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None of the navigators who did good service in the South Seas
and on other parts of the New Guinea coast, neared the coast-line
laid down by the "Basilisk" within these bounds, a fact as
singular as it is interesting.

TABLE

Showing the nearest points of
approach attained by former ships to the unknown coast-line of
South-East and North-East New Guinea, since surveyed by H.M.S.
"Basilisk", between the limits of Heath Island and Huon
Gulf.









	SOUTH-EAST COAST.





	
NAVIGATOR.


	|

|
	
NEAREST POINT OF APPROACH.
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	Bougainville (A.D. 1768).


	|

|
	Some 40 miles south of Heath Island.





	D'Urville (A.D. 1840).
	|

|
	Some 16 miles south of Heath Island, or

some 20 miles from the New Guinea coast.





	NORTH-EAST COAST.





	D'Entrecasteaux (A.D.

1793).
	|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|
	Some 28 miles east of the now known

eastern extremity of New Guinea, at

which distance it is not visible.

Second approach (240 miles farther to

the westward) to an estimated distance

of 25 miles from the land, and

from a point which he named Richie

Island, but which was found to be part

of the mainland.





	Captain Simpson, R.N.

H.M.S. "Blanche".

(A.D. 1872).
	|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|
	Some 34 miles from East Cape, the nearest

point of the mainland of New Guinea,

and 21 miles E.N.E. from Moresby

Island, the outermost of the group of

large islands into which the south-east

extremity of New Guinea is now known

to be broken up.

See Admiralty Chart, Papua, sheet 7 (A.D. 1875).





Captain Owen Stanley, R.N., whose valuable survey on the
south-east coast is a source of pride to English seamen, never
passed round the east end of New Guinea, or we should have had a
shorter story to tell; or rather perhaps no story at all. His
work lay in the other direction; he commenced his New Guinea
survey about three miles south-west of Heath Island, and then ran
westward.

On this great blank of coast-line, some 340 miles in
extent (as the crow flies, save for the curve of Milne Bay) from
Heath Island to Huon Gulf, the only positions laid down were the
two solitary ones by D'Entrecasteaux in 1793 (situated 170 and
220 miles to the westward of East Cape), as seen from his second
and nearer point of approach. They were named by him respectively
"Cape Sud Est", and "Richie Island"; both these positions,
however, were incorrect. Cape Sud Est was placed by
D'Entrecasteaux in latitude 8° 45' S., and longitude 148°
18' E. (see Admiralty Chart, Coral Sea, sheet 2, A.D. 1869),
whereas the only cape-like projection of the land existing here,
one to which we have now transferred the name of Cape Sud Est, is
in latitude 8° 41' S., and longitude 148° 33' E., a
discrepancy which shows an error of some seventeen miles.

The position assigned to Cape Sud Est was further found by us
to fall on a range of high mountains, sixteen miles inland.

The north-east point of Richie Island, D'Entrecasteaux's
second position, was placed by him in latitude 8° 7' S., and
longitude 147° 54' E. (see Admiralty Chart, quoted above). No
island exists here, and the north-east point of the supposed
island falls some twelve miles inland, and some eighteen miles
from the cape which we have named Richie, on the "Basilisk's"
chart. D'Entrecasteaux, in sailing past this coast, had doubtless
caught two glimpses of high land in the interior, and very
naturally mistaken them for portions of a coast-line.

In its own place I shall refer to the valuable work done by
this old navigator beyond the limits of the "Basilisk's" special
survey.

From Huon Gulf to Astrolobe Bay, the "Basilisk's" voyage
ceased to be one of discovery; and her work between those limits
consisted in the making of needful corrections on the existing
chart of the coast-line, which was very little known.

It is not on record that any ship before the "Basilisk" had
ever passed from south to north New Guinea, without first going
some 240 miles to the eastward, to avoid the great Louisiade
reefs, which stretch that distance east. She has found a safe
ship channel through these reefs, and opened a highway for
commerce.

The "Basilisk" has placed on the chart more than 140 islands
and islets, of which 25 are inhabited; and has added many
excellent harbours and safe anchorages to our knowledge.

I specify the limits within which our task has lain, with an
anxious and painstaking distinctness, which will, I know, be
appreciated by my late shipmates; and I attempt in the pages that
follow to show how far we discharged it.

The results of our labours have been generously received by
those who understand them, but we wish our friends at large to
know exactly what we have done—no less—no more; and
to know that we have honestly tried to do the good that seemed to
lie within our power.

J. MORESBY.

THE GLEN, QUEENSTOWN,

15th December 1875.
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LEAVE SYDNEY—FIRST VISIT TO
BRISBANE—INSIDE THE BARRIER REEF—THE "PERI", AND HER
STORY—THE SETTLEMENT AT CARDWELL—FITZROY ISLAND, AND
A WOODING PARTY.

"OF making many books there is no end", and I
have no desire to add to the number of books produced without
sufficient motive; but I trust that the work done by H.M.S.
"Basilisk", in waters hitherto untracked, on shores hitherto
untrodden, and amongst races hitherto unknown by Europeans, will
be held to call for some account.

I will try to take my reader to new ground, on the coasts of
New Guinea, and to some of the lovely adjacent islands of which
we were the discoverers; but I crave leave to make a digression
to Polynesia, even at the risk of saying a little that has been
better said by others.

On January 15th, 1871, H.M.S. "Basilisk", a steamship of 1031
tons, 400 horse-power, with five guns, and manned by 178 officers
and men, left Sydney, under orders to proceed to Cape York, with
horses and stores for that settlement, and to spend three months
in the cruise. The Cape York cruise was not generally thought an
inviting one, and we were somewhat loath to leave civilisation
and the kindness of our Sydney friends; but it offered variety,
and a hope of interest,—above all, a possibility of doing
some useful work.

We reached Brisbane on the 22d, and there, in conversing with
Lord Normanby (to whom we all owe gratitude for the kindest
hospitality), and the Hon. A. Palmer, Colonial Secretary, my
ideas as to profitable work to be done in northern waters began
to take definite shape. It was no small advantage to obtain an
insight into the views of two such men, possessed of a perfect
knowledge of the cumulative forces which have wrought out the
present aspects of Australian affairs, and much foresight of the
future; and this I hoped to turn to good account as opportunity
offered, as far as it should lie parallel with the routine of the
service and my duty.

Having taken on board the horses and stores for Cape York, and
filled up our coal, we took leave of Moreton Bay and the
mangrove-covered shores of Brisbane river on January 28th, and
left finally for our destination.

The voyage from Brisbane to Cape York is now a common one, and
is performed by two routes, one leading inside, and the other
outside, the Great Barrier Reef. We took the inner one, which is
now coming into general use, being shorter than the other, and of
course more sheltered. These advantages will in time outweigh the
difficulty of a somewhat more intricate navigation, and cause it
to be all but exclusively used.

It is generally known that the gigantic Barrier Reef runs
north and south for 1200 miles, at a distance varying from seven
to eighteen miles from the Queensland coast, and that it is
supposed to have originally been joined to the Australian
continent as a shore or fringing reef. It is submerged in parts,
generally to a shallow depth, and traceable only by the surf that
breaks on it, out of which a crowd of "nigger heads", black
points of coral rock, peep up in places; but here and there it
comes to the surface as a sandbank or vegetated island, or,
breaking its continuous line, leaves a channel or gateway open to
the sea, in which the plumb-line goes down to a bottomless depth.
The water inclosed by the Barrier Reef is everywhere studded with
islands, islets, coral banks, and hidden reefs, which would
render its navigation dangerous but for the admirable surveys of
Captains Owen Stanley and Francis Blackwood, by the help of whose
charts, and using caution, this intricate bye-way of the ocean
may be safely taken. No one, I think, but the responsible
navigator of a ship, using this route, can sufficiently admire
the skill and resolution of its first great explorer, Captain
Cook. Reading his voyages here, on the spot where he pioneered
the way, and considering his difficulties and his power of
resource, I recognised his greatness as I had never done before.
Unless a strong monsoon is blowing, the sailor moves inside this
great breakwater on a perfect summer sea, over calm translucent
water, whilst he sees the surf, and hears the roar of the
Pacific, thundering against its everlasting wall outside.

On the 5th of February we were slipping through a sea like
glass, blue as the sky that hung over, and watching the great
lazy water-snakes at play on the surface, all of us languid from
the intense heat, when the masthead-man reported "Sail right
ahead!" and waked us up in a moment—it was such an event to
see a sail. We almost hoped it might not belong to a kidnapper,
for the law was not then in a state to protect captors; but she
looked very like one—a small fore and aft schooner—as
she rose to our glasses. There was something puzzling about the
slovenly set of her sails, and she had a heavy water-logged look
as she swayed slowly with the long smooth undulations of the sea.
We hoisted the ensign to see what she would say to us, but there
was no response, so we steered to pass her close. There were
signs of strange neglect in the weather-beaten sails and
slackened ropes as we neared her, and not a soul was moving on
board; but just as we were thinking her abandoned, two or three
wild-looking creatures, Solomon Islanders, rose up in the stern,
and then we saw that others lay on the deck as if asleep.
Lieutenant Hayter, and Mr. Bently, the gunner, went with two
boats to board, and these men pointed muskets at them over the
side; but what men! they were living skeletons, creatures dazed
with fear and mortal weakness. As our crews boarded, other
half-dead wretches tottered to their feet, fumbling too at rusty,
lockless muskets, and our men disarmed them gently. They were
dreadful to look at—beings in the last stage of famine,
wasted to the bone; some were barely alive, and the sleeping
figures were dead bodies fast losing the shape of humanity, on a
deck foul with blood. We tried to show that we would not hurt
them, we gave them water, and it was awful to see their eagerness
to drink. Our men vied with each other in their rough cares, but
the help came too late for one one—dark Melanesian soul
passed away from the blood-stained deck, to find the mercy from
God which man had denied. There was no water on board, no food,
no boat by which they might have saved themselves. The hold was
full of the sea; and the ransacked cabin, the blood, the planking
splintered and scored by axe-strokes, told of a tragedy. Having
given our first succour to the living under Dr. Goodman's
direction, we turned to pump out the hold, and to bury the dead.
The bodies, six in number, were wrapped separately in a decent
canvas, and weighted, insufficiently as it proved, and the pumps
ceased clanging on board the "Peri", and our men stood
bare-headed as an officer read the words, "we commit their bodies
to the deep, in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to
eternal life." The poor remnants of mortality when launched
overboard did not sink, but floated away beyond our sight, mute
witnesses to heaven of a foul wrong.

The story of the "Peri" proved to be this:—A noted
kidnapping vessel, the "Nukulow", had brought a cargo of some 180
kidnapped natives to Rewa River, Fiji, some two months previous
to our falling in with the "Peri". At Rewa they were disposed of,
by being hired out to planters at the rate of ten to fifteen
pounds a-head, paid to the owners of the "Nukulow", and about
eighty of them were transferred to the "Peri" for conveyance to
various islands of the Fiji group, in charge of three white men,
and a Fijian crew. On getting to sea insufficient food was served
to the natives, who were quite unsecured, and they clamoured for
more, on which some rice was issued; but one of the white men,
angered by the clamour for food, was heartless enough to throw
the rice overboard as the natives were cooking it, and the
maddened creatures rose at once and threw him over after the
rice. The other two whites and the Fijians followed; and the
savages, thus left to themselves, and wholly unable to manage the
ship, drifted helpless and starving before the south-east trade
wind for about five weeks, accomplishing a distance of nearly
1800 miles, through a sea infested with coral reefs and full of
islands; finally passing either over a submerged part of the
Barrier Reef, or through one of its narrow openings, to the place
where the "Basilisk" found them. Thirteen only were then alive
out of the eighty natives who had sailed from Rewa. We took these
survivors to Cardwell, thirty miles distant, which was then,
excepting Cape York, the most northerly point of civilisation in
Queensland, and there, under the humane care of Mr. Brinsley
Sheridan, the police magistrate, they recovered strength in time,
and were afterwards taken by us to Sydney, whence they were
carried by one of H.M. ships to their various islands in the
Solomon group.

Cardwell, a lately-made Queensland settlement, stands at the
head of Rockingham Bay, in latitude 18° 15' S., and longitude
146° 5' E., in a clearing made in undulating and richly
tropical country, and the anchorage lies before the settlement.
The southern part of the bay is flanked by the lofty Goold and
Hinchinbrooke Islands, of which the highest point, Mount Bowen,
is 3600 feet high. The inner passage, between Hinchinbrooke
Island and the mainland, is an exquisite piece of scenery,
overshadowed by the frowning foliated peak of Mount Bowen on the
one shore, whilst from the other the densely-wooded lower
mainland stretches away till it meets the dark range of the Rocky
Hills ten miles inland.

Cardwell has few recommendations as a commercial port. The
most available approach to the anchorage is difficult, and too
shallow to be used by ships of heavy draught. Vessels drawing but
16 feet of water must lie two miles off the shore, but a pier is
being built which will partly obviate this difficulty. The place
consists of a line of tiny wooden houses running parallel to the
beach. In front of Mr. Sheridan's house young cocoa-nut trees,
planted by him as an experiment, are growing vigorously, the only
ones, strange to say, to be found in North or East Australia,
although they grow on Cocoa-nut Island, only about 20 miles off
Cardwell. The houses belong to Government officials; and there
are two general stores, and two houses of entertainment, for
gold-diggers on their way to and from the Etheridge gold-digging,
some 120 miles north-west of Cardwell.

Various tribes of Australian aborigines roam about the
vicinity, and not unnaturally regard the white men, who are
rapidly dispossessing them of their homes, as mortal enemies.
They show this feeling by committing murders and outrages, and
suffer terrible retaliation at the hands of our countrymen, who
employ native troopers, commanded by white men, to hunt down and
destroy the offenders when the opportunity offers.

The "Basilisk's" stay at Cardwell could not be prolonged, so,
leaving Mr. Sabben, navigating midshipman, and four men in charge
of the "Peri", with orders to wait our return, we stood away to
the north.

Eighty miles north of Cardwell, and only some three miles from
the mainland, lies Fitzroy Island, small, but lofty and well
timbered, affording every facility for wooding and watering, and
possessing a fine open bay on its north side, with a good
anchorage, which is sheltered from N.W. winds by its position
with regard to the high land of Cape Grafton on the mainland. I
had determined to lay in a good stock of wood there, so as to
economise our coal for any future emergency; so, on reaching the
island, we anchored under the shadow of its wooded centre hill,
abreast of a deep channel, where a mountain-stream cleaves
through the alluvial soil at its base. The greater force of the
sea has heaped up a coral beach across the outlet, and formed a
small brackish lagoon, from which the water filters slowly into
the sea. The trees are thick on the hill-side, but at the head of
the bay we observed that they stood more open, amongst rank grass
and huge rocky boulders, and thus offered better scope to our
woodcutters. Our men accordingly laboured all day there under a
burning vertical sun, felling and lopping the trees, whilst a
smaller party took water off to the ship. It was very hard work,
and we were new to it then. We little imagined that many hundred
tons of wood were to fall to our axes hereafter. The men, led by
Lieutenant Hayter, worked with cheery good humour, and turned the
occasion into a sort of holiday, but nobody was sorry when the
word was passed at sunset—"Knock off work! hands to bathe!
and a party to haul the seine!" Enjoyment commenced at once, and
the calm water became alive with officers and men enjoying its
delicious coolness after the exhausting work of the day. Our
party hauling the seine soon drew it in with a silvery freight,
and almost ere the fish had gasped their last they were broiling
on the embers of a large wood fire, and all hands crowded round
for supper. The officers who had been shooting returned with but
ill success, the cockatoos and parrots with which the island
abounds being too wild and cautious to let themselves be
approached within gunshot. I have always noticed that whilst
hawks, finches, ducks, and most other birds inhabiting places
unvisited by man are at first easily reached, and fall ready
victims, birds of the parrot kind are always wild from the
first.

On the following day, February 9th, after getting the wood on
board, we left Fitzroy Island and proceeded on towards Cape York,
anchoring each night to avoid the dangerous reefs which lay in
our course.

Nearing Cape York, the great Barrier Reef approaches to within
five or six miles of the Australian coast, and the narrow
navigable channel between the reefs becomes more tortuous, for
islets and sandbanks thicken.

We often looked for turtle on these banks and islets, but
mostly in vain; for between the months of December and March
light winds prevail, and the natives come from the mainland in
their fragile canoes and betake themselves to these off-lying
islets to fish and take turtle, and we nearly always found
ourselves forestalled. At other seasons strong winds prevail, and
the natives do not venture from the land. Our shooting parties on
the islands were more fortunate, and succeeded in making good
bags of pigeons and doves; our men amusing themselves the while
on the coral reefs like children; splashing knee-deep in water
after the fishes that darted about in all directions, breaking
off the coral that branched from below in every variety of shape
and colour, picking up the beautiful courie, cream-coloured with
black spots, and other shells, from the tiniest to the huge clam
with a hinge like that of a jail door. But shooting and exploring
had always to terminate before evening fell, for the crowds of
vicious mosquitoes that then darkened the air would have driven
the boldest from the islets and reefs.
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CAPE YORK AND THE SETTLEMENT AT
SOMERSET—CITY OF THE WHITE ANTS—BOAT EXPEDITION TO
ISLANDS OF TORRES STRAITS—A CAMP OF AUSTRALIAN
ABORIGINES—SEARCH FOR THE DANGEROUS ROCK OFF SADDLE ISLAND,
AND FIND IT.

ON February 16th we reached our destination,
Cape York, and anchored off the settlement of Somerset. This
extreme northern point of Queensland was first settled in 1866,
under the supervision of Sir George Bowen and Commodore Burnett,
R.N., who thought, from its geographical position, that it would
become another Singapore in importance. These anticipations have
not been realised, and the party of Royal Marines which guarded
the settlement has been removed. There are but six white settlers
now,—the Government police magistrate, and his boat's crew;
the other fifteen or twenty men resident here are native troopers
and pearl-shell divers; and most of the wooden houses are falling
into decay from the ravages of the white ant. The gardens
cultivated by the marines have now grown wild, and the small
cleared spaces before the inhabited wooden houses, alone are free
from primeval forest or bush.

We landed the horses we had brought up by swimming them on
shore, although the sea abounded with sharks—the noise they
made, and the splashing of a boat's oars behind them preventing
an attack, so that we landed all safely, to the delight of Mr.
Jardine, the police magistrate, who needed them to follow the
cattle of the settlement, which are constantly escaping through
its broken fences into the bush.

Somerset is situated on the northern extreme of Queensland,
where it dips in a series of steep hills, covered with dense
tropical forest, to the waters of Albany Pass. This strait which
separates Albany Island from Somerset is a narrow slip of water,
about seven miles in length, and from half to three quarters of a
mile wide; free from rocks or shoals, and possessing a
comfortable depth of water for anchorage, but is not a good
channel for ships, as fierce tides sweep through it, and the
uncertainty of the winds between the high lands renders it
dangerous of approach to a sailing vessel. The anchorage is off
Somerset, in a small bay, between two points of the mainland, and
is narrowed by a coral and sand reef, which extends from the
beach, so that not more than half-a-dozen ships can lie there
together. From the landing-place, now in ruin, where you step or
wade ashore, according to the state of the tide, the path leads
through bush, and a luxuriant growth of ferns and creepers, which
has usurped the place of the fruit and vegetables of the Royal
Marines' gardens, to Mr. Jardine's house, which stands on the
brow of a steep hill some 150 feet high, overlooking Albany Pass.
It is a simple wooden bungalow, surrounded by the usual verandah,
and standing in a small cleared space, with a stockyard for the
cattle, and a few wooden huts for the native servants, and others
in the rear. On a similar hill, half-a-mile distant, are built
the white police quarters, and a storehouse for every article of
consumption required. But they are fast falling into decay under
the attack of the white ant, and no attempt is made to arrest the
ruin, for the inhabitants are absorbed directly or indirectly in
the pearl-shell fishery, and a feeling also prevails that the
site is a bad one, and that before long the settlement will move
to one of the Torres Straits islands, whence ready and safe
communication can be held with the commerce of the world. Thick
Australian bush runs up to the rear of the settlement, opening
here and there into glades, where cattle can find pasture. About
one mile from Somerset, at the eastern entrance to Albany Pass,
the land is low, flat, and bare of trees, and there the Termites,
or white ants, have established themselves in a gigantic city,
consisting of many hundreds of ant-houses. These dwellings, which
are built of red clay, vary from one foot to sixteen feet in
height, with a diameter equal to the height, and are irregular
cones, covered with smaller cones and turrets. At a distance this
termite city looks like a military encampment, and was very
puzzling to us when we first saw it on entering Albany Pass. It
is strange that insects should build such palaces, and the human
being who inhabits this country take no example, but remains
incapable of constructing the smallest hut.

Our orders permitted us ten days' stay at Somerset, of which
three only would be occupied in refitting, and taking on board
some coal which was lying on the beach, so I began to think of
making a boat expedition to the islands in Torres Straits, to
which many reasons inclined me. A dangerous sunken rock, not
marked on the chart, was known to lie off Saddle Island, directly
in the course recommended by the Admiralty charts, through the
great north-east channel of Torres Straits. Two vessels had
already been wrecked on it, and I wished not only to find this
rock, but also to fix the position of other reefs now becoming
dangerous, because of the increasing traffic in Torres
Straits.

I had been informed that illegal acts were being perpetrated
at the pearl-shelling and bêche-de-mer stations, on islands
which had never as yet been visited by a man-of-war; that the
imported native divers were detained there beyond their
stipulated period of service, and so ill fed as to be driven to
make raids on the supplies of the native inhabitants—a
situation calculated to provoke all sorts of evils. I desired to
examine into this state of affairs, as also into the condition of
certain Polynesian missionary teachers lately established by the
London Missionary Society on Cornwallis Island, who were reported
to be in peril from the natives, and needing either protection or
removal. Lastly, it seemed desirable to visit as many as possible
of the islands lying in Torres Straits, off the south coast of
New Guinea, three or four of which had already become seats of
the pearl-shelling and bêche-de-mer industries, so as to
gain some general ideas as to their character, products, and
inhabitants, and the peculiarities of the surrounding navigation.
The time at our disposal was very short for the accomplishment of
such purposes, so we determined to make the most of it, and on
Sunday 18th left the ship in two boats: Lieutenant Hayter, Mr.
Jones, sub-lieutenant, Mr. Waters, midshipman, Dr. Haines, Mr.
Bently the gunner, and four seamen, in a boat belonging to the
police-magistrate; and Navigating-Lieutenant Mourilyan, Mr. Pitt,
midshipman, and Mr. Mudge the boatswain, with me in the pinnace,
Mr. Chester, formerly police-magistrate of Somerset, being our
pilot.

We passed out at the west end of Albany Pass, entered Torres
Straits, and stood north under sail, hardly clearing the Pass
when we met with heavy squalls; but the boat made good way, and
we did very well until, getting into some heavy tide-races, we
shipped a quantity of water, and had rather an anxious time. This
over, matters mended a little, and hoping for better weather, we
pressed on.

As night wore, the squalls came down with unexpected fury, and
the blinding downpour of rain, and heavy confused sea, made our
position a trying one. It was as easy to go on as to retrace our
way, and we could not even keep the binnacle light burning to see
how we were steering. To add to our discomfort, nearly every one
was sea-sick. I had many an anxious thought as to our safety, and
that of the other boat, and longed for the day; but when day
broke it did not help us much—the weather was as thick as a
hedge; we had no idea as to our whereabouts, we were surrounded
by reefs and rocks, the boat was labouring heavily, and shipping
water fast; but I hoped that the breeze was beginning to blow
itself out. Suddenly, whistling and seething, down came a white
squall, looking innocent as a babe after the inky black squalls
that had persecuted us all night, but big with mischief; we just
saw the water ripping towards us in time to get the after sail
in, but ere we could touch the foresail the wind had struck us,
and the foremast was broken, and the sail in the water.

After this it cleared a little, and we made out our position
as some twelve miles to leeward of where we had supposed, and
found that we had providentially passed through a belt of coral
islets and reefs, on any one of which it would have been
destruction to have struck. Mr. Hayter's boat was nowhere to be
seen, but we knew that she was lighter and higher out of the
water than our pinnace, and had been expressly built for service
in these seas. I thought it probable that he would stand on to
our destination, and be perplexed at not meeting us there; but
the state of the weather, and our disabled condition, left me no
alternative; we jury-rigged the boat, and put about. Jenkins, the
coxswain, contrived to light a fire, when no one else could, and
give us something hot to drink, which helped us to throw off the
effects of wet and cold.

A fearful afternoon succeeded, with wind and heavy sea, and
incidents of squalls, tide-races, and coral reefs, that kept us
in constant peril, and over all, the relentless rain fell in a
deluge; but the men's spirits never flagged, and that fine
seaman, Mr. Mudge, showed his quality then, as he did on many a
future occasion. At sunset the wind went down. We lowered masts
and sails, and after some hours of weary pulling, got under the
shelter of a mountainous island, and anchored in a little bay,
smooth as a mill-pond. It was raining heavily still, but rest and
safety made us forget that, and we slept soundly. Once or twice I
started awake, mistaking the rushing of a cascade on shore for
the sound of rising wind, but all was calm. We roused up early
next morning, breakfasted on a piece of biscuit and a glass of
rum and water, had morning prayer, and started for the ship. It
was still raining, but the wind was down, and we had a good
strong tide behind us. During a lift in the thick weather we
caught sight of Mr. Hayter's boat at anchor under the lee of a
small island, and he of us, and this wrung a hearty cheer of
relief from both crews.

The "Basilisk" was a welcome sight, for I had felt doubtful of
ever putting my men on board her again, but we were much
disappointed by this failure of our first effort.

On the 21st, finding that the work of fitting out the ship for
sea was progressing well, I rode out with Mr. Jardine to visit a
camp of North Australian aborigines, within a few miles of
Somerset. The encampment, if such it could be called, consisted
of nothing but a row of leafy branches stuck in the ground, under
the lee of which the savages crouched for shelter from sun and
wind. These poor people are evidently of the very low type of
humanity which all writers assign them, a black straight-haired
race, with an animal expression of countenance; the young men,
tall, lithe, and able looking; but all who had even touched on
middle-age, wretched, decrepid creatures, with bones almost
starting from the skin. These poor people did not appear to have
any occupation or amusement; the men were lolling listlessly
about, some smoking; and the women, sad, haggard-looking beings,
were roasting roots and small fish on embers, watched by a tribe
of children who kept anxious eyes on the food. The only weapons
we saw were spears of the least cunning shape, waddys, and
clubs.

It is strange that these people have never learnt to cultivate
the earth and build houses, but remain content to wander about,
living precariously on wild fruits, grubs, a little chance fish,
and such animals as they can spear, whilst their Papuan
neighbours, in the near Torres Straits islands build good huts,
supply themselves with constant vegetable food, and have fine
canoes for fishing.

The tribe came on board the "Basilisk" in the evening, and
treated us to a corroborie. The dancers, who were all young men,
were decked with fillets of leaves, and moved in harmony with the
idea they intended to convey, such as the "Pursuit of enemies",
"The struggle", "The victory", accompanied by much clapping of
hands from the women and older men. Their dances afforded a
measure of the narrow range of their habits, and fell far below
the really pictorial efforts which were afterwards made for our
amusement by the Warrior Island natives.

Our first attempt to cross the Straits in the boats having
failed, I had now to consider how far I should be justified in
risking H.M. ship in the dangerous navigation of Torres Straits
without authority, especially as two years previously H.M.S.
"Blanche", in a somewhat similar attempt, had been almost totally
lost on a coral reef a few miles from Cape York, and had only
been saved by good seamanship. The limits of the Australian
station, which have since been altered to embrace the whole of
New Guinea, then extended only to a few miles north of Cape York,
and to carry out my intention of visiting the pearl-shell
stations close to New Guinea, I should have to take the
"Basilisk" inside the limits of the China station. Knowing,
however, that the pearl-shelling establishments, lying outside
the limit line of the station, called for inspection, I
determined to incur this responsibility.

Torres Straits, which divide New Guinea from Australia, are
about 200 miles long, with a least breadth of 80 miles between
Cape York and the opposite coast of New Guinea. At this part the
depth of water nowhere exceeds twelve fathoms, the average being
from eight to nine fathoms, elsewhere in the Straits the depth is
somewhat greater, but rarely exceeds twenty fathoms. The entire
area of the Straits is strewn with coral reefs and sandbanks, and
with islands, the larger of which are of volcanic origin, well
wooded, some of them seven or eight hundred feet, and varying in
size from four or five to thirty-five miles in circumference. The
smaller are low white islands of coral formation, scarcely raised
ten feet above the sea-level, covered with small vegetation, but
rarely possessing cocoa-nut, and never bread-fruit trees, both of
which grow so luxuriantly on all the other South Sea islands.

Through these reefs and islands a tolerably safe channel has
been admirably sounded out and surveyed by Captain Francis
Blackwood, of H.M.S. "Fly", in 1843-5, but the northern shores of
Torres Straits, and the islands adjacent to the coast of New
Guinea, had not been surveyed, and in some cases had not been
seen, by Captain Blackwood or his officers, since whose time no
man-of-war had approached them. A few miles to the west of Cape
York a series of lofty volcanic islands, succeeded by lines of
coral reefs, with very narrow channels for ships between, lie
like giant stepping-stones between the hills of Queensland and
the low mangrove shores of New Guinea, and suggest the idea,
which examination confirms, that at one time in the history of
the world New Guinea and Australia were one land.

We left our anchorage at Somerset on Thursday, and steered for
Saddle Island. Near this island, which is twenty miles from Cape
York, a dangerous rock, as I have mentioned, had been reported as
lying directly off it, in the fairway through Torres Straits. As
we dropped anchor before this fertile and hilly, though
uninhabited island, Torres Straits, lately so tempestuous when we
attempted to cross in the boats, lay like a sheet of glass,
unruffled by even a cat's-paw; but I hoped that something of a
breeze might stir in the morning, ere the sun got power, so as to
ruffle the water a little over the rock, and guide us to its
position; but at daylight there was no breeze—not a
sigh—the sea lay like oil, glaring back to the vertical
sun. We got out four boats and swept the water for the rock,
dropping our leads for hours, but had no success, and time being
short made no longer delay, but left for the pearl shelling
station on Brothers' Island, twenty-eight miles to the north.
Three days afterwards, however, we made a second search, and,
when almost in despair of finding, Mr. Jones in the little dingy
suddenly hoisted the ensign to tell us that he had carried away
the honour from the other boats, and touched the rock with his
lead. His success was received by us with acclamations, for we
had all become interested in the search, and felt a satisfaction
that all sailors will understand in unmasking a danger which lay
in wait for our brother seamen. We anchored the dingy over the
rock, and hoisted the ensign in her to make a mark
distinguishable from a distance, and Mr. Mourilyan and I took a
round of bearings and fixed the position. This dangerous rock, or
bank, has but six feet of water over it, and rises up only
half-a-mile from the track taken by all vessels passing through
the Straits.
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VISIT THE BROTHERS' ISLAND, AND FIX
THE POSITION OF A REEF THERE—PEARL-SHELLING—POWERFUL
TRIBE AT WARRIOR ISLAND—A SWIFT TIDE—A
CORROBORIE—TRIBE VISIT THE "BASILISK"—SCENES IN
CAPTAIN COOK'S VOYAGES VISITED.

HAVING fixed the position of the reef off
Saddle Island, we steered for an island which lies about sixty
miles north of Cape York, and twenty from the coast of New
Guinea, called by the natives "Gabba", and by the pearl-shellers
"The Brothers", from the circumstance of its possessing two high
hills bearing a fanciful resemblance to each other. This island
is one of the principal pearl-shelling stations in Torres
Straits, and is situated almost in the centre of those fisheries.
It had not, to our knowledge, ever been visited by a man-of-war,
though it had been seen and its position fixed by the officers of
H.M.S. "Fly", twenty-five years before; and it lay not only in
unsurveyed waters, but also beyond the limit of the Australian
station. A few hours after leaving Saddle Island we passed this
Rubicon, and broke into the waters of the China station, with an
anxious desire on my part that the assumption of such
responsibility might be justified by success.

As we neared The Brothers, we observed a large detached
unknown reef lying off it, and therefore approached with much
caution, finally securing a good anchorage, about half-a-mile off
the north side of the island, which is surrounded by these great
submerged coral reefs, some of which are twenty or thirty miles
in length, with a breadth sometimes as large, on which, but
principally in the narrow ruts and channels which intersect them,
lie the valuable pearl-shell oysters. The newly-discovered reef
was carefully surveyed by Mr. Mourilyan, and now bears his
name.

The great pearl-shell fisheries of Torres Straits are
principally worked by Sydney capital and owners, Queensland and
Victoria being but partially represented. Two modes were till
lately used in obtaining divers; one was for the small schooners
used in the trade, after shipping as many native divers as could
be had at Sydney, to go to the islands—generally the
Loyalty, Solomon; and New Hebrides groups—and hire
islanders to fill up their complement. Under these circumstances,
the natives were generally much wronged in the bargain made with
them; induced to leave their homes under promises of short
service and good wages, which were made to be broken, as they
were kept for years beyond the time agreed on, in a state of
veritable slavery. This means of securing the needful labour was
shown guiltless indeed, however, beside the other, which was
nothing more nor less than an organised system of kidnapping,
attended at times with atrocities, that it blanches the cheek and
makes the blood run cold to hear of. The islanders were induced
to go on board the ships as visitors on various pretences, and
then seized and fastened down; or else captured from their canoes
whilst fishing, and, without being allowed one parting word to
their relatives, hurried off to slavery. The schooners having
thus by hook or by crook collected some forty or fifty natives,
steered for the fishing-grounds in Torres Straits, and anchored
off the island chosen for a station. The inhabitants of these
Torres Straits islands are black Papuans—like those of the
opposite New Guinea coast—a fierce and warlike race, armed
with powerful bows and arrows. But they have been taught by the
pearl-shellers, who have been politic in respecting their rights
during the eight or nine years of the existence of the fishery,
to know the value of friendly intercourse. Low corrugated iron
buildings are erected by the pearl-sheller on the island chosen,
or, as in some cases, the Papuan huts are used, and the
provisions and materials needed for the prosecution of the
fishery are stored there, in charge of a white, or
English-speaking native storekeeper. Five or six large open boats
form the fishing fleet at a station, each carrying a party of
eight or ten divers, commanded by a leading man from the schooner
as coxswain. The divers, who live either in huts erected for them
on shore, when not engaged on the reefs, or on board the vessel,
are generally absent from headquarters in the boats for one or
two weeks together, on parts of these gigantic submerged reefs
which encumber the sea for many hundreds of square miles in
Torres Straits, and return when they have filled up with shell.
At the time of this visit we found that only in rare instances
had even the form of an agreement been entered into between the
masters of the pearl-shelling vessels and the divers; and that in
numerous instances the divers had been obtained by force or
fraud, and were now improperly detained year after year, earning
enormously for the owners, but receiving little for their labour
save food, tobacco, and some bright calico for clothing. The
daily bill of fare for the divers, as officially supplied to me
by a white man in charge of a station, was this for breakfast,
two small pannikins of rice, each about the size of a large
breakfast-cup; for dinner, one pannikin of "sharps", i.e.
an inferior kind of flour, which is converted into doughboys; for
supper, the same allowance as for dinner. They had no tea nor
molasses supplied to them, nor any other food; but it was said
that they could go out on the reefs and catch fish. Salt meat was
in store, but was only issued to the white men, and to the man
who is rated captain of the boat, who was allowed some three
times a week. At the close of the year, when the setting in of
the north-west monsoon makes the passage to Sydney easy, the
schooners take their cargo of thirty or forty tons of pearl shell
on board and sail for Sydney, where it is valued at £150 to
£180 per ton.

A proportion of the South Sea Islanders who had brought this
treasure up from the depth of the sea used to be taken back to
Sydney, on these visits; but the poor savages, soon spending
their small earnings there, were generally glad to ship on board
the schooner again, sometimes in the belief that they were to be
carried back to their native islands, as was frequently promised
them, and but too often in vain. Due north of The Brothers, the
high peak of Cornwallis could be seen about twenty miles off, and
occasionally, when raised by the mirage, the low wooded outline
of Sybai island, lying about four miles from the New Guinea
coast, not marked on any chart, and only recently brought into
knowledge by the pearl shellers. One of our objects had been to
rescue some native missionaries, said to be ill treated on these
islands; but the information collected at The Brothers disproved
the statements made, and giving up the idea of visiting Sybai, we
proceeded direct to Warrior Island, about thirty miles distant to
the east. Warrior Island is a contrast to lofty, volcanic
Brothers, being nothing but a vegetated sandbank on a coral reef,
not more than two miles in circumference, with a salt water
lagoon in the centre, and covered with scanty bush, nevertheless,
it is the home of one of the most powerful tribes in Torres
Straits. These natives in former years attacked a man-of-war
becalmed near the island, and were with difficulty beaten off,
hence the name of the island. It may appear strange that so
inconsiderable a spot should be a greater power than islands in
the Straits twenty times its size; but Warrior Island commands
the fishing of the great coral reef which now bears its name, and
is thus enabled to maintain a large population, and to employ its
many canoes, which have proved a very aggressive navy, until the
advent of the pearl-shellers, which has turned the minds of their
owners from thoughts of war to those of trade for axes, tobacco,
turkey red, and European food.

The approach to Warrior Island is full of difficulty, not so
much because of the uncertain position of the reefs as from the
fierce tides pent in by them, which sweep with great velocity
through the deep narrow channels. Unaware of this, we approached
in fancied security, but being caught by one of these fierce
tidal streams, were suddenly swept close to an outlying portion
of the Warrior Island reef. The anchor was immediately let go,
but with a bad holding ground, and the tide running five knots it
failed to hold, and we dragged swiftly along the edge of the
dangerous reef. Providentially, the tide did not set on the reef,
but ran parallel to it, which gave us some breathing time; and
whilst anxiously endeavouring to hold our position by riding with
a long scope of cable, and steaming ahead to stem the tide, we
found ourselves swept into comparatively quiet waters, where the
ship rode safely to her anchor. A survey the following morning
showed that we had been swept into a horseshoe curve in the reef,
past which the body of the tide rushed without entering.

There was no mistaking the genuineness of the welcome given us
by Mr. Bedford, who was in charge of this, the largest, and, I
may add, best-conducted, pearl shell station in the Straits. He
hailed us as the first naval officers who had ever landed on this
tiny islet, and told me of the lively recollection the natives
still retained of the attack made by their forefathers on the
man-of-war, from which they had claimed the victory, inasmuch she
had sailed away from them. As I looked at the formidable war
canoes, fifty and sixty feet long, hauled up on the beach, and
the powerful men ready to man them, all armed with six-foot bows,
requiring muscle as strong as that which shot at Agincourt to
draw them, and send the poisoned arrows true to the mark at
eighty yards, I felt that they might easily have proved awkward
customers to an old-fashioned sailing man-of-war.

The station belonged to Messrs. Merriman, of Sydney, who, it
appeared, were honestly anxious to do the right and just thing
towards the South Sea Islanders and other natives in their
employ, but could not always control the actions of the masters
in their vessels, so difficult was it at that time to obtain
labour from the South Sea Islands without transgressing on the
rights of the islanders. Mr. Bedford, ready, rough, kindly, and a
skilful organiser, had commanded a body of thirty South Sea
Islanders here since the previous year, assisted by two white men
as cook and carpenter, and amply supplied with boats, storehouse,
and huts for the fishers. He had been left alone on the island
whilst the vessel went to Sydney and returned, and during its
absence had induced forty-four of the Warrior Island natives to
associate themselves with him, and man two of the boats under a
chief in each. The competition between these boats and those
manned by the South. Sea Islanders was now very keen, and Mr.
Bedford gave the palm to the Warrior men, who generally succeeded
in obtaining more shell than their rivals. Such was the
ascendency obtained by him over these people, that just before
our arrival they had held a meeting and solemnly elected him a
chief.

Inspecting the store-rooms, which contained provisions, axes,
knives, bright calicoes, tobacco, and other articles of
incalculable value to savages, I remarked, with surprise, that
nothing was secured with anything stronger than a clumsy lock,
but Mr. Bedford assured me that even this was a needless
precaution, as none of the islanders would steal from him.

I was unfortunate in not meeting the South Sea Islanders, as
they were absent fishing, except one or two who were sick. One of
these was a poor fellow who had been fearfully torn by a shark
whilst diving for pearl-shell, and was now a hopeless cripple for
life, the sinews of the thigh having been divided, but he was
quite cheerful, and Mr. Bedford told me that he would be taken
care of, and never suffered to want.

The divers go down in four and six fathom water, in localities
abounding with sharks, but are very rarely attacked, probably
because so many dive together as to alarm the sharks. I only know
of one other accident having happened, by which a woman was
similarly injured. The women, as a rule, are considered more
dependable divers than the men.

The pearl-shell oyster of Torres Straits is a magnificent
oyster, weighing from three to six pounds, in some instances
reaching a weight of even ten pounds. The divers frequently bring
one up under each arm. The oysters are opened at once, when taken
into the boat, and the fish used as food; the pearls, if any,
falling to the share of the crew, but the pearls are few, small,
and of poor quality.

After dark Mr. Bedford proposed that we should see a
corroborie, which he promised us should far exceed the
performance of the aborigines at Cape York, and sent messages to
the chiefs, whilst I sent on board the "Basilisk" to summon all
our people who could be spared; and in a short time the tribe had
assembled in front of the station, where nearly all our officers
and a large number of men had gathered to see the sight.

It was a striking one, for a huge wood fire threw a broad
light on the tall naked figures of the savages, and painted them
sharp against the darkness. The old men and women crouched in a
ring, and enclosed the dancers, droning out a slow chant, to
which they clapped in time, and beat rude drums, always
quickening as the dancers quickened. These gave us a battle
dance, and chased their enemies with guttural cries, tossing
their bracelated arms, and heads decked with long cassowary
plumes, as they rushed; their eyes flashing, and the whole body
alive with fierce excitement, till they looked more like evil
spirits than men. The dance was a perfect study from reality;
they made signs of all their actions of war, drew the bow and
threw missiles, and bounded on their enemies at last and slew
them, with a semblance that was frightfully like reality. Better
things were the picture dances representing scenes in daily life,
such as spearing the dugong, fishing, love making; and the last
and most graceful of all was one which illustrated the coming of
the north-west monsoon, and the consequent planting of yams,
taro, and sweet potatoes—a poem in a dance. Nothing more
perfectly graceful could be seen than their movements, as,
rapidly gliding round the fire with swaying bodies and inflected
limbs, they showed how the wind blew, how the ground was turned
up and the seed sown, and ended with a joyous dance. We were
never fortunate enough to see any dance amongst the Malay race,
except the few meaningless steps which we sometimes enticed the
bolder youths to perform when on board, perhaps because our
movements in East New Guinea were too rapid to give the natives
time to subside from the excitement which our visit caused into
their normal state of work and play.

The following day was Sunday, and deluges of rain prevented us
from holding divine service. I was anxious to make the most of
the disposable time, and as we could not stretch our time so as
to visit the remaining pearl shelling stations, I determined to
get the Warrior Island natives on board, and impress them with a
sense of our power, that they would be likely to spread in their
intercourse with other tribes in the Straits, as this might prove
a sort of protection to wrecked or isolated white men. Mr.
Bedford went with me to the village and used all his powers of
persuasion, and I seconded his efforts by giving the people beads
and trinkets, and making signs that they should have plenty to
eat if they would accompany me on board the "big war canoe", but
we found them very unwilling, and evidently alarmed lest evil
should happen them. Mr. Bedford's influence at length so far
prevailed, that nearly all the young and able-bodied men of the
tribe set out with us for our boats, which lay a mile off, on the
opposite side of the island; but as they walked their courage
oozed out, and with all our whipping-in we only brought about
twenty of the bravest off.
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