

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















CONQUERORS OF TIME


Exploration and Invention in the Age of Daring


TREVOR FISHLOCK









[image: ]

























For Penny


and


Ella and Iris

























List of Illustrations







1. A sailing ship running before a gale in the Southern Ocean


2. James Cook, the greatest oceaneer


3. Joseph Banks, lover of Tahiti, enthusiast and impresario


4. Omai, the Pacific islander idealized in a mezzotint, after Sir  Joshua Reynolds


5. Omai, more truthfully portrayed by William Hodges


6. William Bligh of the Bounty


7. Gerardus Mercator’s projection, one of the most influential  maps of history


8. The Taj Mahal across the Yamuna River, by Thomas and  William Daniell


9. The clipper Challenge, one of the American ships that revolu tionized transatlantic travel


10. Slave-sale newspaper advertisements, 1784


11. Samuel Hearne, hero of the Canadian north


12. Sacagawea, guide to the Lewis and Clark expedition to the  Pacific


13. Sir John Barrow, backer of Arctic exploration


14. Sir John Franklin, sent by Barrow to find the North West  Passage


15. HMS Hecla and Griper icebound during Lieutenant William  Parry’s search for the North West Passage


16. George Everest, Surveyor-General of India


17. Thomas Waghorn, pioneer travel agent


18. British surveyors in the mountains of Bhutan


19. Troops testing the structural load of the Great Exhibition floor


20. The main avenue at the Great Exhibition


21. The launch of Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s steamship Great Britain





22. Robert Stephenson, one of the engineering geniuses of Britain’s  industrial advance


23. Brunel watches an abortive attempt to launch the Great Eastern


24. Engineers’ camp in the Rockies during the building of the  Canadian Pacific railway


25. The Darjeeling railway


26. A Canadian Pacific train passing through the Rockies


27. Gulistan railway station, near the Afghan frontier


28. Wells Fargo office, Nevada, 1866


29. Plains Indians depicted by George Catlin


30. David Livingstone, legend of Africa


31. Sir Henry Morton Stanley, reporter and explorer


32. Sir Richard Burton, African explorer


33. John Hanning Speke, Burton’s rival


34. Robert O’Hara Burke, doomed Australian explorer


35. The Canadian Mountie


36. John McDouall Stuart, conqueror of the heart of Australia


37. Work on the Panama Canal in the 1880s


38. Sir Ronald Ross, wager of the microscope war against malaria


39. Emperor Napoleon III visits the new electric telegraph office  in Paris


40. Guglielmo Marconi, determined pioneer of wireless telegraphy


41. Thomas Cook, entrepreneur, fixer and marvel





The author and publishers would like to thank the following for permission to reproduce illustrations: Plate 1, Eric Newby; 2, 9, 12, 20, 28 and 39, Bettman/CORBIS; 3, 26, 31, 33, 34, 38, 40 and 41, Hulton-Deutsch Collection/CORBIS; 4, 6, 16 and 17, National Portrait Gallery, London; 5, The Royal College of Surgeons of England; 7 and 25, Michael Maslan Historic Photographs/CORBIS; 8, British Library; 10, 21, 22,24,29, 32 and 37, Hulton Archive; 11 and 36, Mary Evans Picture Library; 13, 14 and 30, John Murray Archive; 15, Stapleton Collection/CORBIS; 18, Royal Geographical Society, London; 19 and 27, CORBIS; 23, Brunel University Library; 35, Underwood & Underwood/CORBIS.



















Preface





It is possible that the seed of this book was a boyhood curiosity about the discovery and growth of the modern world. I grew up by the sea and was stirred by the passage of warships through Spithead and the departure of regal Atlantic liners for New York and of Union Castle ships for Cape Town. More certainly, the stimulus was my reporting as a foreign correspondent for The Times and The Daily Telegraph. Assignments led to the roots of events. The achievements, failures and legacies of discoverers, engineers and scientists were aspects of the stories. History was part of the extended adventure of reporting.


My interest in the North West Passage, for example, grew during two Arctic journeys. On Cornwallis Island, which Sir John Franklin circumnavigated as he voyaged to his doom, I contemplated the spectacle that had filled his imagination, the opal universe of ice rinsed in brilliant light before the darkness fell. A king’s coronation in Uganda took me to the Africa of the strangely fated John Speke, the red and chocolate-scented earth and the source of the Nile. The tumult of South African politics drew me to the Great Trek, the gold and diamond trails and colonial scramble. In the West Indies a breadfruit tree marked the pitiful passage of slaves and also of William Bligh. On the stony flinders of Australian plains I learnt a little of the ache of distance and the seduction of deserts. Close to the forty-ninth parallel I followed the tracks of the westering Mounties who helped to make Canada. I travelled the dynamited spiral of the railroad through the Rockies. Shanghai’s Bund and the panorama from Kowloon told of money made with gusto. In years of criss-crossing India and America I saw in the railways, bridges, dams and canals the determination and energy of men who sought to subjugate formidable landscapes. Almost everywhere stood the monumental buildings of western civilization, government houses and courts, and legislatures with seats of Westminster green and Speakers’ chairs and maces, the gift of the maternal parliament.


I went to battlefields like Quebec, Lucknow, Delhi, Isandhlwana, Little Big Horn, Rorke’s Drift, Ladysmith and Magersfontein. But for the purposes of this book my interest was less in wars and statesmen, more in exploration in the broadest sense, in the pathfinders who slowly prised open the shutters and let light fall into the mysterious places, including the mind. This is a story of the search for the shape and nature of the world, principally in the long nineteenth century, and the development of the nerves, sinews and musculature of technology. The technique of empire depended on rivets, rails, roads, wires, cables, pistons and girders, and the genius and perseverance of engineers. It required the financial propellant of business, of great London institutions like the East India Company, the Massachusetts Bay Company, the Hudson’s Bay Company and the Imperial East Africa Company. My story deals with the progress that to many minds seemed divine, advances in communications, fuels, science, medicine and art. Since it is about human struggle it also chronicles disaster, horror, suffering, cruelty and, here and there, sex and cannibalism.


One of the themes is the incessant battle with the sea, the distances, the fury of oceans, the relentless demands of navigation. While I was writing this book I made two voyages under sail across the North Atlantic and I very much valued the perspective on history that these humbling experiences gave me, day in, day out. Surveying all of the extraordinary journeys and endeavours of our predecessors I am astonished by the sheer grinding and bloody hardship endured by so many of them and remain mightily moved by their spirit.
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Introduction







‘There’s a magic in the distance,


where the sea-line meets the sky.’


Alfred Noyes, ‘Forty Singing Seamen’





Far out in the North Atlantic, taut sails like sabres as we rolled, we struggled towards America.


For almost all of human history this is how it was. The sea was where the dreams began. The world took shape in the sailor’s eye.


Years from home and adrift in time beneath strange constellations the seafarers were the first to hear surf booming on the uttermost reefs and dare their feet on fabled shores. In ships clogged and slow, often lost, frequently ambushed by adversity, they submitted to the dark unmeasured waters and pricked the horizon in the mysterious hemispheres. As students of the stars and the set of the swells, counting miles with sandglasses and sounding fathoms with knotted ropes, they delineated the coasts of continents and fixed the whereabouts of straits and promontories in the territories of the future.


Seafarers were men apart, their experience distinct. In the sixth century BC the Scythian sage Anacharsis, inventor of the fluked anchor, noted three kinds of people: the living, the dead, and those who sailed in ships. Distant-water sailormen stumbled ashore as Argonauts, the glittering-eyed survivors of wonderful and terrible events. ‘All extraordinary travellers’, thought the diarist James Boswell, ‘are a band of wild beasts.’


These wanderers in other worlds were fathers of the yarn and babbled their news of golden isles and holy peaks that rose beyond the amaranthine sea. They were progenitors of an immense literature of ship-talk and sea stories and allusions to the power and mysteries of the oceans. To spellbound listeners they insisted they had seen amazing creatures and the naked chiefs and nubile maids of paradise, swore they had glimpsed the horns of unicorns and fed from cornucopias in the orchards of play. They spoke of silver ceilings and sapphire floors and into European imaginations blew the scent of spices and the seeds of fantasy and desire.


Fairy tales and phantoms drew discoverers across the ageless sea. Legends, quests and crazes led them to disillusion and horrible deaths. Yet the pursuit of will-o’-the-wisps also paid dividends in steady accretions to the knowledge of geography and the oceans’ ruling rhythms.


Bare-knuckle rope-and-canvas seafarers found the world and made it work with trade and deliveries of mail and migrants. ‘As concerning ships,’ wrote Robert Kayall in 1615, ‘it is that which everyone knoweth and can say; they are our weapons, they are our ornaments, they are our strength, they are our pleasures, they are our defence, they are our profit; the subject by them is made rich, the Prince in them mighty; in a word, by them in a manner we live, the Kingdom is, the King reigneth.’ It was late in the historical day that steamships displaced the art of masts. Clippers eked out their romance into the twentieth century, and Shackleton and Scott raised sail to conserve coal and oil in remote Antarctic waters. Workaday sailing ships all but vanished from the oceans ninety years ago, although there was the last hurrah of a grain race from Australia in 1939. Now museumized square-riggers seem like bottled ships upon the nation’s mantelpiece. Towns which once did business daily with the sea lean upon their histories. Amphibious creatures like the British have come ashore and the sea has shrunk in the imagination.


In the North Atlantic, a thousand miles from land, our lonely ketch was a vestige of the centuries of sail, a wandering ghost beneath the armadas of clouds.


*


The sea, however, is only one part of my story of discovery. The narrative runs from the smooth chins of the Georgians through the bird’s-nest beards of the Victorians to the assertive moustaches of the Edwardians. Essentially it spans the nineteenth-century epoch of discovery and industrial revolution. It is stretched at one end to embrace a prelude, the late eighteenth-century explorations, and particularly the voyages of Captain Cook, which might have seemed almost interplanetary to his contemporaries. It is extended at the other to mark the beginning of the age of flight.


It is not too fanciful to imagine a man born in 1801, the year in which a boat scattered ducks on a Scottish canal and ushered in the age of steam transport, living to see the Wright brothers, dressed in jackets and ties, pioneering the reality and science of aviation in 1903. Thus one long human life could have spanned the invention and proving of all of the commanding principles of powered travel on land, at sea and in the air. In that year of 1903 my centenarian would also have seen Britain’s Parliament raise the speed limit for motor cars from fourteen to twenty miles an hour; and a record-breaking Great Western Railway locomotive thundering through Somerset at more than a hundred miles an hour.


Colonel James Fynmore of the Royal Marines saw many astonishments in his long life. He died in 1887, aged ninety-three, the last surviving officer of the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. He fought as a midshipman aboard HMS Africa, part of the force of twenty-seven British ships and almost 18,000 seamen, which, in four and a half hours of brutal cannonade, smashed the thirty-three ships of the combined French and Spanish fleets and resolved the struggle for oceanic power between Britain and France. Within ten years the cannon of Waterloo completed the work of Trafalgar and raised Britain as the hammer of tyranny and saviour of Europe. The Royal Navy’s iron guns were the bullion of the Pax Britannica.


For all the cost, distress and turmoil of twenty-two years of war with France, Britain in 1815 was free and secure, possessed abundant coal, iron, limestone and copper, and grew most of the food its 13 million people needed. It was the world’s leading iron-maker and the king of steam, the advanced technology of the century. The themes of the time were unrestrained expansion, local initiative, self-reliance and ruthless money-making, a free-for-all in which the government hardly interfered. Barrels and bales of colonial sugar, spices, tea, furs, gold and silk and calico flowed into London, the mightiest city on earth. Loud with argument about the nature of society, politics, morality and justice, the British embraced their unruly age of tremendous possibility.


*


In the accelerando of technology there grew an obsession with speed, a belief that men could master time and distance. It seemed self-evident that velocity improved human existence. Thomas Macaulay, the historian and essayist, considered that with the exception of the printing press and the alphabet the inventions which abridged distance achieved most ‘for the civilization of our species’. He himself experienced the slow voyage to India in 1834 and spent twelve weeks at sea as an intellectual python, digesting Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and seventy volumes of Voltaire. On the return voyage he merely learnt German.


A tribe of new men, the mechanics, Vulcans who grew up with sparks and fire, led the escape from the oppression of distance. They made engines and machines, reshaped each other’s work, and sought the mysteries and the future in their crucibles of blazing metal. Few of them sprang from the aristocracy and the educated elite. They were mostly humble and simply educated. Self-taught, observant, curious, persistent, occasionally visionary and heroic, they wrote the definitions of progress.


For most of the nineteenth century the British were better than anyone else at making iron, furnaces, steam engines, steamships and money. The spinnerets of industry cast nerves and sinews for the world, webs of girders, steel rods, cables, wires, rails and bridges. In time, the British, their European neighbours and the Americans saw their purposeful machines and tamed metal as instruments of a Western mission to bring progress to the world; and their domination of technology as the plain fact of superiority, and even divinity.


Victorians in their iron age lived with the idea of progress achieved and confidence in progress ahead. The navigators, engineers, soldiers, traders, planters and administrators formed a rolling wave of advance. Through commerce, opportunism and chance the British collected pieces of the world as if compiling a jigsaw. With their wealth and technological paramountcy so much was possible. The Americans, meanwhile, discovered, measured, annexed and bought their continent and bolted together a country as well as an ideal. The wonder of the iron age was the magnificence of human energy and endurance and the sheer scale of danger, disease, terror and failure.


*


Tennyson’s phrase in ‘Ulysses’, ‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield’, might have served as the watchword for the countless expeditions that ventured into the opaque. At the beginning of the nineteenth century vast areas of the world were still unrevealed and silent. Much of the Arctic could only be guessed at. No one had seen Antarctica. No European could know what lay in the heart of America, or beyond the fringes of Australia or where the Nile and the Niger began. Much of Africa and India were unmapped and unreported. What lay over the giant mountains was a mystery. The monsters and bunyips the map-makers drew in empty spaces might have existed.


The travellers who found the answers sometimes rode horses or camels, or paddled canoes; but mostly they walked. The wheel played little part. Even in Europe it was of limited use beyond the cities until the 1780s. Travel was almost everywhere laborious, and the age of the dashing stagecoach lay in the future. Coastal shipping was far more efficient at delivering people and goods. Only the rich could afford a carriage seat and a view over a horse’s backside. At harvest time crowds of Irishmen sailed to Liverpool and walked across England to bring in the corn. Welsh drovers shod their cattle and herded them hundreds of miles to London to be made into the roast beef of old England. Every summer the ‘garden girls’ of Wales, barefoot to save their shoes, walked more than 200 miles to tend the fruit and flower gardens of London and Kent, and knitted as they went.


The armies of civil infantry vanished as railways, trams and buses ended the pedestrian centuries. The walking classes became virtually extinct and walking itself a matter of leisure and culture rather than work and travel. The brothers John and Robert Naylor made the first hike from John O’Groats to Land’s End in 1871 and wrote a book about it. Eccentrically, they walked for enjoyment.


Yet progress was usually an inching forward, short steps rather than leaps. The nineteenth century was an age of hybrids, the old and new co-existing for many years. Steamship tonnage only outstripped that of sailing vessels in the 1880s. True, the railways quickly saw off the stagecoaches in Britain, but in the developing world of America, Australia and Africa the coaches worked into the first decades of the twentieth century. Horse traffic dominated British city streets into Edwardian times. In 1903 congested London had two motor taxis and 11,000 horse cabs, each animal dropping seven and a half tons of manure a year.


*


In the high latitudes in which we sailed, the Atlantic nights were short and darkness was diluted by the embers of sunset or moonlight’s satin on the swells; and even when the wind was still, the sea whispered along the hull like hushed voices in a cloister. There were many times, however, when the seas rose up in surly force, like slate tips on the run. Alone on the midnight watch, when my three companions slept, I sometimes wondered what a nineteenth-century sailor would have made of us. Fools, I imagined. Seamen in the age of sail believed that anyone who went to sea for pleasure would take his holidays in hell.


I watched shearwaters swing in long parabolas, caressing the waves with their wings, and storm petrels and Arctic terns keeping faithful company. A thousand years ago the Vikings finding their way through these waters, from Norway to the Shetlands and on to Iceland and Greenland, observed the flight of such birds as part of their reading of the texts of sea and sky. They noted the direction of currents, the shape of waves, the clouds over islands, the changing colour of the sea, the green of the continental shelf giving way to the indigo of the abyssal ocean. And, of course, they looked for familiar friends among the stars.


Long before they knew the oceans and the earth, men knew the heavens. Before they had even an inkling of the existence of continents they charted the patterns of stars and wandering planets and the fiery streaks of the comets. Astronomy was the oldest science and navigation the first application of it. For hundreds of years science in general was muddled by alchemy, astrology and superstition; but navigation depended on observable certainties, the punctual phases of sun and moon and stars and the behaviour of the sea itself. It was the art of exactness even if in practice men were often lost on the ocean, hundreds of miles awry, because of the state of the sea and the weather and the huge errors they made in measuring time and angles with crude instruments on see-saw platforms. The improvement of navigation was the commanding scientific quest of the centuries.


In the history of seafaring the breakout into the Atlantic was the seminal adventure. The ocean that was for centuries forbidding and taboo, ‘the green sea of darkness’, became irresistible to the human mind and, in time, the chief stimulus to the construction of larger and better ships. Navigators learnt that the Atlantic’s prevailing winds and currents formed an oceanic carousel turning clockwise. Steering south they found the trade winds to blow them to the winterless West Indies. Homeward bound to Europe, they harnessed themselves to the westerlies and the huge warm river of the Gulf Stream.


*


Like our predecessors in sail, we could not say, as we watched the land slip away and set us free, how long we would be on the ocean. Braced against the relentless rolling I read histories of Atlantic travel. Many of the people who sailed in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries saw the ocean as a baptismal ordeal and their survival as the evidence of God’s will. The queasy Pilgrim Fathers aboard the Mayflower in 1620 endured the jeering of a young sailor who promised they would die and be thrown into the grey ocean. It was he, however, who was the first to be heaved over, snuffed out by disease, and the pallid pilgrims observed the heavy splash and spoke of ‘the just hand of God’. The bedraggled early migrants stumbling ashore in America looked repulsively pale, sick and hairy to the Indians who helped and fed them. The empire of British America made its tenuous handhold, dependent on Indian doles and kindness. For their part the settlers were dismayed that the Indians had nothing worth stealing.


From northern Scotland we sailed for Cape Cod and crossed the Grand Banks of Newfoundland, waters once rich and fished for centuries by Englishmen, Basques, Bretons and Spaniards. Grand Banks cod fed Europeans in their winters and was a sacred Lenten substitute for meat. It took fishermen five centuries to ransack the Grand Banks, and when the cod dwindled away in the 1990s the fishing was officially stopped. We sailed over a plundered and melancholy sea.


The Grand Banks province of the Atlantic is notorious for its brutal weather. The Gulf Stream and the chill Labrador Current conspire to brew dense billows of fog and, engulfed in an icy shroud, barely able to see the bow, we watched for the icebergs that drift down from Greenland. In the days of sail men’s instincts were so sharpened that they could smell them. South of our track, on the calm night of 14 April 1912, the invincible Titanic raced almost at full speed towards a drifting cliff of ice; and speed was all.


We worked our way out of the comfortless fogs and down the long jagged coast of Newfoundland. Twenty-three days from Britain we made our landfall at Cape Cod, which gropes out from America like a claw. We crossed the old whalers’ haven of Nantucket Sound to find an anchorage close to the pretty clapboard waterfront houses built by skippers who made their fortunes from whalebone and oil. After a week or so we returned to the ocean to find the Gulf Stream and the westerly wind. Soon we were wayfarers in wild waters, away with the dolphins and the whales, the bow a ploughshare turning the sea.


For most of history this is how it was.
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The Copper King







‘One cannot look at the sea without wishing for the wings of a swallow.’


Sir Richard Burton, 1863





Seafarers longed for speed. A slow vessel was a bane, a fast one adored. The drag created by the ribbons of weed and clusters of barnacles below the waterline made vessels slower and multiplied the perils and wretchedness of voyages. One remedy was careening, a Mediterranean practice adopted by British captains in the late sixteenth century. They sailed their ships on to suitable beaches and when the tide receded set their men to scraping off the barnacles.


As seamen ventured beyond inshore waters and into the oceans a more destructive and often deadly enemy was waiting, a worm that ate their ships. The warm-water shipworm, Teredo navalis, was not a worm at all, but a clam with a worm-like body. It entered ships’ hulls in its brief larval stage by boring a microscopic hole and then fed itself on wood particles. Its two hard shells worked as a drill or rasp and it grew to a length of two feet or more, with a diameter of half an inch or larger, making a fatal honeycomb of ships’ timbers. It also devastated the thick wooden piling of wharves and the supplies of masts and booms stored in dockyard ponds.


To fight the worm shipbuilders coated hulls below the waterline with anti-fouling mixtures such as pitch, lime, tallow and sulphur; or they nailed on laminates of canvas and thick brown paper sealed with lime. In 1553, for the first time, English shipwrights hammered wafers of lead to the keels of ships to protect them on long voyages, but captains found that these were easily torn off by the sea. Greek seamen had tried the same defence in the fourth century. More effectively, carpenters nailed a sacrificial shield of pine planks over the hull and renewed it when the teredo infested it. The Endeavour was protected in this fashion while being fitted out in London in 1768 for the first of James Cook’s three world voyages. The planks were laid over a coating of lead and grease and secured with numerous nails, their heads the size of a large coin, beaten in close together as a form of armour.


The voracious teredo crippled the ships while scurvy and fevers crippled the men. It thrived in the Gulf of Mexico, the Caribbean and along the American coast. Captains calling at Chesapeake Bay to load Virginia tobacco learnt that they could mitigate the assaults of shipworm by anchoring where the tidal streams flowed most swiftly. Others moved out of teredo range by anchoring in the freshwater reaches of rivers. Smaller vessels were hauled ashore and out of danger during the six-week loading period.


For the Royal Navy’s admirals and managers in the West Indies, whose task was to maintain a fleet strong enough to confront French and Spanish forces, the teredo was one of an array of problems. Their ships were, first of all, a long way from home, a two-month voyage from England, and beset by problems of repair and supply. It was difficult to find enough experienced sailors to make up a crew. The West Indies then had no reputation for delight. Sailors quite reasonably feared such islands as Jamaica, Antigua and Barbados as places of death. Many of their shipmates had ended up on muster lists as DD, discharged dead. Seamen were safer at sea. It was when they came ashore to refit or replenish their ships that they succumbed to the mosquito-borne diseases of malaria and yellow fever and the venereal poxes of the wharves; and there was little that eighteenth-century naval surgeons could do about them. The Admiralty in London found it hard or often impossible to meet requests from the West Indies for more sailors. Impressment, the seizing of landmen or merchant seamen, never produced the numbers or experience required and always rankled. Desertion was on a serious scale but, whatever the short-sighted disciplinarians thought, the penalties of hanging and flogging were not deterrents; and many captains took a common-sense view, preferring to have a man haul on a rope rather than hang from it. Indeed, crews were such a precious resource that officers were instructed to be reasonable and lenient with them.


As they struggled to fill the gaps left by disease and runaways, administrators received almost daily reports of ships battered and broken by bad weather and riddled with teredo. Inspections revealed timbers dangerously wormy after only a few months’ immersion in West Indian waters. Many men-of-war would barely last three years. To beat the worm some of them were ordered back from the Caribbean to the cooler waters of Britain. Those that remained were careened to have their hulls scraped, repaired and pasted with a sulphur goo; but the process of hauling a ship over in a careenage was lengthy and often damaged the frames and planking.


*


The sheathing of hulls with thin copper sheets was first suggested to the Royal Navy in 1708 but rejected. The sheets were hand-rolled in workshops and so were expensive to manufacture. By the middle of the eighteenth century, however, the menace of the teredo had to be addressed whatever the cost. In 1761 the navy sheathed the thirty-two gun frigate HMS Alarm with copper sheets and dispatched her to the West Indies for two years to see what happened. On her return she docked at Woolwich and Lord Sandwich, the First Lord of the Admiralty, led the inspection of the hull and was impressed. He recommended the coppering of three more ships and King George III approved.


It became ever more clear that the growth of British colonial commerce, security and prosperity depended upon clean hulls. ‘For God’s sake and our country’s,’ pleaded a captain in a passionate letter to the Admiralty, ‘send copper-bottomed ships to relieve the foul and crippled ones.’ For coppered ships always outsailed their uncoppered sisters. They steered better, tacked more nimbly, turned in a third of the usual distance, were demonstrably quicker on a broad reach, the fastest point of sailing, and were livelier in light airs. A captain wrote to the Admiralty in 1780 that coppering ‘exceeds the expectation of everyone. The advantage from the helm alone is immense.’ French admirals watched in dismay, but digested the lesson, when they saw coppered British ships dance away from danger. Admiral Rodney was adamant that the greater speed and manoeuvrability of his coppered ships gave him victory over the French in the Battle of the Saints in 1782, and thereby saved Jamaica and its sugar and rum empire from French invasion. ‘To bring the enemy to action,’ he pronounced, ‘copper-bottomed ships are absolutely necessary.’ In other words a coppered vessel would always catch a fleeing uncoppered one.


It took dockyard workers about six weeks to sheathe a ship with copper sheets and the cost was around £600. This was expensive but the Admiralty’s ever-assiduous accountants reckoned that a sheathed ship would remain at sea for long periods and spend much less time under repair in dock. Effectively, the fleet actually at sea would be a third larger than in the pre-copper era.


The American War of Independence increased the premium on the speed of ships. In 1778 the British Post Office was ordered to sheathe its Atlantic mail ships ‘with all possible dispatch’. In that year the mail vessel Hillsborough reached nine knots, more than ten miles an hour, in a passage from Jamaica to Falmouth. Though ‘she never was esteemed a remarkably fast vessel, the copper has qualified her to sail as fast as any ship’. The mail agent at Falmouth made the point that had more ships been coppered they would very likely have escaped the American and French privateers, the commerce raiders that prowled the Atlantic.


The teredo’s ravages made the case for copper all the more pressing by accentuating Britain’s shortage of ship timber. Ships were largely built of English oak and shipbuilders rated the trees of Sussex, Surrey, Hampshire and Kent as the finest. A single tree, a century old, yielded about one and a quarter tons of timber. Around 5,750 were felled to construct a first-rate ship of a hundred guns, the size of HMS Victory, Lord Nelson’s flagship. Thus the forests were pillaged. Visiting the Forest of Dean in Gloucestershire in 1802, Nelson himself was appalled by what he saw and wrote to the Admiralty about the pigs which were eating all the acorns, gobbling the raw material of Britain’s naval future.


Shipbuilders knew that the timbers cut from freshly felled trees quickly succumbed to dry rot and were therefore useless. Timber was best left to season in the air for some years. The oak frames and planks selected for the building of HMS Victory at Chatham in 1759 were seasoned for thirteen years. In the late eighteenth century the British East India Company, merchants trading in India and elsewhere in Asia, asked shipwrights in Bombay to build them ships of teak grown along the Malabar coast of western India. It was called ‘Hindustan oak’ and its natural oil defended the hull against worm. The Company established botanical gardens in Calcutta in 1787 specifically for growing teak for shipbuilding. Before coppering was introduced oak-built ships were usually good for only four voyages from Britain to the east, but Indian-built teak ships famously sailed for many years.


*


For the Romans the chief attraction of Wales was its gold, silver, lead and copper quarried by British labourers and slaves. In 1761, the year that HMS Alarm was sheathed, and in 1768, prospectors located copper among the old Roman diggings on Parys mountain in the heart of Anglesey. Here, as Erasmus Darwin, Charles’s grandfather, ornately put it, were ‘azure ores bosom’d in rock’.


Two landowners claimed rights to the mountain and both of them asked Thomas Williams, the local solicitor, to disentangle their claims. Williams was as diplomatic as he was shrewd. He became manager of both men’s mines. In a few years he rose to the overlordship of what turned out to be a copper mountain at a time when pernicious worms, French hostility and British naval interests combined to make copper a most valuable strategic resource. For Thomas Williams it was better to be sitting on a hill of copper than a pile of gold.


Just as the ironmasters made their wealth from the army’s need for guns and cannonballs, so Thomas Williams prospered from the Royal Navy’s demand for copper. Although he had no experience of industry he soon revealed a trader’s acumen and an ambition for commercial power. He rapidly became boss, or dictator as his enemies saw it, of much of the British copper trade and before long emerged as the greatest British industrial magnate of the late eighteenth century.


He was a pioneer businessman and showed how a proper tycoon should operate. He was hard-headed, made decisions quickly and did not go back on them. To build his empire he acquired mines, mills, smelters and factories in England, Scotland and Wales and travelled frequently to meet his managers and workers. He was a master of manufacture and a far-sighted organizer of transport and distribution. He sent his ore and copper ingots by sea and by the network of inland canals which transformed British transport between 1760 and 1800. Canals were far more efficient for bulk transport than roads. There was a simple formula. A large horse could carry on its back a burden of around 300 pounds. A load of more than twice that weight could be drawn if it were on a cart. If the cart were on rails this same horse could pull two tons. But a single horse could tow twenty tons of freight loaded into a canal barge.


In 1780 Williams built a copper works at Holywell in Flintshire which was ‘stupendous in extent, expense and ingenuity’. The ruins are still there and still to be marvelled at. The copper rollers were turned by wheels powered by the copious waters of Holywell spring. This was for centuries, and remains today, a destination for Christian pilgrims, the place where Henry V gave thanks for his victory at Agincourt and the Gunpowder Plotters sought blessing.


Thomas Williams’s smelting and manufacturing works hugely increased his power. As well as copper sheets it turned out huge quantities of brass and copper wire, pans for refining sugar, and distilling rum in the West Indies and copper plates for etching and printing. Williams minted his own copper coinage to pay his men and himself amassed the then astonishing fortune of £1 million.


Contemporary industrialists regarded the ‘Copper King’, as he became known, with mixed admiration and awe. Matthew Boulton, the Birmingham manufacturer, wrote of him in 1785: ‘He has certainly done more in the copper trade than all the other drones in it, he is taking gigantic strides.’ But admiration turned to acid, especially in the years from 1787 to 1792 when Williams had the monopoly of British copper. His rivals complained of his hard-headedness. Boulton called him ‘the despotic sovereign of copper’; and James Watt wrote of him as ‘a perfect tyrant who will screw damned hard when he has got anybody in his vice’. In 1800 Williams’s business enemies, supported by William Pitt, the Prime Minister, accused him of controlling and inflating the price of copper. Williams, by then the Member of Parliament for Marlow, Buckinghamshire, called for a parliamentary investigation. It cleared him.


*


Only two years after his Holywell mill started producing its shining rolls and ribbons of copper, Williams had faced disaster and the prospect of extinction when the Admiralty came close to abandoning the magic metal. Because copper nails were soft, shipwrights used hard nails and bolts of iron to fasten copper sheets to hulls. Seawater caused electrolytic rotting between the copper and the iron fastenings, and the holes exposed the timbers to the teredo. Inspectors found that an iron bolt an inch and a quarter in diameter had eroded over two years ‘to the size of a quill’. Similarly, copper rudder fittings fastened with iron crumbled away. Many of these were substantial, the bolts twenty feet long and the rudder bands and braces more than a ton and a half in weight. In 1782 catastrophic corrosion was suspected in the loss of four ships and the deaths of hundreds of men off Newfoundland. It may also have been a factor in the loss in the same year of HMS Royal George which rolled over and sank at Spithead, the naval anchorage off Portsmouth, drowning 900 seamen and their female visitors. An examination of HMS Victory at that time disclosed widespread rot in the timbers beneath her corroded copper sheathing, while a naval officer inspecting the hulls of warships in 1783 found decaying planks and iron bolts reduced to ‘rusty dust’. The wooden walls were crumbling. The Admiralty complained that the marriage of iron and copper had contributed to naval losses in the American war. Ships were being lost for the want of a nail.


Inevitably, a strong prejudice quickly grew up against copper, but steadier minds saw that the remedy for corrosion was to fix the sheathing with fastenings of the same metal. It was a matter of finding a way to make hard copper nails and bolts. Thomas Williams had scant technical skill himself but among his men he found two who did. In 1783 they successfully hardened copper by pressing it in cold rollers; and the manufacture began of the new nails, bolts and rudder bands, ‘harder, suffer than any iron bolts’. The relieved Admiralty ordered all ships to be fitted with them.


French naval experts visiting the Holywell works during the brief spells of peace with Britain found the nails better than anything made in France; and Williams, as hard as one of his own nails, employed travelling agents to supply his copper to the navies of France, Spain and Holland. He also pointed out, in his businesslike way, that coppered merchant ships kept their value and lasted longer. In 1799 he urged Liverpool owners to copper their ships, citing the example of ‘a vessel belonging to Liverpool that was copper bolted and sheathed in 1785 … and has sailed from thence on her sixteenth voyage to Africa, the West Indies and home’. Well into the nineteenth century shipowners made a point of emphasizing in their advertisements that not only were their vessels copper-bottomed, they were also copper-fastened.


Thomas Williams’s hardened copper bolts and fittings, the nails as small as two and a half inches, were technological details that made a significant difference in the British struggle against the French threat. In the Napoleonic wars the Royal Navy’s ships, with their vital skins of copper, sailed at their best possible speed, the fastest of them making around five or six knots. But, more importantly, ships were able to remain continuously at sea for many months and maintain the pressure of the blockade on French ports. This strategy prevented Napoleon’s admirals gaining control of the English Channel and opening the way to invasion of Britain.


During the blockade thousands of sailors did not step ashore for almost two years between 1803 and 1805. Theirs was a unique achievement of endurance and seamanship, month upon month of tedious and exhausting patrol along notoriously dangerous coasts, from Brest to Toulon, waiting for the enemy to emerge. Nelson took pains to prevent disease and discontent among his men by seeking out traders in small Mediterranean ports who would sell him meat on the hoof, lemons and the sailors’ favourite vegetable, onions. At last the exasperated Napoleon, who knew little of the sea, ordered his fleet to sail, come what may. After the arduous years of their blockade, the men of the storm-beaten ships of the Royal Navy were toughened, determined and ready to finish the matter; and this they did at Trafalgar. 


*


Thomas Williams died in 1802, remembered with affection by the people of Anglesey, including those hundreds of men, women and children who bent to the gruelling labour of hammering his copper ore into walnut-sized pieces to prepare it for smelting. He was, for his time, a decently paternal employer and long after his death people referred to him as Twm Chwarae Teg, Tom Fair Play. He was thrice-buried, first in Bath, then in Llanidan in his native Anglesey, and finally, twenty years later, in Llandegfan church.


In the absence of his powerful personality his copper empire gradually broke up. In 1926 part of it formed the core of Imperial Chemical Industries. His money made some of his female descendants acceptable brides for dukes and earls. Sir Kyffin Williams, the artist, who has Thomas Williams on one branch of his family tree, describes entertainingly how Thomas Williams’s decadent progeny frittered much of the fortune. In the new age of the railway timetable Thomas’s eccentric grandson insisted on telling the time by the sun, thereby, and to his fury, missing many trains at Menai Bridge station. Between trains he fathered eight extravagant and scandalous children, two sons and six pretty daughters, one of whom, Edith, ‘became shamefully involved’ with the Prince of Wales and Lord Blandford. This affair led to the Prince challenging Lord Randolph Churchill to a duel. Lord Randolph was Blandford’s brother and Winston Churchill’s father. The whole seedy affair was firmly squashed by Queen Victoria who looked down her nose at this generation of Thomas Williams’s descendants and called them a bad lot. Naughty Edith spent some of her share of the Copper King’s money on a carriage drawn by four ostriches.
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With dauntless feet







‘And he said to me: “By the Arctic Sea there’s a treasure to be won”.’


Robert Service, ‘The Ballad of the Northern Lights’





In log trading posts beside the rivers across the Canadian wilderness, where hunters and trappers gathered to deal in furs and buy supplies, Indians told tales of wealth and saw a gleam in the eyes of listening white men. In the distant north, they said, there was a river that no European had ever visited, and its rocks were rich in copper. For proof, they showed the copper knives and ornaments made by the Indians who travelled and traded beyond the Arctic rim. In 1767 two Chippewa Indians arrived in Prince of Wales fort, the Hudson’s Bay Company base on the western shore of the great bay, and sought an interview with the commander. They had just walked and canoed from the far north and they unrolled a deerskin on which they had drawn a map showing the river where copper deposits lay. In the following year the commander sailed for London to meet the Company’s directors. He showed them the Indians’ skin chart. With its crude lines, its promise of treasure beyond the tundra and its authentic sniff of the north, it was evocative indeed.


The Hudson’s Bay Company, more formally known as the Honourable Company of Adventurers of England Trading Into Hudson’s Bay, was founded in 1670 to develop and administer the fur trade in Canada. King Charles II granted a charter to his cousin, Prince Rupert, chief of a coterie of eighteen directors who were declared the ‘absolute lords and proprietors’ of Rupert’s Land, a vastness of forests, rivers and lakes. In time this barely explored northern territory grew by acquisition to cover two-fifths of modern Canada, a twelfth of the world’s land. It stretched from Labrador to the Rocky Mountains and incorporated northern Quebec, most of Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, large tracts of Alberta and the North West Territory, and some of North Dakota and Minnesota.


Its bleakness commended it to some in Britain as an ideal penal colony: there were always those who sought a moon of banishment, and it was suggested that the more hardened criminals should toil as the slaves of Eskimos. The land was only sparsely peopled but had an abundance of valuable far-bearing animals, bear, muskrat, lynx, wolf, mink, marten, otter, red, silver and white fox and, the monarch of them all, the personable and ingenious beaver. This builder of dams and river lodges was the heart of the early economy and history of Canada, and for that reason has a place in the country’s coat of arms. Beaver pelts, called ‘plews’, were the finest possible material for hats. From the seventeenth century into the nineteenth a hat of beaver felt was a practical and fashionable necessity, and often expensive. The Morgan family tomb in Skenfrith church in Monmouthshire makes the point: on one side of it are carved relief images of four sons, wearing doublets and hose, and the picture is completed by separate carvings of beaver hats, status symbols showing that in life the boys had done well; a posthumous swank.


The Company formed its own empire. Its charter allowed it everything it could possibly desire, ‘the whole trade of all those seas, straits, and bays, rivers, lakes, creeks and sounds … that lie within the entrance of Hudson’s Straits’. It was run by a secretive and privileged circle, its shareholders anonymous, even its Governor’s name discreetly concealed. It was almost religiously devoted to profit, ruled by the stern regulations of thrift and untainted by benevolence.


From its Canadian headquarters on the St Lawrence River near Montreal the Company cast a web of trading posts and forts across the north. It put much of the management of them into the hands of men from Orkney, as rugged as their native rock. This was a tradition and a convenience. The Company ships, sailing from London to Hudson Bay, always stopped for water at Stromness in the Orkneys, and while filling the barrels the captains hired likely young Orcadians happy to commit themselves to an existence of long exile in pitiless winters. Determinedly self-sufficient, these recruits found wives among the Indians and the people of mixed European and Indian blood with whom they traded. During the nineteenth century the Company was so rooted in Canada’s history, so old indeed, that its initials HBC were said to stand for Here Before Christ. Just as the Romans counted time from the founding of their city-state, so the Company dated its calendar from the year of the royal charter: 1670 was Year One. Through its sheer reach and authority the Company shaped the politics, character and boundaries of Canada and built a bulwark against the probing and elbowing of American colonizers.


In May each year the Company’s ships made a three-month voyage across the North Atlantic to Five Fathom Hole in Hudson Bay. Almost as large as the Mediterranean, its shoreline curving in a horseshoe of more than 7,500 miles, the bay was usually navigable for three or four months, from July to October. The ships unloaded guns, axes, knives, iron, liquor and trading goods and filled their holds with the pungent bales of pelts for the warehouses in London.


*


King Charles’s charter obliged the Hudson’s Bay Company not only to trade in furs but also to send men to find the North West Passage, the icy grail of northern discovery. The Passage existed in men’s imaginations as a short cut from the Atlantic to the Pacific, an easy avenue to the wealth of India and the East Indies, and especially of China, poetically known as Cathay. The quest for the Passage had become pressing after the overland spice roads from the East to Europe fell into the hands of the Ottoman Turks who seized Constantinople in 1453 and threatened the supplies of pepper, cinnamon, nutmeg and cloves that preserved and flavoured the Europeans’ winter meat and made life more enjoyable. The only ocean routes to the East, by way of the Cape of Good Hope and Cape Horn, were hazardous and extremely long; and in any case they were for years controlled by Spain and Portugal, for in 1494 the world had been divided by Pope Alexander VI into zones of Spanish and Portuguese influence.


Merchants and mariners believed that the North West Passage would make dukes of its discoverers. The challenge was to find the zigzag way through the monstrous jigsaw of islands along the northern rim of Canada; or to discover a river on which a ship could sail clear across North America to the far ocean. The possibility of sailing to the East across the top of the world grew into a peculiarly British passion and torment. In 1745 an Act of Parliament offered a reward of £20,000 to the explorer who could unravel the enigma. For more than three centuries it was a siren that drew men to the ice and then killed them, one of the grand delusions of exploration.


By 1769 critics of the Company of Adventurers were drumming their fingers and complaining that while the ‘absolute lords’ were profiting from the beaver they had done little to meet their charter obligations to find a passage through the Arctic labyrinth.


Enter Samuel Hearne, an ambitious sailor aged twenty-four. Born in London, he entered the Royal Navy as a captain’s servant at the age of eleven and, suitably toughened and educated, joined the Hudson’s Bay Company as mate of a whaling sloop; and there could be no harsher life than hunting whales in the Arctic. Anxious to make a reputation as an explorer, he petitioned his masters for an assignment. He was just the man they were looking for. They commanded him to walk north-west from Prince of Wales fort, the most northerly British outpost in Canada, cross the scrub, tundra and permafrost of the region which would later be called the Barrens, and strike out for the shores of the Arctic Ocean. He was to see if a North West Passage led westward out of Hudson Bay and to find and evaluate the copper-bearing rocks in the Coppermine River described by the Indians. He would have to make a round trip of more than 3,500 miles over country no European had ever travelled. He prepared for the journey by studying navigation at the fort with the amiable William Wales, an astronomer deeply involved in the problem of fixing longitude. Wales was there to observe the transit of Venus across the sun, a counterpart to the observation of the transit being made by Captain Cook in Tahiti.


On 6 November 1769 a seven-gun salute cracked in the freezing air as Hearne, with two white men and two Cree Indians, marched out of the fort. Three weeks and 200 miles later, Indians stole the party’s muskets and food and ran off laughing. Hearne and his men survived the journey back by trapping rabbits when the going was good, and chewing their hide coats for nourishment when it was bad. He had seen famished Indians eat their clothing: ‘sometimes a piece of an old half-rotten deerskin or a pair of old shoes were sacrificed to alleviate extreme hunger’.


Hearne rested at the fort for two months and set out once more, this time with an Indian guide who claimed to know the river where the copper lay. Six months later Indians robbed Hearne of his tent, coat and gun, and his guide fled. In a few days he began to suffer the agonies of hunger: ‘For want of action the stomach so far loses its digestive powers that it resumes its office with pain and reluctance. Another disagreeable circumstance of long fasting is the extreme difficulty and pain attending the natural evacuations.’


Now, far from the fort, without shelter, alone and with little hope of finding food, he faced a freezing death. His rescue was a true story of the north, as utterly astonishing as it was melodramatic. A party of Chippewa, led by their chief, Matonabbee, found the desperate Hearne and gave him food and a suit of otter skins. They fashioned saplings into snowshoes for him and guided him back to Prince of Wales fort. Matonabbee, a striking man six feet tall, had been born in the fort and knew English. Indeed, he had been one of the Indians who had travelled to the distant north and had drawn the deerskin map that had so roused the excitement of the Hudson’s Bay Company. As Hearne and Matonabbee snowshoed towards the fort, a rapport grew between them, a mutual affection that bridged their cultures and seemed to make a link between the world of the modern European and what white men saw as the realm of the primitive. To the grateful Hearne Matonabbee appeared a noble man, ‘the most sociable, kind and sensible Indian’ he had ever met, a paragon with elegant table manners and ‘the vivacity of a Frenchman, the sincerity of an Englishman and the gravity and nobleness of a Turk’. He was also ‘remarkably fond of Spanish wines, though he never drank to excess’.


Matonabbee told Hearne that a man had no hope of getting far if he made the fundamental mistake of journeying without women. Success in northern travel, he pointed out, depended on them. Women were made for labour, were inured to it from childhood, and one woman could lift as much as two men. They carried tent poles, skins and other baggage, in summer shouldering loads of eight or ten stone, more than a hundred pounds, and in winter even heavier burdens. ‘They pitch our tents,’ Matonabbee said, ‘make our clothing and keep us warm at nights. There is no such thing as travelling any distance without them.’ Also, Matonabbee added, wives were cheap to maintain and in hard times needed little food, ‘for as they always cook, the very licking of their fingers in scarce times is sufficient for their subsistence’.


Hearne had been more than eight fruitless months on his second thrust into the north but he recuperated in the fort for only twelve days before setting out once more, in December 1770. This time, as he headed into the spongy tundra and wind-scoured snowfields, he knew exactly what to do. He put himself into the hands of Indians led by his new friend Matonabbee, who had a platoon of wives. He committed himself to living off the land, depending for food on berries and roots and on the wandering herds of caribou which migrated northward every spring and summer, and were for native people the difference between life and death. Hearne took very little: a gun, a quadrant to fix his position, some tobacco, a coat, a spare pair of underdrawers and his journal.


*


Hearne’s companions inspected him closely. To their eyes he looked a strange creature. His hair, they told him, was like a stained buffalo tail, his pale eyes resembled a gull’s and his face seemed like meat soaked in water and drained of blood. ‘I was viewed as so great a curiosity that whenever I combed my head some of them never failed to ask for the hairs that came off which they carefully wrapped.’ In turn he looked at his companions and wrote a description of them: they were strong and robust, their skins smooth and polished and free of smell, the men mostly beardless and neither men nor women having much body hair.


On freezing nights in the whirling snow they all huddled together like puppies for warmth, on spruce-bough beds if they, were lucky, the bitter wind tearing like a wild animal at their tents. The party varied in numbers as Indian families joined and left, but sometimes it was sixty strong and required large supplies of food. The women butchered and cooked the animals the men hunted, but did not themselves eat until all the men were sated. ‘In times of scarcity,’ wrote Hearne, ‘it is frequently their lot to be left without a single morsel.’ From time to time, he observed, the men stuffed themselves until they fell writhing, clutching their distended stomachs in pain.


Hearne took to the hunter’s diet; not that he had much choice. He enjoyed the raw brains of animals and the freshly plucked foetuses of deer and beaver, ‘the greatest dainties that can be eaten’. The sex organs of male animals were a men-only dish but both men and women were ‘remarkably fond of the wombs of buffalo and deer’. They all ate kidneys warm, straight from the animal, even if it were still alive, and sucked fresh blood from the hole made by a musket ball. The vitamins in raw food helped them to avoid scurvy. A favourite meal was the half-digested and fermented contents of a caribou stomach, particularly tasty if the animal had been feeding on lichens. Into the stomach the Indians poured blood and also threw lumps of fat which had first been chewed into tenderness by men and boys. ‘To do justice to their cleanliness I must observe that they are very careful that neither old people with bad teeth nor young children have any hand in preparing this dish.’ The stomach bag was smoked over a fire and when cooked gave off steam ‘in the same manner as a joint of meat, which is as much as to say, Come, eat me now’. He thought the dish ‘exceedingly good, with an agreeable acid taste, that were it not for prejudice, might be eaten by those who have the nicest palates’.


Hearne declared that ‘whoever wishes to know what is good must live with the Indians’. He liked the strips of meat and fish set out on top of the women’s bundles to dry in the sun on the march. He shrank, however, from joining his companions when they snacked on the flies and lice they picked from their clothes and heads. Matonabbee, he saw, was so ‘fond of those little vermin he set five or six of his wives to work to louse their deerskin shirts, the produce of which he eagerly received with both hands and licked them in fast’. Clothing made of deerskin provided delicacies other than lice. It was also a source of worms and warble flies, the latter as large as the joint of the little finger. ‘They are said to be as fine as gooseberries,’ Hearne reported. ‘When I acknowledge that the warbles and lice are the only things of which I could not partake I trust I shall not be reckoned over-delicate.’ He himself once kept going through three foodless days on a pipeful of tobacco.


As they trekked north Matonabbee indulged a whim and bought another wife from some passing Indians. He already had seven, ‘most of whom’, in Hearne’s opinion, ‘would for size have made good grenadiers’. Matonabbee took pride in their strength and stamina. A woman who gave birth on the trail soon slung her baby on her back, took up her burden of skins and poles and kept marching. A sick woman, like an ailing man, would be left by the trail with a deerskin cloak and some food, and the rest of the group would ‘take their leave and walk away crying’. The hard lives of Indian women made ‘the most beautiful among them look old before thirty’, thought Hearne, ‘and several of the ordinary ones are perfect antidotes to love and gallantry’. They were, nevertheless, desirable for all sorts of reasons. An Indian would take another man’s wife simply by wrestling for her in a stag-like brawl. On the other hand it was common for men ‘to exchange a night’s lodging with each other’s wives … esteemed as one of the strongest ties of friendship between two families; and in the case of the death of either man the other considers himself bound to support the children of the deceased’.


One of the skills a man prized in a woman was her ability to cure and shape skins and make fur clothing. The Indians prepared for winter by killing deer with spears and bows and arrows in late summer before the hair grew so long that it would drop off. Hearne recorded that a warm winter suit for one person required eight to ten deerskins; and each individual also needed another ten skins to make leather stockings, shoes and lengths of rawhide, a total of about twenty skins for each person each year.


However hard the going over ice and swamp, and through stormy snowy days when there was nothing to eat, Hearne turned with a remarkable discipline to his journal. It was a companion to him; and we can imagine how curious he would have seemed to the Indians as he hunched himself over the pages in his squaw-made deerskin robe and scratched and scribbled away with half-frozen fingers. He was a born reporter and never failed to make detailed notes of everything he saw, be it vegetation, animals or birds. He did not, for example, omit to write a description of the dung of the musk-ox, that shaggy and bulky relic of the last Ice Age. He composed a minutely observed account of the intercourse of porcupines, recording that ‘their mode of copulation is singular, for their quills will not permit them to perform that office in the usual mode. To remedy this inconvenience, the usual mode is for the male to lie on his back, and the female to walk over him beginning at the head till the parts of generation come into contact.’


He described how his companions fashioned canoes from birch bark and saplings, how they made sledges and how they foraged and hunted. He watched them kill moose when the animals were at their most vulnerable, crossing water, and saw two boys stalk one, killing it ‘by forcing a stick up its fundament when they had neither gun nor bow with them’. Moose nose and tongue, he added, were ‘most excellent’ to eat. In the dark winter days when the pale sun barely rose halfway up the trees he observed how ‘the brilliance of the aurora borealis and of the stars made some amends, for it was frequently so light all night that I could see to read very small print. In still nights I have frequently heard it make a rustling and cracking noise like a large flag in a fresh gale of wind.’


To his observant gaze and open mind the habits, spirituality, beliefs and techniques of the Indians were of constant interest. He looked on as medicine men treated the sick.




They use no medicine in ordinary cases, sucking the part affected, blowing and singing to it, hawking, spitting and uttering a heap of unintelligible jargon. For some inward complaints, griping of the intestines, difficulty of making water, &c., it is very common to see those jugglers [by which he meant the medicine men] blowing into the anus, or the parts adjacent, till their eyes are almost starting out of their head: and this operation is performed indifferently on all, without regard to age or sex. The accumulation of so large a quantity of wind is at times apt to occasion some extraordinary emotions, which are not easily suppressed by a sick person; and as there is no vent for it but by the channel through which it was conveyed, it sometimes occasions an odd scene between the doctor and his patient … they frequently continue their windy process so long that I have seen the doctor quit his patient with his face in a very disagreeable condition. However laughable this may appear to a European, custom makes it very indecent to turn anything of the kind to ridicule.





Hearne and Matonabbee’s people walked to the 300-mile-long Great Slave Lake and headed north to the Coppermine River. The Indians prepared enthusiastically for a clash with the Eskimos, their traditional enemies, and painted their faces red or black and cut their hair short. Hearne himself, ‘fearing I might have to run’, took off his cap and stockings and tied up his hair. He was a horrified witness when his companions fell upon an encampment of twenty Eskimos at a place known ever since by the name Hearne gave to it: Bloody Fall. The Indians speared the Eskimos one by one and Hearne possibly embellished the story for publication; certainly he spared no horrible detail of the skewering and squirming of the victims.


In July 1771 the party arrived at the mouth of the Coppermine and Hearne stood on the shore of the Arctic Ocean. He searched for a few hours in the river valley for the legendary deposits of copper ore, but found only ‘a jumble of rocks and gravel’, and some evidence of Indian mining. There were no large deposits of copper, no fortune for the Company. He also concluded, rightly, having crossed no salt-water stream on his journey, that no North West Passage issued from Hudson Bay. When the party turned and began the long trek back ‘we travelled so hard that my feet and legs swelled, several toenails dropped off, the skin chafed off the tops of my feet … I left the print of blood almost at every step I took’.


On the return journey they came across a young Indian woman who had been kidnapped by another tribe, had escaped and had lived for seven months on her own by snaring squirrels and partridge. She was good-looking and the men in Matonabbee’s party began to wrestle each other for the right to take her as a wife. Matonabbee thought he would wrestle, too, but one of his harem joked mischievously but unwisely that ‘he had more wives than he could properly attend’. Hearne, who had written admiringly of the ‘benevolence and universal humanity’ of his noble friend, now saw his savagery. The wife’s ‘piece of satire proved fatal, for the great man Matonabbee, who would willingly have been thought equal to eight or ten men in every respect, took it as such an affront that he fell on her with both hands and feet and bruised her to such a degree that she died’.


It took eleven months for the party to walk, snowshoe, sledge and canoe back to Prince of Wales fort by way of the Great Slave Lake and the Slave River. They arrived on the last day of June 1772, after eighteen months and twenty-three days away. Hearne had won his place in history, the first European to travel overland to the Arctic Ocean. It was a northern epic. Much of the land he traversed would not be penetrated again until the 1890s.


*


Three years later, in 1775, when Hearne was thirty, the Hudson’s Bay Company rewarded him with the governorship of Prince of Wales fort. He expanded the fur trade with Indian trappers, kept beavers as household pets and set up home with a gentle half-Indian girl of sixteen. This agreeable life was abruptly disturbed in 1782 when French warships sailed into Hudson Bay and a party of soldiers seized the fort, taking the furs and blowing up the ramparts. Hearne’s charming young mistress fled into the wilds where she eventually died. His old friend Matonabbee, his morale broken by the destruction of the fort and the belief that the French would murder him, hanged himself. The French soldiers confiscated Hearne’s journal, the account of his northern journeys, and gave it to their commander, Jean-François de Galoup, Comte de La Perouse, a navigator and admirer of James Cook. Within three years he would be leading a scientific expedition in the Pacific. He read Hearne’s journal with approval and recognized it as a masterpiece of Arctic travel. He was struck by the author’s humanity which, he may have considered, was much like his own: he would later be noted for his kindly dealings with Pacific islanders. The perfect French gentleman, he returned the journal to Hearne, urging him to publish it.


Hearne was forty-two when he sailed for England from Hudson Bay in 1787. He spent his last years in Red Lion Square in London and continued to enjoy his fish cooked in the way he had enjoyed in Canada, barely scorched and almost raw. He knew how to survive on the roughest of frontiers but in London he seemed to be out of his element. Perhaps because he felt a misfit he drank heavily. A publisher gave him a generous advance of £200 for his book but he never saw it in print. He had been dead three years when it was published in 1795.


In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries many European travellers in the world’s wild places, certain of their higher cultural rank, despised indigenous skills and customs and died, hungry or thirsty, frozen or baked, while around them people survived. Hearne was broad-minded and shrewd enough to see that in crucial matters of diet, clothing and adaptation to severe conditions the people of the land knew how to live. Their native lakes and forests did not seem terrible to them. Hearne himself did not regard the land as a foe, nor did he consider his companions primitive and inferior. He demonstrated that one of the keys to survival was humility.
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Elephants for want of towns







‘Tales, marvellous tales


Of ships and stars and isles where good men rest …’


James Elroy Flecker, ‘The Golden Journey to Samarkand’





As Samuel Hearne demonstrated, a journey needed a journal. An explorer without words was merely a man with scratches and sore feet. The tracks that travellers etched in distant snows, and the wakes inscribed by sailors on the sea, were only the overture to discovery. Those who vanished over the horizon and entered the voids coloured by legend and imagination had a duty to respond to the hunger for information. A raconteur was all very well; serious-minded scholars, navigators, merchants and publishers demanded something more satisfying: detailed notes and maps and drawings bearing the unmistakable watermark of truth.


‘Take with you paper and ink and keep a continual journal of remembrance day by day.’ Thomas Randolfe’s instruction to men about to journey beyond the known world went to the point of exploration. As Queen Elizabeth’s ambassador to the Russian court in 1588, he authorized three Englishmen to explore the seas north of Russia and ordered them to commit to memory everything they saw, ‘not forgetting or omitting to write it’.


Note it, he added, by way of emphasis, ‘that it may be showed and read at your return’.


Samuel Johnson underlined the desire for facts. ‘I can only wish for information,’ he said in a letter to Warren Hastings, the Governor of Bengal, in 1774. He urged him to encourage an era of research and scholarship in India, ‘to inquire into many subjects of which the European world thinks not at all, or thinks with deficient intelligence and uncertain conjecture … our books are filled, I fear, with conjecture about things which an Indian peasant knows by his senses’.


Similarly, in 1803, Thomas Jefferson, President of the United States, instructed Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, on the eve of their departure for the American West, lands unpenetrated by any white man, to make careful records of all they experienced. He wanted their evidence undecorated and warned them not to allow their imaginations to fill the mysterious spaces.


*


The first great European travel journal and the influential impulse of the European centuries of exploration was Marco Polo’s account of his journeys in the East. It burst like sudden sunlight in the minds of those who read it. ‘I do give you all to understand’, the author wrote by way of modest introduction, ‘that since the birth of our Saviour and Lord Jesus Christ there has been no man, Christian or heathen, that has come to the knowledge and sight of so many diverse, marvellous and strange things as I have seen and heard …’


It was no doubt true. In the quarter of a century between 1271 and 1295, in the company of his father, Nicolo, and his uncle Maffeo, Marco Polo saw a remarkable number of cities and countries. Nicolo and Maffeo had already made a nine-year trading journey to Cathay and had been welcomed by the emperor, Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghis Khan, the Mongol conqueror of much of Asia. Marco Polo was seventeen when he set off with Nicolo and Maffeo. Travelling east from their native Venice they crossed Persia, Armenia, Afghanistan, the Pamir mountains and Kashmir and walked and rode through the Gobi desert into China to reach the court of Kublai Khan in Peking, modern Beijing. The emperor took to Marco Polo and gave him the roving commission that enabled him to travel widely and to regale Kublai Khan with stories of the amazing things he had seen. The three Venetians stayed in China for twenty years before making their way home through Java, Sumatra, Ceylon, the Andaman Islands and along the Indian coast. Marco Polo had seen more of the world than any other man and his reports were so fantastic and ranged across such distances that people called him ‘Marco of the millions’. He dictated his recollections to a writer of romances in Pisa; and these accounts circulated in Latin, Italian and French manuscripts and were read throughout Europe. They were first published as a book in 1477, in German. In 1579 John Frampton translated them from Spanish and published them as The Most Noble and Famous Travels of Marco Polo, ‘most necessary for all sorts of persons, and especially for travellers’.


Its readers fell into a wonderland: of amazing cities, diamond mines, pearl fisheries, harems and beautiful women, rhinoceroses, polar bears, spice gardens, sparkling islands and mountains of lapis lazuli. Marco Polo investigated the story of the dried pygmies exported from India as a delicacy and found it ‘an idle tale’, for they were monkeys preserved in camphor. It was sometimes hard to tell exactly where he had travelled. The stories had gaps and confusing passages and contained much hearsay (indeed some scholars doubt that he went to China at all). But all of his narrative was electric, compelling and kaleidoscopic. It gave men dreams to dream.


*


The book of Marco Polo’s travels contained no map, but maps in the fifteenth century were in any case few and consisted of limited and speculative drawings of perhaps a quarter of the world, all that was known. No Roman map survives. The Greek geographer Strabo envisaged the inhabited world as a northern hemisphere island. In the second century AD the Graeco-Egyptian astronomer Claudius Ptolemy, a citizen of Alexandria, a renowned centre of scientific study, compiled a world gazetteer and a collection of maps. His ideas were exciting because he allowed the possibility of inhabited lands as yet unexplored. He pioneered the mapping grid and confronted the problem of how to render the spherical earth on flat paper. Trawling widely for information he incorporated the reports of sailors and traders as well as his own observations. He set down the names and geographical coordinates of 8,000 places and included the Mediterranean and parts of India, China, Africa and south-east Asia. He also marked the British islands which apparently had been circumnavigated by the Greek mariner Pytheas who sailed from Marseilles in about 320 BC. Pytheas may also have visited Shetland and Norway. He saw the midnight sun, the darkless days of the far north’s high summer, and the pack ice he picturesquely called the curdled sea. His accounts introduced into European imagination the white north, the Arctic, which took its name from the nymph changed into a bear and placed in the sky as Arctos, the constellation of the Great Bear.


Ptolemy’s works vanished from Western view for more than a thousand years. Christian mobs burnt Alexandria’s library in the fourth century, but Ptolemy’s outstanding book Geography was saved. It was carried to Damascus and Baghdad and taken through the Islamic world to Moorish Spain and thence to Florence early in the fifteenth century where it was translated into Latin. Scholars reconstructed Ptolemy’s maps from his writings and published them in Italy and Germany in 1477, the year that Marco Polo’s journeys were first available in book form. Although the maps were a view from the Mediterranean of classical times, the vision of a scholar who had been dead for 1,300 years, they were nevertheless the most influential idea of what the world looked like, the beginning of modern cartography.


Map-makers used information supplied by seafarers and overland travellers. They often drew on Marco Polo’s luminous reports of the splendours of China and its neighbours. To fill some of the gaps they borrowed from the legend of Prester John, the mighty Christian king who supposedly ruled a twelfth-century Asian realm rich in sapphires and free of snakes, scorpions and noisy frogs. And they dipped their buckets into the entertaining fictional well of the travels of ‘Sir John Mandeville’, first written in French in the 1360s. From these sources and their imaginations they coloured their empty spaces with pictures of kings and palaces, prancing birds, demons, dragons and monsters.


In the fifteenth century China and the East Indies seemed to Europeans not only magical but almost unattainable. Marco Polo had journeyed overland to the East; but the growth of the Ottoman empire’s power in Turkey and the Middle East raised a barrier to easy European access by land. The question of whether the spices and treasure of the East could be reached by sea became a pressing one. John Frampton had expressed the hope that his translation of Marco Polo ‘might give great light to our seamen if ever this nation chanced to find a passage out of the frozen zone to the South Seas’.


*


Ptolemy’s authority as an astronomer ensured the survival into the sixteenth century of his belief in the idea that the sun revolves around the earth. His opinion that the earth was rather smaller than it really is, about three-quarters of its true size, also complicated the endeavours of the first Atlantic navigators. Certainly Christopher Columbus, of Genoa, was influenced by Ptolemy’s theory. He reasoned that the Atlantic was a fairly narrow sea that could be crossed in a few days. He proposed to make a landfall in the Indies and find his way to the gate of the earthly paradise which, many believed, lay just beyond Asia.


Columbus took years to win backing for this idea but at last he persuaded the King and Queen of Spain to sponsor him. After thirty-four days’ sailing he reached the Bahamas on 12 October 1492 and then found Cuba and Santo Domingo which he thought were stops on the way to paradise. In his cabin he had a Latin edition of Marco Polo which he frequently consulted and annotated. Sailing through the Caribbean, he believed he was in the very Indies the book described, although he could not find the promised wealth. Making landfall in Cuba he was convinced he had reached Cipangu, or Japan. He made three more Atlantic voyages in the service of Spain, in 1493, 1498 and 1502, and believed to the end of his life that the places he visited, in the Caribbean, Venezuela and Central America, were the spice islands of the East. He thought he had sailed close to the Ganges and had no conception of an American continent. The significance of his voyages was that for all his mistaken geography he joined the Old World irrevocably to the New. He sailed into the unknown convinced he would find something of importance; and after his visits the New World was permanently on the map. John Cabot, an Italian living in England, was also ignorant of the existence of an American continent. He sailed from Bristol in 1497, saw Newfoundland and landed, perhaps, in Nova Scotia, thinking he had reached Asia.


The year 1498 was an extraordinary one for exploration. The Portuguese Vasco da Gama found the sea route to India. He rounded the Cape of Good Hope, which was given that name because it promised to mark the way to the treasures and bounty of India, and rode with the monsoon to Kerala, on India’s southern coast. There he bought a cargo of the pepper, cloves and ginger that Europe craved. As a banner-bearer for Christianity, however, he was dismayed to find that St Thomas, Doubting Thomas, had beaten him to it by fourteen centuries and that there already existed a Christian community which wanted nothing to do with the Pope. Columbus made his third Atlantic voyage in 1498 and John Cabot set out from Bristol on his second and was never seen again.


Amerigo Vespucci, a Florentine banker, crossed the Atlantic in 1499 and deduced that Columbus was mistaken in his belief that the Caribbean was the island-strewn edge of the Indies. Vespucci thought it was the gateway to a New World. He went to Brazil in 1501, the year after it was discovered by a Portuguese fleet, and described its people as innocent, naked, clean and beautiful, free of greed and property, living in a fertile and flowery land, and enjoying life to the age of 130. So much did the women enjoy making love, he told his readers, that they applied biting insects to their men’s penises to make them swell.


In 1507 Martin Waldseemuller, a German priest and geographer, drew a map eight and a half feet wide on which he inscribed the word America, as a salute to Amerigo Vespucci whose book about Brazil he knew well. Richard Ameryk has a few champions in the eponym argument: he was King Henry VII’s customs officer in Bristol and a backer of John Cabot’s first voyage to Newfoundland in 1497. But Waldseemuller was clear that ‘Americus Vespucci’ was the man for posterity and he feminized Americus to America for consistency’s sake because Asia and Europa were goddesses. Waldseemuller was the first to use the term America and his map, which bore a small portrait of Vespucci, has been picturesquely called America’s birth certificate. Curiously, the map indicated an ocean west of the American continent, although at that time two key events concerning the Pacific lay in the future: Vasco Nunez de Balboa’s march over the isthmus of Panama and his sighting of the Pacific in 1513; and Ferdinand Magellan’s pioneering Pacific voyage in 1520.


A Portuguese in the service of Spain, Magellan believed that a passage could be found around the tip of South America that would open a route from the Atlantic to Asia, and especially to the ‘nutmeg rocks and isles of cloves’. He had no way of knowing the breadth of the ocean to which he gave the name Pacific. It was, as one of his biographers wrote, ‘a sea so vast that the human mind can scarcely grasp it’. Its immensity was an important finding of Magellan’s voyage of 1519–22; and although it was by then well known that the earth was a globe, the circumnavigation settled any doubts. Magellan’s ships, with one Englishman, Master Andrew from Bristol, aboard, took nearly four months to traverse what seemed an ocean empty of land. In that time their crews sighted just two uninhabited islands which they called the Unfortunate Isles. ‘Had not God given us so good weather,’ wrote one of the men, ‘we would have all died of hunger in the exceeding vast sea.’ Magellan found the Philippines and was killed there by natives. Few of the 280 men who set out with him reached Spain: some accounts say thirty-five survived, some eighteen. ‘I believe’, concluded one of them, ‘that no such voyage will ever be made again.’


*


In 1569 Gerhard Kremer, born in Antwerp of German parents, who had followed the habit of Renaissance scholars and latinized his name to Gerardus Mercator, published the map that changed the way the world was perceived. Hitherto, map-makers had approached the difficulty of representing the world’s spherical shape by drawing it as two circles or as an oval or a heart. Mercator’s projection, familiar to us today, flattened the sphere by stretching the polar regions and exaggerating the area of land masses in the north and south, so much so that Greenland looks the same size as India when, in reality, it is half its area. The map’s significance for navigators lay in Mercator’s drawing of the parallels of latitude and longitude as straight lines crossing at right angles. This was a gift for the ocean sailor. A line drawn on the Mercator chart is a line of constant compass bearing, much easier for the mariner to follow, but a concept too radical for Mercator’s contemporaries. Its scientific approach was not appreciated for more than a century and the French were the first to overcome a sailorly conservatism. ‘I wish all seamen’, said Admiral Sir John Narborough in the 1680s, ‘would sail by Mercator’s chart, which is according to the truth of navigation.’


Mercator illustrated the title page of his volume of maps with a picture of the giant Atlas, one of the Titans of Greek mythology, supporting the heavens on his shoulders, as he was condemned to do by Zeus. Thereafter any book of maps was an atlas. Scientific as he was, Mercator could not resist dipping his pen into Marco Polo’s coloured inkpots when he came to fill the blank spaces. Indeed the way in which map-makers continued to tantalize by embellishing their work with imaginary islands and fanciful pictures led Jonathan Swift to comment tardy in 1733:








So Geographers in Afric-Maps


With Savage-Pictures fill their Gaps;


And o’er unhabitable Downs


Place Elephants for want of Towns.











Publishers did not eradicate monsters and fairy-story kingdoms from the map of the world until the late eighteenth century, and it was well into the nineteenth before explorers laid to rest the riddles surrounding the sources of great rivers and the existence of inland seas. The fact that Greenland is an island was not proved until 1892. No man set foot on the Antarctic continent until 1895. It was not until the twentieth century that expeditions reached such romantic targets as the North and South Poles. Conquest of the highest mountains, like Everest, which for many years seemed unassailable, was not achieved until the second half of the twentieth century. Until the middle of the 1990s more than a million square miles of Antarctica were a cartographic blank, and satellite mapping of some of the interior and the coast was not completed until early in the twenty-first century. Mysteries, fortunately, remain, and, like the yeti, stimulate and entertain. In a nod to the romantic beasts drawn by the old map-makers, whimsical tourist maps still show Loch Ness inhabited by a monster.
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The appointment with Venus







‘I am tormented with an everlasting itch for things remote.


I love to sail forbidden seas and land on barbarous coasts.’


Herman. Melville, Moby Dick





More than two centuries after Magellan put the Pacific into the realm of knowledge, it remained largely unknown. A few British captains sailed there to rob Spanish imperial outposts of their gold and silver. In his circumnavigation between 1577 and 1580, Francis Drake seized Spanish treasure on the Pacific coast of South America and paid his London backers 4,700 per cent profit. George Anson sailed for the Pacific in 1740 as an obscure naval captain and returned a celebrity, knee-deep in treasure. He paraded his sensational loot through the streets of London in thirty-two squeaking wagons heaped with silver and pieces of eight, preceded by a band of drums and trumpets; and a newspaper crowed that Britain was mightier than ancient Rome.


Such voyages provided no answers to the pressing intellectual questions. In the middle of the eighteenth century the Pacific, covering a third of the earth’s surface and speckled with 20,000 islands, was still a blank. With America being steadily explored, European attention turned to another new world, far away in the South Seas.


To the discoursing classes interested in science and geography the Pacific became the quest and question of the time. How large was it, what sort of people lived there and, in particular, where exactly was Terra Australis Incognita, the great land that supposedly lay in the south of the ocean? From ancient times cosmographers insisted that since the world was spherical the continents of the northern hemisphere had necessarily to be balanced by a southern counterweight. Mercator, among others, showed a southern continent spread over the bottom of the world and extending almost to Africa and South America. It nagged at the imagination, like the puzzle of the lost civilization of Atlantis in the Atlantic Ocean. It was said to be 5,000 miles broad and the home of millions of tall and handsome people. Some speculated that parts of Australia and New Zealand sighted by early navigators were, possibly, northerly capes of Terra Australis Incognita.


After the crucial Seven Years’ War of 1756–63, in which Britain and France fought each other in India, Canada and the West Indies, Britain emerged as the leading world power. But rivalry persisted. Among other things it sharpened both British and French appetites for influence and knowledge in the Pacific. The impulse was inquiring, strategic and predatory. There was always the belief that newly found lands would yield such commercial prizes as cotton, spices, precious stones and timber. But whatever lay at the far side of the world, Britain had to respond to French pressure and assert its own power and reach at sea. To that end it needed the best navigational information.


In 1768 the Royal Society persuaded the Admiralty and the young King George III, its patron, of the importance of sending observers to the Pacific to record the transit of Venus across the sun and thereby calculate the distance between the earth and the sun, knowledge that would benefit astronomy and navigation. It would also help to find an answer to the mariner’s vexing problem of determining his longitude. An attempt to observe the transit in 1761 had failed and the next one would be in June 1769. After that there would be no transit until 1874 and 1882 and none at all in the twentieth century.


The Royal Society had been founded in 1660 as the Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge, ‘to study nature rather than books’, and it also had the admirable desire to make English simpler and clearer, the better to explain science. From its foundation it was strongly journal-minded and instructed ‘seamen bound for far voyages … to keep an exact diary’. Soon, on the recommendation of Christopher Wren and of Samuel Pepys, who was secretary to the Admiralty in the 1670s and 1680s, a drawing school was founded at Christ’s Hospital in London. Boys intent on a naval career were taught to sketch coasts, headlands and islands as aids to navigation; and to attain high standards of topographical accuracy.


For the appointment with Venus in the Pacific the Admiralty bought a three-year-old Whitby collier and named it Endeavour. It was fitted out in London for one of the most significant expeditions in the history of exploration and King George gave £4,000 towards the costs.


*


Astronomy and navigation had their place, but the King, the Admiralty and the science-minded expected much more from the voyage than dull calculations. They wanted the curtain lifted on the Pacific itself, the discovery of new lands and encounters with creatures and human beings never seen before. So it was that aboard the rugged little Endeavour room was made for the ‘ingenious gentlemen’. These were naturalists and artists who longed to be the first to tread the sands and forests of the islands. They would collect the Pacific, parcel it up and return it to their own world. They were led by Joseph Banks, twenty-five years old, personable, handsome and energetic, an ardent botanist and well-connected member of the Royal Society. He floated buoyantly on a handsome income of £6,000 a year from his estates and 200 farms at Revesby Abbey in Lincolnshire. Not for him the usual Grand Tour of the young English dilettante, the classical stones and other pleasures of France and Italy. ‘Every blockhead does that,’ he said breezily. Sailing around the world he would have the grandest tour of all.


His entourage, which he paid for, included his Swedish friend and fellow botanist Dr Daniel Carl Solander, whose presence underlined the team’s professional credentials. The others were Herman Sporing, a Swedish naturalist who acted as Banks’s secretary; two professional artists, Sydney Parkinson and Alexander Buchan; and two black servants and two white servants from Revesby Abbey. Banks also took two greyhounds. The artists were to make a comprehensive record of everything they saw in the South Seas; and Banks looked forward to returning in triumph with the first pictures of the Pacific world.


Endeavour departed Plymouth in August 1768. Ninety-four were aboard, a fair crowd in a ship of 370 tons, 107 feet in length and just over twenty-nine feet in the beam. The Admiralty insisted on discharging its duty to disabled servicemen by sending John Thompson, who lacked his right hand, to serve as the ship’s cook. It had been an Admiralty rule since 1704 to give precedence to such ‘cripples and maimed persons’ in the galley. The oldest of the crew was a sailmaker aged sixty-seven but most were in their twenties. The youngest was a boy of twelve, in keeping with the naval custom of taking children to sea to train them for the seafaring life, literally to learn the ropes, as servants, seamen and pupils. Nelson entered the service at eleven. Some lads went to sea at six. In manning the upper masts and rigging boys had the catlike agility that older men had lost. A ship’s company’s mixture of social types, experience and tender youth mirrored a society ashore in which children went to work at an early age. All this was a good hundred years before the condition called adolescence was identified and long before teenagers were invented.


*


Endeavour’s commander, James Cook, a Yorkshireman of Scottish descent, was thirty-nine. If not exactly a unicorn he was rare. The names of the ships he led to the Pacific, Endeavour, Resolution, Adventure, Discovery, serve as a motto for his life. Born in 1728, he became a grocer’s apprentice and then embraced the sea, learning seamanship in tough vessels like Endeavour, carrying coal from Whitby down the North Sea to London. When he was twenty-seven, in 1755, he entered the Royal Navy as an able seaman and rose by merit, not through family connection or influence. Shrewd officers noted his gifts and helped him. He saw action in a fight with a French ship. At twenty-nine he qualified as a ship’s master and entered a professional non-commissioned elite. He wore no braid or uniform but was a senior seaman, the navigator and, in many ways, the man with heavy responsibility at sea. In nine years of meticulous service he surveyed and charted the St Lawrence River and the difficult fissured coasts of Newfoundland and Nova Scotia. Meanwhile his account of an observation of an eclipse of the sun brought him to the attention of the Royal Society. The Society had in fact wanted its own man to lead the Pacific expedition: Alexander Dalrymple, a navigator and believer in Terra Australis Incognita, who would have a master to do the sailing. The Admiralty wisely rejected a divided command.


When it looked around for a navy man there was Cook in his prime: a six-footer of considerable presence, seasoned, square, serious and authoritative, also genial and passionate. He was modest but admitted an ambition to sail ‘as far as I think it possible for man to go’. Appointed to Endeavour he was promoted Lieutenant. He was on the threshold of the years in which he established himself as the greatest maritime explorer, who charted more than any individual before him and drew much of the Pacific and Australia and New Zealand into the world’s understanding.


Cook, the professional, the simply educated son of a farmhand, shared his cabin space with Banks, the amateur, the wealthy landowner schooled at Eton and Oxford. It was not always easy for captains to share confined quarters with civilian scientists. The French Pacific explorer Captain Nicolas Baudin wrote: ‘I must say that those captains who have scientists aboard their ships must, upon departure, take a good supply of patience. I admit that though I have no lack of it the scientists have frequently driven me to the end of my tether.’ Cook and Banks, however, got on well and founded a friendship that endured for the rest of Cook’s life, each recognizing that he had much to learn from the other. Banks had a flair for getting on with people and liked and respected Cook; and Cook was fifteen years his senior, with all the authority of a captain. They bridged their social differences. It was an age in which class and caste mattered but could be accommodated in subtle ways. In British society at that time, more than in any other European one, there was room to rise.


It was difficult, in any case, to maintain strict class distinctions in a crowded ship. Seagoing was dangerous and everyone aboard had a shared interest in survival and self-discipline. Cook’s striving for harmony was, not least, a matter of practical seamanship. 


*


The question of a suitable base in the Pacific for an observation of the transit of Venus had been conveniently resolved in May 1768 when Captain Samuel Wallis arrived home in HMS Dolphin with news of an exquisite island he had discovered during his recent circumnavigation. It was called Tahiti. Its position in the middle of the Pacific, as well as its animals, fruit, water and agreeable people, commended it as the perfect place for astronomical observation as well as for rest and refitting. Captain Wallis’s goat, which had supplied milk for the officers’ coffee during his voyage, was now performing the same function aboard Endeavour.


Before turning into the Pacific Cook stopped in Tierra del Fuego at the southern tip of South America. Banks, as if unleashed like one of his own greyhounds, led a party ashore. He and Dr Solander gathered plants while Buchan sketched a group of the native people. A sudden snowstorm trapped the party and forced them to spend the night in the open. Banks’s two black servants froze to death, Buchan had an epileptic seizure and Solander fell dangerously ill.


Cook rounded Cape Horn and on 13 April 1769, eight months from Plymouth, Endeavour anchored in the entrancing setting of Matavai Bay in Tahiti. Her crew beheld a crescent of beach and coconut groves beneath high and densely forested mountains. They watched with delight as scores of laughing, chattering, flower-decked islanders paddled out to them in a flotilla of canoes. The islanders made everyone welcome and offered feasts of roast pig, fish, lobster, roast dog as sweet as lamb, tender rats, breadfruit and coconut. Soon many of the crew had the company of girlfriends; and sex could be bought for an iron nail. Sydney Parkinson, the artist, disapproved of such easy-going relationships, ‘as if a change of place altered the moral turpitude of fornication’. Cook looked tolerantly on the liaisons, as he had permitted a measure of rum-soaked Christmas partying at sea. But, for all his appreciation of Tahitian charm, he himself kept the women distant and retained his authority, taking in good part the teasing that his age placed him beyond pleasure.


Enchanted early visitors to Tahiti trawled their lexicons. The French navigator Louis de Bougainville called the island a Pacific version of Cythera, the island of Aphrodite, goddess of love; and, for good measure, the Garden of Eden. He conjured the ineradicable image of South Seas charm in his description of the tawny Tahitian girl who glided over his quarterdeck in 1768 and ‘carelessly dropped a cloth which covered her’. This vision ‘appeared to the eyes of all beholders such as Venus showed herself to the Phrygian shepherd, having, indeed, the celestial form of that goddess’. Another stunned witness of this tableau murmured that the islanders ‘know no other God but love’. Images of nymphs in palmy islands scampered through European minds; and the word Tahiti itself took root as a synonym for allure.


Young and easy, Banks submitted to delight, thinking himself wafted to a classic Golden Age of Greece, to ‘an Arcadia of which we are going to be Kings’, and decided that the Tahitian ‘gentlemen, like Homer of old, must be poets as well as musicians’. He began to learn Tahitian and fell dewily in love with the island, its languorous life and its lithe, sensuous people. A bewitching girl ‘with a fire in her eyes’ ignited him. In common with many of Endeavour’s men he bared one of his arms to a Tahitian tattooist and so became a founder of the tattoo tradition among British sailors. He gave classical nicknames to some of the Tahitian men, Ajax and Hercules, for example, and likened the women to the graceful statue of the Venus of Medici in Florence, writing of their elegance and innocent and mischievous ways. All this, and even bread itself grew on trees, in the form of breadfruit.


Cook, however, did not view the Tahitians as idealized noble savages. He mingled with the people for three months, compared with Bougainville’s thirteen days, enjoyed their warmth and spontaneity and was not shocked by their sexual straightforwardness. He was sympathetic but saw them as all too human and from time to time as perfectly pesky. Their notions of property differed from his. They stole and picked pockets and saw no harm in it. But dark shadows fell. One day an islander snatched a musket and as he ran off with a crowd of companions a midshipman ordered marines to fire into the thick of them. They did so, said the artist Parkinson, ‘with the greatest glee, as if they had been shooting at wild ducks’, and killed one. ‘What a pity’, Parkinson said, ‘that such brutality should be exercised by civilized people upon unarmed ignorant Indians.’ The bloodshed angered Cook, too. He did not believe that killing taught lessons. ‘Contrary to the opinion of everybody,’ he wrote, ‘I would not suffer them to be fired upon.’


Cook’s instructions from the Admiralty for dealing with people in the Pacific were plain. He was to observe their ‘genius, temper, disposition and number … to cultivate a friendship and alliance, making presents of such trifles as they may value, inviting them to traffic, and showing them every kind of civility and regard’. He agreed with the moral view of James Douglas, the Earl of Morton and President of the Royal Society, who had written to him before he sailed saying that the killing of native people was ‘a crime of the highest order’ and urging him to check the wanton use of firearms and the petulance of seamen. The natives, Lord Morton said, ‘are the natural and legal possessors of the regions they inhabit’. But with the shooting of the islander, blood was drawn and the stain was there. Cook brooded on the violence of European intrusion, just as he brooded on the venereal disease that Europeans inevitably transmitted.
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