in 1497 by John Cabot, whose name

  marks the southern entrance to the St Lawrence. Three years later the Portuguese made a similar claim. Then again, Sir Humphry Gilbert planted the English flag for Queen Elizabeth I on the shore in 1583.




  By this time, swarms of English, French and Portuguese fishermen were crossing the Atlantic in the spring exploiting the cod-rich waters off the island; and it is recorded that some 150 fishing

  boats sailed from Devon annually by 1626, catching then salting and drying their cod on the shores before returning home in September. The interior of the island was scarcely given a thought, and

  no European nation encouraged settlement. But Britain was in nominal control, and the first Governor of the island was appointed in 1728. The Treaty of Paris confirmed British sovereignty, and,

  even before the signing of this treaty, Captain Thomas Graves had been reappointed Governor.




  In his early days, while the French were still being troublesome about St John’s, Graves had met and been much impressed by Cook and his work. Now, with peace confirmed, Graves, on leave

  in London, took steps to fulfil his many and complex instructions, among them to draw up ‘Draughts of Coasts and Harbours’. The choice of surveyor was never seriously in doubt, in the

  minds of the Admiralty and of Captain Graves himself. Cook had proved himself an exceptional surveyor, and a steady and responsible warrant officer, who knew the waters and the coastline of

  Newfoundland, and Labrador, an undeveloped province now included in the Governor’s territory.




  On 5 April 1763, little more than three months after Cook’s marriage, the matter of the appointment appears to have been settled. In a letter to Philip Stephens, the newly appointed

  Secretary of the Admiralty, Graves wrote:




  

    Sir–




    I have this moment seen Mr Cook and acquainted him he was to get himself ready to depart, the moment the Board was pleased to order him, and that he was to have 10 shillings a day while

    employed on this service . . .




    There should be a Theodolite and drawing instruments, which will cost about £12 or £15 . . . The officers of the yard should be ordered to supply me with two or three azimuth

    compasses and a number of pendants of any colour to put as signals on different points for taking the angles as the survey goes on. I shall set out this afternoon for the ship [at Portsmouth] and

    hope to be there by tomorrow.




    I am, Sir, etc., etc.,




    [signed] Thomas Graves


  




  Cook was as eager as his captain to be away, but there were still many more necessities to be issued from Admiralty stores or purchased privately, such as leads, compasses, lines and drawing

  tables. There was also the question of an assistant, the work being far too taxing to be conducted by one man. Graves found Mr Edward Smart, a Londoner from Lambeth and an ordnance draughtsman.

  Finally, as Graves pointed out to the Admiralty, ‘The sending out of a draughtsman to survey the harbours seems to point out the necessity of their having a small vessel fit to use on that

  business.’




  Graves’s ship, which would also conduct Cook to Newfoundland for his first session of surveying work, was the 4th-rate Antelope, built as long before as 1703 but completely

  rebuilt more recently and well fitted out as a colonial governor’s floating office as well as a fine man o’ war. The Antelope made landfall at Cape Race on the south-east

  extremity of Newfoundland early in June 1763; and the surveying began without delay.




  As a surveyor, Cook employed two methods. First was the running survey employed at sea, which he used later in the Pacific when time, circumstances or the hostility of the shore (human or

  geographical) prohibited working from the land. Second, and the more accurate and effectual, was the survey worked mainly on land but also from the sea when called for.




  In this connection, Mr R. A. Skelton of the British Museum delivered the annual lecture of the Society for Nautical Research for 1953 entitled ‘Captain James Cook as a Hydrographer’.

  Skelton made reference to the works of two pioneers published several years after Cook’s Newfoundland survey but whose principles Cook certainly followed. These were Alexander

  Dalrymple’s Essay on the most Commodious Methods of Marine Surveying (1771) and Murdoch Mackenzie’s A Treatise of Maritime Surveying (1774). In such a survey,




  

    A level base was measured by pole or chain. The primary triangles on land were observed by theodolite; and subsidiary stations, shoals, soundings and anchorages plotted by

    cross-rays with the compass or by angles taken with sextant or theodolite . . . Mackenzie recommended the sextant as being ‘more portable . . . and generally more accurately . . .

    divided’ than the theodolite. And Dalrymple remarked that Hadley’s quadrant ‘is used with equal facility at mast-head as upon Deck, and therefore the sphere of Observation is .

    . . much extended . . . taking angles from heights, as hills, or a ship’s mast-head, is almost the only way of exactly describing the extent and figure of shoals.’


  




  Cook’s first and most urgent work was to survey two islands, St Pierre and Miquelon, off the southern coast of Newfoundland. By a clause in the Treaty of Paris, and the payment by France

  of £300,000, the British granted ownership of these islands to the ex-enemy, on condition that they were not fortified, in order that the French could continue to conduct their fishing,

  albeit under a set of complicated conditions, which were later to lead to much dissension.




  Pitt wanted these islands thoroughly surveyed before handing them over, and by mid-June Cook was hard at work, operating from the smaller and more suitable HMS

  Tweed, going ashore by longboat, cutter or tender with his party, sometimes remaining ashore for several days in order to save time: ‘Sent the longboat with 4 days provisions for the

  men with Mr Cook’, runs the Tweed’s log.




  The first island was ready to be handed over to the French by 31 July, the second by the end of August, thanks to the ‘unwearied assiduity of Mr Cook’, according to Captain Charles

  Douglas of the Tweed.




  Back at St John’s, Graves had meanwhile purchased a more convenient vessel from which Cook could continue his work, now with draughtsman Smart, newly arrived from England. She was the

  schooner Sally. She displaced 69 tons and had been built in a Massachusetts yard ten years earlier. Graves changed her name to Grenville in honour of the new Prime Minister and

  recent First Lord of the Admiralty. She was the ideal vessel for this work and Cook was delighted with her. This time he was sent to the north end of Newfoundland:




  

    The moment the schooner was ready Mr Cook proceeded in her to survey Quirpoon and Noddy Harbours [Graves reported to the Admiralty] and from thence to York Harbour to take a

    compleat survey of that or any other good harbour he should fall in with on the Labrador coast.


  




  ‘With indefatigable industry’, as Graves described Cook’s surveying, the programme was adhered to precisely, and by the end of September 1763 the Grenville was back at

  St John’s, rich with the fruit of dawn-to-dusk surveying of unknown coastlines. Five weeks later Graves reported to Stephens at the Admiralty:




  

    The Tweed sails with these dispatches and I hope to leave the country about the same time. As Mr Cook, whose pains and attention are beyond my description, can go no

    farther in surveying this year, I send him home in the Tweed in preference to keeping him on board, that he may have the more time to finish the difficult surveys already taken . . .


  




  The Tweed suffered adverse winds and weather, and it was not until 29 November 1763 that she anchored at Spithead. A message to St John’s before he left told Cook that he was now

  the father of a boy, which added to the haste with which he took the stage from Portsmouth to London, and then farther east to Shadwell. At the rooms in which Cook had left her, he greeted

  Elizabeth, who proudly showed him the seven-week-old baby.




  After attending the baptism of his son – also named James – Cook set about finding a house. He could well afford one on his pay and with the amount of capital he had accumulated. He

  chose an end-of-terrace house, 7 Assembly Row, in the Mile End Road.10 It was a modest little two-up-two-down dwelling with a garden at the back and front

  and fields not far away. The only drawbacks were the weight of traffic along the Mile End Road and a gin distillery next door from which there emanated some foul odours, especially evident when the

  wind was in the east.




  As soon as his family had settled in, Cook spent the winter like a commuting clerk, taking the horse bus in the morning to the Admiralty and home again in the evening, and working all day on the

  most recent charts he and Smart had brought back from Newfoundland and Labrador, assisted by Smart’s brother. There were many details to fill in, and copies to be made, including ‘a

  fair copy of St Peter’s and Miquelong [the islands handed over to the French] to be laid before the King’. This information was included in a letter to Graves, who had just returned

  from Newfoundland for the last time for he was to be superseded by Cook’s old patron, Palliser, ‘a gentleman I have been long acquainted with’.




  Though pleased to be working under Palliser again, Cook at this time suffered a grave loss, the death of Smart on 8 March, which deprived him of a man he worked well with and who understood his

  surveying practices.




  THE ATLANTIC CROSSING was becoming a commonplace to Cook, although he was always glad to be away at sea and felt comfortable

  with a deck under his feet and the smell of salt spray in the air. After his relatively late start in his profession, he now felt himself to be the complete sailor, his heart, mind and soul

  conditioned to the maritime life; and especially the ‘unpathed waters, undreamed shores’.




  The passage to St John’s took five weeks, the surveying party’s ship anchoring on 14 June. They transferred on the same day to the Grenville, which had been refitted and

  overhauled in their absence, and were soon at work, according to Palliser’s instructions, on the northern shore of Newfoundland.




  Cook and his party quickly regained the routine and pace of the previous season, in spite of the absence of Smart. Cook had acquired as mate of his cutter a warrant officer called William

  Parker,11 who was to remain as his number two until the completion of the survey. Parker tended to occupy himself offshore while Cook worked ashore with his

  theodolite, taking fixes and placing his flags, while the small boats kept up the monotonous cries of sounding as the men cast the lead and line.




  This routine was broken on 6 August 1774 by a curious and unexplained accident:




  

    2 p.m. Came on board the cutter with the Master [ran the Grenville’s log], who unfortunately had a large powder horn blown up and burst in his hand, which

    shattered it in a terrible manner. One of the people who stood hard by suffered greatly by the same accident. Having no surgeon on board bore away for Noddy Harbour where a French fishing ship

    lay. At 8 sent the boat in for the French surgeon. At 10 the boat returned with the surgeon.


  




  It was Cook’s right hand that was so damaged, resulting in a permanent scar from thumb and forefinger to high up his wrist, and it was a month before he could resume his work. During this

  enforced lull, he sent Parker away in a boat to survey Griguet Bay. That kept some of the men busy, but idleness among those in the Grenville led to the brewing of spruce essence – a

  potent form of wood-derived alcohol – and loss of discipline. From his temporary sickbed, Cook had some of the men punished. By 26 August he had returned to his duties, the Grenville

  was at sea, and there was no more leisure for drinking and fighting.




  On 14 October they were all back at St John’s with a surprisingly full set of rough charts considering the brevity and broken nature of the trip. Cook was home early in December 1774, just

  in time for the birth of his second son, Nathaniel. He rapidly (it had to be rapid considering the time available) adapted himself to the duties and pleasures of family life, but was soon at work

  every day, except the Sabbath, making fair copies of his charts and supervising the overhaul of his ship. The cutter was ‘very much eat with worms’, he informed the Admiralty, at the

  same time requesting permission to adapt the masts, sails and rigging to convert her into a brig. ‘Schooners are the worst sort of vessel to go upon any discovery, for in meeting with any

  unexpected danger their staying cannot be depended upon, and for want of a sail to lay aback they run themselves ashore before they wear.’ Cook had been on this surveying work for so long by

  this time that it is surprising that no earlier complaint was recorded.




  Two more seasons lay ahead for Cook as, mile by mile, the indentations, the harbours and headlands, the shoals and hazardous rocks, and the sea depths of the coasts of Newfoundland and southern

  Labrador were recorded on board the Grenville. For the crew this was monotonous work, but for Cook and his assistant every mark on the fine hand-made paper was like a satisfactory note to

  the composer of a great symphony.




  The log of the brig records a few of the events worthy of mention, like the picking up of two men lost in the forest and close to starvation. Then, on 23 July 1765, the Grenville ran on

  to a not-yet-recorded rock and had to unload her swivel guns and ammunition and most of her stores before she could be floated off at high tide. This was the only occasion when the little ship was

  close to being lost, which, considering the nature of the task in previously uncharted and dangerous waters with highly variable weather, was a remarkable record.




  But there was another event the next season, not even recorded in the Grenville’s log, which indirectly was to lead to another sharp turn in Cook’s career and to the road to

  fame. On 5 August 1766 he was engaged on surveying the Burgeo Islands on the south coast of Newfoundland. Because he had for long kept in touch with astronomical matters when at home, he knew that

  on this day there was to be an eclipse of the sun. He had brought on this survey ‘a very good apparatus of instruments, among them a brass telescopic quadrant’.




  The observations which followed were later transmitted to the Royal Society,12 whose members were impressed to learn at a meeting on 30 April 1767:




  

    Mr Cook, a good mathematician, and very expert in his business, having been appointed by the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty to survey the sea coast of Newfoundland,

    Labrador, etc. . . . being, 5th August 1766, at one of the Burgeo Islands . . . and having rectified his quadrant, he waited for the eclipse of the sun: just a minute after the beginning of which

    he observed the zenith distance of the sun’s upper limb, 31° 57' 00"; and allowing for refraction and his semi-diameter . . .


  




  Cook completed what was to be his last crossing of the North Atlantic when he picked up Cape Race on 9 May 1767. His final season as hydrographer of Newfoundland covered a greater length of

  coastline than any other, from Cape Anguille, almost at the uttermost south-west corner, to as far north as St Margaret’s Bay at the inner mouth of the Strait of Belle Isle. Although not so

  indented as the east coast of the island, it was a prodigious achievement carried out in one brief summer season.




  Captain Sir Hugh Palliser, who had supervised and encouraged Cook in his work for so long, and with increasing admiration, had already obtained authority for the publication of the early charts.

  After the completion of the 1767 season, he now wrote to the Secretary of the Admiralty:




  

    Sir–




    Mr Cook, appointed by the Right Honourable my Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, to survey the sea coast of Newfoundland and Labrador, under my direction, having finished his chart of the

    south-east coast of Newfoundland . . . and upon a large scale of one inch to a mile, you will herewith receive the said chart, which be pleased to lay before the Right Honourable the Lords

    Commissioners of the Admiralty.




    He having also, last year, delivered in to the Board his survey of the northern part of Newfoundland . . . likewise, another of the above mentioned survey of a part of the south coast of

    Newfoundland both upon a proper scale to the Trade and Navigation of His Majesty’s subjects; therefore, as a publication of the same, I am of opinion, will be a great encouragement to new

    adventurers in the fisheries upon these coasts, be pleased to move their Lordships to permit Mr Cook to publish the same.




    I remain, etc., etc.,




    HUGH PALLISER


  




  Another thirty years was to pass before the Admiralty set up a Department of Hydrography. One of the most eminent of the Admiralty’s hydrographers (1884–1904), Rear-Admiral Sir

  William Wharton, was to note more than a century later, in the course of working in the same area as Cook: ‘The charts he made during these years in the schooner Grenville were

  admirable. The best proof of their excellence is that they are not yet wholly superseded by the more detailed surveys of modern times . . . Their accuracy is truly astonishing.’




  Now, with the personal recommendations of Cook’s qualities – and especially that of Palliser – together with the material evidence of his charts, and above all the observations

  of the eclipse of the sun, carried out entirely on his own initiative, Cook was soon destined to embark on one of the great voyages of discovery, on the other side of the world. It was to be the

  fulfilment of the great dream he had enjoyed time and again during the years when he had carried coals from Whitby to London.
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  Appointment to the Endeavour Bark
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  GRACE COOK, JAMES’S MOTHER, had died, aged sixty-three, while he was away

  on his second season of surveying in Newfoundland. She had suffered the loss of two sons and three daughters, all at a heartbreakingly young age, but the survival of less than half the offspring of

  a marriage was not unusual at that time. James Cook Senior carved his wife’s name, and those of their dead children, on the family tombstone in Ayton churchyard. In his loneliness, he later

  went to live with his surviving daughter Margaret, who was married to ‘a respectable fisherman and shopkeeper’, James Fleck of Redcar.




  The strong, fit, tall, surviving son of this marriage returned to his wife and two growing sons at the Mile End Road. His life had many times been in danger during the four seasons in

  Newfoundland, but ironically he was never at greater risk than on his arrival in the Thames estuary on 10 November 1767. The Grenville anchored in very heavy weather off the Nore; it was

  found that the anchors would not hold, and at length one parted and she ‘taild into shoal water’, striking very hard. After a while she again struck very heavily and ‘lay down on

  her larboard bilge’. Cook and his men took to the boats in the howling gale and succeeded at length in making Sheerness. It had been a close-run thing.




  During the winter of 1767–8 Cook occupied himself as he had done previously on his return to London, making fair copies of his work, calling at the Admiralty many times, meeting Captain

  Palliser, the nearest figure to a patron in his life, making arrangements with the engravers and having his mathematical instruments repaired. But also, as before, he found time for his family and

  remained aware that his time at home was precious to his wife and two boys. Elizabeth was pregnant again.




  Everything went forward as if he were to continue his surveying work, probably in late April. Certainly, Palliser gave no hint that he was to be sent elsewhere.




  IN HIS NAVIGATION, in his surveying work, in his observation of the eclipse of the sun in 1766, and in his intense reading and desire for

  self-improvement, Cook had touched the edges of eighteenth-century science. What he had achieved virtually without formal education, without close association with the scientists of the time, was

  remarkable; remarkable enough to gain himself a small name among the grave, wise men of the Royal Society on the one hand, and the old sea dogs of the Admiralty on the other.




  Especially in astronomy, great strides forward into the unknown had been made, mainly by the French and English, as the eighteenth century advanced, following the epochal discoveries in the

  sixteenth and seventeenth centuries of Copernicus, Kepler, Brahe and, in England, Newton and Halley among many others. The first requirement for accurately mapping the solar system was the

  calculation of distance – between the earth and the sun, between the earth and Venus, and so on.




  It was Halley who most firmly believed that the rare and unevenly spaced transits of the planet Venus, the closest to the earth, across the face of the sun would offer the needed information on

  distance to the planets, and by a relatively simple calculation and observation. But the observations had to be widely taken across the earth in order to fulfil the needs of parallax observation,

  exactly as practised on a small scale by Cook in his marine surveying.




  For the 1761 transit, the French took the lead, providing thirty-two widely spread observers; there were eighteen English, as well as Swedes, Italians, Russians, Spaniards and other

  nationalities with their instruments as widely spread as Siberia, China, St Helena in the South Atlantic and the Cape of Good Hope. However, the international exercise was not a success. Perhaps

  there were too many, perhaps the co-ordination was lacking, certainly cloudy skies ruined many of the observations.




  This failure made it all the more important that the 1769 transit should succeed because the next one was not due to occur until 1874.13 In 1765 Dr Thomas

  Hornsby, Professor of Astronomy at Oxford University (who observed the 1761 transit from sites in England), pressed upon the Royal Society the need to prepare early for the 1769 transit and pursue

  the idea of making an observation from a site in the Pacific Ocean, which had not been attempted before, and where there was a good chance of clear skies.




  The Royal Society, unaccustomed to haste, proceeded in its usual leisurely manner, and it was not until June 1766 that consideration was given to sites and observers – the most radical of

  which called for the professor of mathematics at the University of Pavia, a Jesuit priest named Boscovich, to go to California. There was also a resolution that a suggestion might be made to the

  Admiralty that if any men o’ war happened to be in the Pacific they ‘should be directed to make observations’.




  A further five months elapsed before the Royal Society set up a committee ‘to consider and report on the places where it would be advisable to take observations, the methods to be pursued,

  and the persons best fitted to carry out the work’. The committee consisted of the Astronomer Royal, Nevil Maskelyne, Dr John Bevis, another noted astronomer who had drawn the Society’s

  attention to Cook’s report on the eclipse of the sun in Newfoundland, Captain John Campbell RN and four more members.




  The committee first met on 12 November 1767, at the time when Cook arrived back from Newfoundland, and a mere nineteen months before the transit was due to take place, 3 June 1769. It was first

  decided that two observers should be sent to three sites, North Cape, Hudson’s Bay and – rather vaguely considering its area of seventy million square miles – the Pacific Ocean,

  though several known islands were suggested. By far the most radical and important of these sites was the last, and it was decided that the Government should be asked to supply a ship, which

  Captain Campbell, a highly experienced sailor, would command. As for the first observer on this voyage, Dr Maskelyne suggested the name of Alexander Dalrymple, ‘a proper person to send to the

  South Seas, having a particular turn for discoveries, and being an able navigator and well skilled in observation’.




  A memorial to the King was then drawn up, which included these paragraphs:




  

    That the passage of the planet Venus over the disc of the Sun, which will happen on 3rd of June in the year 1769, is a phenomenon that must, if the same be accurately observed

    in proper places, contribute greatly to the improvement of Astronomy, on which Navigation so much depends.




    That several of the Great Powers in Europe, particularly the French, Spaniards, Danes and Swedes are making the proper dispositions for the Observation thereof: and the Empress of Russia has

    given directions for having the same observed in many different places of her extensive Dominions . . .




    That the British nation has been justly celebrated in the learned world, for their knowledge of astronomy, in which they are inferior to no nation upon earth, ancient or modern; and it would

    cast dishonour upon them should they neglect to have correct observations made of this important phenomenon . . .




    That the expense of having the observations properly made . . . would amount to about £4,000, exclusive of the expense of the ship . . .




    That the Royal Society are in no condition to defray this expense . . .


  




  The appeal was answered favourably, and other arrangements went ahead successfully, the details dealt with. But Dalrymple proved to be a difficult fellow. He is one of those uneven figures in

  history who emerge with most frequency in maritime affairs. He was the youngest son of a notable Scottish family, and was still only thirty when he became involved in the plans for this voyage to

  the Pacific. At half this age he had gained employment in the East India Company, and his first voyage to Madras instilled in him the passion for travel, exploration and map-making which lasted all

  his life.14




  Dalrymple became a young authority on Borneo and the East Indies, where he attempted to revive British trade lost to the Dutch in the previous century. His wider ambition was eventually to sail

  and explore the Pacific, and discover and chart the mythical Terra Australis Incognita, the Great Southern Continent. It was this experience, along with his enthusiasm, charm and energy,

  which had recommended him to Maskelyne.




  Truth to tell, Dalrymple was not much interested in astronomy but saw the first purpose of this voyage as an opportunity to pursue his passion for discovery and charting distant shores, as he

  had done before. But this young hot-head also had an exaggerated opinion of himself, and when the Council of the Royal Society offered him the post of senior observer, he agreed but only on no

  other condition ‘than that of having the management of the ship intended for the service’.




  Whatever the Royal Society thought about this condition, there was an immediate and sharp response when it was put to the Admiralty. It was, came the answer, ‘entirely repugnant to the

  regulations of the Navy’. They had made an exception to this principle in 1698, when Halley was granted command of a naval vessel, with dreadful and mutinous consequences; never again.




  

    It is said that Sir E. Hawke [Admiral of the Fleet and First Lord of the Admiralty] . . . positively refused to sign any such commission, saying that he would rather cut off

    his right hand than permit anyone but a King’s Officer to command one of the ships of His Majesty’s Navy.


  




  Dalrymple fought back, using his considerable influence in high places, and pointing out his experience in the East and his impeccable record when commanding ships of the East India Company. But

  other forces were at work within the Admiralty, and these were all-powerful. Philip Stephens, the Secretary, had already been much impressed by Cook’s work in Canada and Newfoundland, knew

  him personally and, though for the present Cook was only a warrant officer, believed he would be ideal for the task. Backed by Palliser, the two making an undefeatable team, Hawke approved of the

  appointment, while Stephens made the Admiralty’s decision known to the Royal Society. Dalrymple never forgave Cook and never missed an opportunity of traducing him and denying him credit for

  all his achievements.




  On 5 May 1768 a meeting of the full Council of the Royal Society was convened, with Cook at the Society’s headquarters awaiting a summons. The Minutes of the Society recorded that,




  

    Captain John Campbell mentioned that Captain James Cook who now attended will be appointed by the Admiralty to the command of the vessel destined for the observation in the

    Southern Latitudes, and that he was a proper person to be one of the observers in the observation of the Transit of Venus, Mr Cook was called in, and accepted the employment in consideration of

    such gratuity as the Society shall think proper, and an allowance of £120 a year for victualling himself and the other observer in every particular.




    Mr Green, attending, was also called in, and accepted the engagement of observer, and agreed to the allowance aforesaid, with a further gratuity to himself of 200 guineas for the voyage, and

    if the voyage should exceed two years, then at the rate of 100 guineas per ann.




    Resolved that the instruments for the use of the observers in the Southern Latitudes be the following:




    

      

        2 Reflecting telescopes of two feet focus, with a Dolland’s micrometer to one of them and moveable wires for the other, now at Mr Shorts.




        2 Wooden Stands for the telescopes with polar axes suited to the Equator; provided by Mr Short and now at his house.




        An astronomical Clock and Alarm Clock, now at the Royal Observatory.




        A Brass Hadley’s sextant, bespoke by Mr Maskelyne of Mr Ramsden.




        A Barometer, bespoke of Mr Ramsden.




        A Journeyman Clock, bespoke of Mr Shelton.




        2 Thermometers, of Mr Bird.




        1 Stand for Bird’s quadrant, now at the house of the Society.




        A dipping needle, bespoke of Mr Ramsden.


      


    


  




  The Minutes were incorrect in reporting Cook’s rank, but he had just taken the King’s commission and was now a lieutenant in the Royal Navy, with effect from 25 May, when he received

  these formal preliminary instructions:




  

    Whereas we have appointed you First Lieutenant of His Majesty’s Bark, the Endeavour, now at Deptford, and intend that you shall command her during her present

    intended voyage; and, whereas, we have ordered the said Bark to be fitted out and stored at that place for Foreign Service, manned with seventy men (agreeable to the scheme on the Back hereof)

    and victualled to Twelve months of all species of Provisions (for the said number of men at whole allowance) except Beer, of which she is to have only a proportion for one month and to be

    supplied with Brandy in lieu of the remainder; you are hereby required and directed to use the utmost despatch in getting her ready for the sea accordingly, and then falling down to Galleons

    Reach, take in her guns and gunners’ stores at that place and proceed to the Nore for further orders.




    Given etc., etc., 25th May 1768




    ED HAWKE. C. TOWNSHEND. P. T. BRETT.




    TO LIEUT. JAMES COOK.


  




  ON 28 NOVEMBER 1520 the Portuguese-born Ferdinand Magellan sailed into the Pacific from the east for the first time. The sea was

  as calm as the proverbial millpond. The guns of his ship, the Trinidad, crashed out a celebratory cannonade, the silk banner of his command was held aloft, and Magellan himself sank to his

  knees in thankfulness, prayed that these waters might always be so calm and pronounced, ‘I shall name this sea the Mar Pacifico.’ As all the world knows, he crossed this ocean

  at terrible cost in the suffering and lives of his men. While one of his caravels continued to make the world’s first circumnavigation, the great navigator was left dead on the shore of a

  small island in the Philippines after a fracas with hostile natives.




  For the following two-and-a-half centuries the exploration and charting of the Pacific was a spasmodic business carried out by the Spaniards, Portuguese and Dutch and a handful of Englishmen and

  Frenchmen more concerned with plunder than discovery. After Magellan other Spaniards desultorily explored the Pacific. From their newly conquered land in South and Central America, they spread out

  in their colonial-built caravels and established a regular trading route between Acapulco in Mexico and Manila in the Spanish-held Philippines. Straying from their route, some of these vessels

  chanced upon New Guinea, the Caroline and Marshall islands among others. Enterprising Dutchmen, like Abel Tasman and Willem Cornelisz, and Portuguese mariners of whom Luis Vaez de Torres was the

  most notable, nibbled at the eastern and western fringes of the Pacific.




  With the arrival of peace at the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War, the minds of the defeated French as well as of the successful British turned towards distant horizons, leading from war

  in the North Atlantic, North America and the Mediterranean to peaceful and fruitful competition on the other side of the world in the Pacific. The thrust of scientific curiosity, colonial

  acquisitiveness and the need for trade were about equal in both countries. The first British expedition departed in 1764, two ships (one experimentally copper-bottomed) commanded by the Hon. John

  Byron (grandfather of the poet). As a midshipman ‘Foul-weather’ Jack Byron had sailed with Anson and suffered the shipwreck of his ship off the coast of Chile, returning home six years

  later after enduring unbelievable hardships. His brief was not very well thought-out, including as it did yet another search for Terra Australis Incognita, in the deepest south, and the

  much-sought North-West Passage from the east in the far north of New Albion. His ship was the Dolphin, a 6th-rate 500-ton frigate.




  Byron was also briefed ‘to ascertain the latitude and longitude in which such islands are situated, and to observe the height, direction and course of the tides and currents; the depth and

  soundings of the sea; the shoals and rocks; the bearings of headlands and variation of the needle; and also to survey and make plans and charts of such of the coasts, bays and harbours as you shall

  judge necessary’ – which was quite a tall order. Nor was Byron the right man for the job as he lacked sufficient curiosity and energy. Perhaps those six years of suffering had drained

  him of both. He found almost nothing new in the Pacific and entirely ignored his instructions both in the far north and the far south. He was home in twenty-three months, the fastest

  circumnavigation to date.




  Next there was Samuel Wallis, the key linking figure between all that had gone before and Cook’s first voyage. Wallis was a much better navigator and explorer than Byron, and departed in

  his ship, the same frigate, Dolphin, within one month of Byron’s return. His brief was roughly the same, which suggests the keenness of the British Government’s desire to

  confirm or deny the existence of the Great Southern Continent.




  Wallis was a Cornishman who possessed many of Cook’s qualities: pertinacity combined with concern for his men, navigational skill and experience as well as a desire ‘to cultivate a

  friendship with the natives’, although he was not always successful in doing so. He took with him the small and somewhat worn-out sloop Swallow, commanded by Philip Carteret, who had

  also sailed with Byron. The two ships divided on emerging from the Magellan Strait after a severe drubbing from the elements. Carteret continued alone and, especially considering the inadequacy of

  his vessel, made some important discoveries in Melanesia and Polynesia, including Pitcairn Island, and conducted valuable surveys round the Philippines before returning home.




  Wallis with the Dolphin at first followed the now traditional north-west course across the Pacific, but altered to west when the winds permitted. This took him south of Byron’s

  track and, after several weeks, to a series of apparently uninhabited atolls, which led finally to a distant sight of towering peaks topped by the cloud that characterises Pacific volcanic islands.

  At the same time, far to the south, Wallis and his men thought that they saw higher and more extensive peaks stretching clear across the horizon. There at last, he noted, was the Great Southern

  Continent. ‘This made us all rejoice and filled us with the greatest hopes imaginable.’ Within minutes fog closed off this dramatic sight in the centre of the ocean.




  Overnight they drifted towards the nearer land and at dawn found the ship surrounded by many canoes all packed with fine-looking men and women of remarkable beauty. They were curious but

  cautious at first, following the Dolphin from a safe distance as Wallis took her along parallel with the thunderous reef. At length he found a break through which he sailed into a

  protected anchorage.




  It was a sensationally beautiful island, the woodland of palm and breadfruit,15 bananas, yam and other fruit rising up the lower slopes of the mountains,

  which were scored with valleys bringing water tumbling down to the shoreline. ‘It is impossible to describe the beautiful prospects we beheld in this charming spot,’ wrote George

  Robertson, the Dolphin’s master. ‘The verdure is as fine as that of England, there is great plenty of livestock, and it abounds with all the choicest productions of the

  earth.’




  Here Wallis remained for six weeks, repairing his ship, stocking up with provisions and water, and, after an early dispute or two, ‘cultivating a friendship with the natives’ as

  instructed. There was no opportunity to make a study of the society these Polynesians had created although it was evidently complex and hierarchical, with no sign of conflict between the

  communities (the Dolphin had arrived at a peaceful period), and every sign of contentment with the untroubled and easy life they lived.




  Wallis named the island King George’s Land and took possession of it in this sovereign’s name. They never saw again those distant mountains of the continent to the south. No doubt

  the light had been unusually clear on the day of their arrival. Or had they been victims of an illusion? Wallis took his leave of these amiable people and arrived home on 20 May 1768. He then

  released a letter which he had written en route. It began:




  

    We have discovered a large, fertile and extremely populous island in the south seas. The Dolphin came to an anchor in a safe, spacious and commodious harbour . . .

    From the behaviour of the inhabitants, we had reason to believe she was the first and only ship they had ever seen . . .


  




  This was certainly the case, but more were to follow with increasing frequency, the second less than one year later. Tahiti’s era of isolation and innocence was soon to end.




  FIGHTING ON THE OPPOSITE SIDE to Cook at Quebec was a remarkable aristocratic Frenchman, Comte Louis Antoine de Bougainville, a close friend of Montcalm

  and his aide-de-camp. Of him Montcalm had written to his wife, ‘He has talent, a warm head and a warm heart. He will ripen in time.’ He was then thirty years old, one year younger than

  Cook. Bougainville did indeed mature quickly, and at the end of the war he was ready for new enterprises, freshened rather than exhausted by the fighting.




  While primarily a soldier – and one who had shown great skill and courage on the battlefield, and tact in negotiation with the English – Bougainville was also an enterprising sailor.

  On his return to France he learned that his people, determined not to be upstaged by the British, were planning expeditions and colonising operations in the south. Bougainville volunteered to lead

  the first expedition, to the Falkland Islands, which, in their strategic situation, could secure all lines of communication between the South Atlantic and the South Pacific – or so it was

  calculated.




  At his own expense Bougainville gathered together a settlement party of men, women and children, acquired a boat of sufficient size, and set sail south for these inhospitable islands. The

  English had long since made claim to the Falklands, by John Davis, the first to discover them, in 1592 and confirmed by Sir John Hawkins two years later. Lord Falkland was a later First Lord of the

  Admiralty. The French colony had a brief life. Learning of it, the Spanish authorities, allies of France, made their own claim to the islands and requested the removal of these unfortunate French

  men and women. Bougainville had the unhappy task of carrying this out. But he combined the operation with one of the greatest voyages in the early annals of Pacific exploration.




  Bougainville chartered two ships for this voyage, the Boudeuse and the Etoile, and embarked in November 1766, shortly after Wallis. If he had not been delayed by his activities

  at the Falklands, he might have reached Tahiti first. But his second task further delayed him. Once again Western man entered the Pacific with the intention of finding the Great Southern Continent,

  and Bougainville deviated for this purpose, but, like all before him, found nothing. Always a sceptic about Terra Australis Incognita, and a man of sound commonsense, he wrote:




  

    Upon the whole I know not on what grounds our geographers lay down, after these isles, a beginning of lands seen, as they say, by Quiros, to which they give seventy leagues of

    extent . . . If any considerable land existed hereabouts, we could not fail meeting with it . . . I agree that it is difficult to conceive such a number of low islands, and almost drowned lands,

    without supposing a continent near them. But geography is a science of facts . . .
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