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            CHAPTER 1

            North Atlantic Ocean – Winter of 1832

         

         It can’t end here thought Shenkin, but the knife in Kettlewell’s hand said differently; even in the poor light of a cold winters morning the blade gleamed long, sharp edged, deadly. Kettlewell expertly tossed the knife from hand to hand, a twisted smile on his face. Shenkin moved back, one step, two steps. Dear god he thought I’m going to bloody die unless I do something quickly. The knife slashed inwards then upwards forcing Shenkin to move back across the tilting deck. Smirking, Kettlewell moved closer; the knife came flashing forward again, Shenkin lunged at Kettlewell’s knife hand but missed as the swaying deck of the ship sent him off balance. He felt the knife blade sink deep into his left side, feeling desperately behind him his hand grasped what felt like the top of a heavy stick. He swung it up from behind him and brought it down hard onto Kettlewell’s skull. He was gratified to feel gristle and bone collapse under the blow. The last thing Shenkin heard was Collins calling out his name, as he dropped to his knees and collapsed onto the rolling deck of the ship.

         To the sound of the wind and the pounding sea Shenkin came to his senses. The knife wound in his side rejoiced at his consciousness, sending waves of pain flooding through his body. While the ship pitched and rolled, he tried to stand but was sent reeling across the cabin. Tight leg irons bit into his ankles and tripped him up just short of the bulkhead. The sudden stop jarred his whole body, causing the wound in his side to open again. He tried anxiously to stem the flow of blood, as voices and the rattle of keys announced the arrival of visitors.

         ‘Sweet mother of God haven’t I told you to stay laying down?’ said Tarn, pushing roughly past the armed guard as he spoke.

         Dr Michael Patrick Tarn was short, thickset, with a barrel-chest that threatened to burst open his black salt-stained coat. He was blunt, abrasive, blasphemous, and Shenkin was fortunate he was the Surgeon-Superintendent on the Runnymede, a three-masted, ship-rigged convict ship of 594 tons. She was built in Calcutta in 1802 of the finest teak, classed in the Underwriters’ Green Book simply as Ship. She was still seaworthy but evil smelling, poorly ventilated, and badly in need of recaulking. Consequently, below the waterline sea water seeped through the seams, so that everyone and everything was damp and cold.

         Nevertheless, Tarn set about his duties to keep his patient alive, while the weather continued its brutal assault on the ship. Earlier that day the bleak January morning had frozen the image of London’s Woolwich Docks onto the eyes of the men aboard the ship. A pale watery-eyed sun had watched them sail down the Thames. Then out into the English Channel, a maelstrom of freezing wind and roaring waves. By Dover the weather was at gale force, where a north-easterly wind blew them down the English coast. After almost three days of hard sailing, they finally passed the Eddystone Rocks lying ghostly and threatening just eight miles off Rame Head on the starboard bow. The lighthouse stood aloof on top of the reef, it gave a one-eyed blink of goodbye to the Runnymede. Then they were into the full embrace of the North Atlantic where rolling seas carried the ship across the shallows of the continental shelf.

         The crew moved slowly in response to mist-muffled orders, shouted into the numbing cold; they were tired, short tempered and cursing. Their laboured breath hung in the air, a latticework of frozen breath. The rigging glistened in a spray of silvery frost as the wind howled at the floating prison of human cargo.

         In the hold between decks, converted to take the criminals of the British Empire as far from her shores as possible, 119 convicts were shackled in a union of suffering. They were wet to the skin, and blue of face, having had to stand on the open deck as the crew busied themselves with the ship. Their guards, muskets at the ready, had finally taken them down to the between deck. All the while the ship was pitching about like a cork in the tumultuous waves. The guards cursed as they issued some dry broad arrow marked clothes. These came in two sizes small and large, with nothing in between. The convicts tried to swap the clothes among themselves for the best fit they could find. Some with clothes half on, others with the arms of their tops tangled up they were pushed, shoved and cursed at towards a covered hut. There, blacksmiths began inspecting their leg irons, painful repairs were made. The more dangerous among them, their clothes marked with a red cross, were now doubled ironed, had it not been for the knife fight, as a political dissenter this would have included Shenkin. Painful shouts went out as metal trapped the skin pinching it tight between the metal. At long last they were marched back down to the dark damp between decks below the forecastle. Rows of iron grilled cells lined each side waiting with open mouths to devour their human cargo. First they were seated at long rough wooden tables. In front of them lay bread and cheese on tin plates, all of which were too hard for men or weevils to eat. Not that they had any appetite to eat; over the past hours most had been seasick, the deck was awash with sea water and vomit. Two of the convicts were already dead, but still sat upright in their collective bondage. Water rations lay ice bound in frost-decorated tin mugs. Bedding soaked by freezing cascading water from the upper decks hung over the bunks stiff with ice and dead frozen lice. Armed marines stood grim-faced at the foot of the companion ladders to the upper decks. These initial long hours of the voyage already seemed like a lifetime of pain and misery, if there was a worse place on God’s earth, then only he knew where.

         In the sick bay Surgeon-Superintendent Dr Tarn continued to treat his first patient of the voyage.

         ‘Sweet Jesus! Another bloody voyage, with stinking convicts, and bad bloody weather,’ said Tarn, muttering to himself. ‘Why in hell’s name do I do it?’

         Behind him Corporal Burke stood impassive at the cabin door. The keys in his large hand swinging to the roll of the ship. From time to time a scar just below Burke’s right eye, placed there by a French Grenadier Sergeant in the battle for Toulouse, caused his eyelid to twitch involuntarily. In fact, most of the guards of the Runnymede were serving British soldiers hardened by years of fighting the French. No longer required by their country to fight the career men and dregs from the war were being despatched to her colonies throughout the Empire. To save the War Office money, sergeants, experienced men, and raw recruits were often sent out on convict ships. Guarding in many cases their former comrades in arms. Many of which had taken to crime, stealing, rowdiness, destroying civic property, and killing for money or pride, no different from their days in Wellington’s army really. The Duke had called them “the scum of the earth” – they did their best to live up to the description. Now that they had won the battles and done most of the dying they had been discarded or redeployed. Their government felt that coming back from the war in rags with no money or jobs, was quite unforgivable. Begging on the streets of London was a constant reminder of a war best buried on the battlefields of France and Spain. In short, their country wanted rid of them together with all the rest of its criminal and political malcontents. Over a decade after Waterloo the government was still sweeping them under the dirty carpets of the British Empire’s penal colonies. So their former brothers-in-arms the guards of the good ship Runnymede spent the first long days settling them into their new surroundings. Iron fetters needed to be checked against men’s legs for size and movement. At least that was the terms laid down in the government contract, in truth both skin and bones would soon be reduced to the correct shape and size by the tight iron bands.

         While Captain Josiah Moxey dealt with easing the ship through the gale, the crew moved smartly to shouted orders for dealing with the weather, battening down the hatches, penning and straw bedding the livestock, and to a myriad of other things that were needed to secure the ship for a long voyage. Late on the third day all the crew were assembled on the well deck of the ship to bury the dead, as fast as possible. Two had died of hard labour and hunger after their time on the prison hulks at Woolwich, the third had been killed in a knife fight. The bodies lay shrouded in burlap, heavy weights were tied to the feet of each man to ensure a fast sinking. Each corpse lay on a mess table which was balanced on the ship’s top rail. While at the other end of the table two crew men stood ready to lift and slide each corpse into the turbulent ocean.

         Josiah Benjamin Moxey, Master of the Runnymede opened his Book of Common Prayer. Then hard of face and tone of voice he shouted into the icy wind, first their names then their convict numbers. ‘We therefore commit their bodies to the deep to be turned into corruption.’ As he spoke, he fought to stay upright against the force of the body bending blasts of wind. ‘Looking for the resurrection of the body when the sea shall give up her dead and the life of the world to come through our Lord Jesus Christ who at his coming…’ The wind caught the pages of the payer book and almost tore it from his hands. Recovering himself he continued, missing a few lines as he did; nobody cared they just wanted it over with. ‘According to the mighty working, whereby he is able to subdue all things to himself. Amen.’ A brief pause, then with a nod from the captain the burial parties upended the mess tables and over the side they went. Two had been soldiers in the war against the French but no Union Jack marked their exit from this world to the next. The third had been a thief who had preyed all his life on his fellow man. No difference now, all equally shrouded in dirty burlap sheets. One of the shrouds had become torn at the side and a blue white limp hand poked through the coarse hemp material, as if to wave farewell to his fellow convicts. Not even their entry into the water was heard above the roaring wind. Slamming the prayer book shut the captain turned on his heel and shouted. ‘Hats on! Every man to his duties, Mr Lawson if you please.’

         ‘Sir,’ shouted First Mate Lawson, turning to the Bosun. ‘Mr Travis make all secure.’

         ‘Ay, ay, sir,’ said Bosun William Travis, a small compact man full of efficient energy, who in spite of the cold had his arms bared. The short powerful arms were festooned with anchors and buxom women who danced on his muscles as he moved across the deck. ‘Lash those deck boats tighter to their blocks. You two there, aloft I want that loose staysail tightened,’ said Travis, pointing up at the foremast. One of the crew had one leg shorter than the other but went up the rigging as nimble has a monkey.

         Not seventy hours had passed since leaving port and they were burying them faster then they could feed them.

         Doctor Tarn returned to the sick bay to tend his wounded convict. His hands so numbed by the cold that they fumbled with the instruments in his bag. Although he had wedged himself into bulkhead corner, he cursed as he swayed in time to the lift and fall of the ship. He tore the blood-soaked bandages off Shenkin’s side so fast it caused Shenkin to wince with pain. Leaning forward Tarn sniffed the wound then stood back bumping into Burke behind him.

         ‘For Christ sake! Give me room man,’ said Tarn, his nerves and temper at breaking point, and this was only the beginning of a voyage that would last more than a hundred days.

         ‘Yes sir! Sorry sir,’ shouted Burke above the roar of the sea.

         ‘How can a man work on this bloody floating, rotting, bastard, stinking ship of hell?!’ said Tarn, red in the face with anger. As the ship pitched it sent his instruments flying across the tilting deck.

         ‘Bloody hell and damnation!’ cried Tarn, as he watched the tools of his trade dance nimbly across the wooden deck.

         ‘It’s because there’s a hell of a following sea running sir,’ said Burke, steadying his back against the door.

         Tarn glared at the man. ‘Don’t! Don’t bloody tell me what this swine of a ship is doing, it’s not my first bloody voyage.’

         ‘No sir,’ said Burke looking down at his feet.

         ‘Do something useful man get the bleeding shackles off his legs,’ growled Tarn, as he bent to pick up his instruments.

         ‘Sir’ said the guard propping his India Pattern musket against the door. The musket slid to the deck as the ship dipped into another trough.

         ‘Leave it man! Leave the bloody thing,’ said Tarn, as Burke struggled with numb salt-soaked fingers to pick up his musket. The gun, manufactured by Henry Nock of London, was Burke’s pride and joy, lovingly called Brown Bess. He looked with concern as the musket continued its sliding across the tilting deck.

         ‘Sir,’ said Burke bending to his task. After some moments of struggling with the leg irons that stubbornly refused to release, Burke gave up.

         ‘He’ll need to stand up sir.’

         ‘Damn! Damn! Damn! said Tarn. ‘Get on with it then or we’ll be here all bloody night.’

         Burke lifted Shenkin roughly to his feet. Causing Shenkin to wince again with pain. Burke pulled hard at the lock-pin his scarred eyelid twitching in time to his grunts and pulls. Finally, the shackle pin came out sending Burke across the cabin with the pin held tight in his raw right hand.

         At last Daniel Shenkin stood before them, he was an impressive figure. Twenty-four years of age, dishevelled, bloodstained, unkempt, but the look on his face was one of fierce defiance. The face spoke of hardship and pain, it also looked much older than his young age. He was tall, for a Welshman that is, five foot eleven inches. Jet black hair fell over his muscular shoulders, most of the hair was tied back into a ponytail, with what had once been a colourful scarf. The hair framed a face that would have been described as handsome were it not for a thin scar, which ran down the left side of his face just above his cheekbone to the corner of his mouth. No stubble grew over the jagged scar, which had a strange blue tinge to it. Pulling himself up straight Shenkin shot a piecing look at Burke causing the guard to hesitate.

         Tarn was also looking at Shenkin and saw the ruthlessness in those eyes as the man before them flexed his shoulders. Many a man had sensed the untamed animal power of this man. It had made them think twice about getting too close to him and many a woman who wanted too and did.

         Now that his feet were free, Shenkin tried to find a more a comfortable position on the rolling deck. But keeping his balance was too much for him and he fell heavily against Burke.

         ‘Get him on the bunk, for Christ sake!’ said Tarn, as he continued to gather up his instruments.

         Shenkin sighed as he lay back on the bunk although cold his body ran with the sweat of pain, but he would not give them the satisfaction of showing it.

         ‘You are a lucky man that the blade did not puncture the lung. We must now hope, indeed pray, that there is no blood poisoning,’ Tarn said, soothingly as if his voice had become part of the treatment. The corporal was taken aback by the doctor’s change of disposition, so much so that he felt bold enough to offer an opinion.

         ‘Kettlewell was a nasty piece of work sir, kept picking on young Collins he did back on the hulks until the Welshman here stood up to him,’ said Burke. Like the late but little lamented Kettlewell, Corporal William Burke was a London cockney himself who had left London’s East End at only twelve years old to join the army, by thirteen he was beating the drum into battle.

         ‘So I understand Burke,’ said Tarn.

         ‘They called him Cutter Kettlewell around Limehouse sir, on account of him using that knife of his to slit the purses of the passing gentry. Relieving them of the weight of their coinage, so to speak. A smile played at the corner of Burke’s mouth as he spoke.

         Tarn shook his head in dismay. He was never sure who the villains were, the convicts, the seamen, or the bloody guards. All were the dregs of a nation still reeling from a long and costly war.

         ‘Well my fighting Welshman you’ve put paid to Cutter Kettlewell that belaying pin crushed his skull like an eggshell, he’s cut his last purse,’ said Tarn.

         Shenkin just looked defiantly at the doctor, but said nothing.

         Tarn was lost in thought for a moment then added. ‘Mind the sailmaker sewed him up all neat and tidy in a burlap shroud. Just to make sure he was dead the last thread of the needle went through his noise. He kissed the waves off Ushant together with two other of your fellow convicts. Went over the side to the cursing of the crew, who had to stand in the freezing cold while the captain read out the burial service. But by god it was a neat piece of stitching that closed those hemp shrouds, couldn’t have done them better myself.’

         After a moment he looked down at Shenkin. ‘I’ll wager you’ll face trial for the killing of Kettlewell if, god willing, we get to Australia,’ continued Tarn. ‘I looked up your charge sheet Shenkin I must say it’s an impressive list – treason, inciting a riot, causing injury to soldiers of the Crown, damaging private property.’ He paused. ‘That last one alone would have got you here, the ruling classes don’t like their property being damaged.’

         Shenkin looked up and spoke for the first time the voice firm deep. ‘Not a riot, but a rising of the ordinary workingman for justice, for the right to determine his own future,’ Shenkin said before falling back onto the bunk exhausted, his face glistening with sweat.

         Shenkin’s words were sharp reminders to Tarn of another time and place.

         Tarn was from a land-owning Irish family, a proud stubborn people who felt it was their right to rule the land. Their eldest son told his father of the political meetings he had been attending in London on the Reform Bill to give the vote to ordinary workingmen. That their own tenants should have better wages, a vote on decisions effecting their working conditions, annual general elections, equal rights. That following the French and American Revolutions change was in the air throughout Europe. That Ireland was more guilty than anywhere else in Europe. Its absent aristocracy together with tax driven landowners, coupled with a weak executive, it would not be long before the people of Ireland would revolt indeed, should revolt.

         The fracture between father and son was complete. A row broke over Michael Patrick Tarn like a tidal wave. His father demanded, now that his medical studies were over, he return to the family estate and assume his full responsibilities. Michael Patrick refused, disinheritance filled the air. Tarn returned to London and his more enlightened political friends. After an unsuccessful private practice, more to do with his Irish background then his skill as a doctor, he bought a commission in the army and was in Portugal by his twenty-eighth birthday. In the Peninsular campaign his surgeon’s skills were put to good use. None questioned his Catholicism or politics as arms and legs needed to be cut off.

         Moments passed as Tarn reflected, he slowly took out a silver snuff box, he stared for a moment at the family coat of arms engraved on the top. Then with a sigh he tapped the box lifted the lid pinched some snuff and inhaled it deeply while he continued to be lost in thought as the wind and sea roared around the ship. Burke shifted awkwardly in the long drawn-out silence, as he moved his feet the movement caused the keys to rattle in his large chapped hands. The movement broke the spell, Tarn looked up. ‘I understand Welshman,’ he said., putting the box back into his waistcoat pocket.

         ‘You understand nothing, your class never do.’ Shenkin spat out the words like broken glass, bitterness laced his tone his face angry, rebellious. ‘Your bloody class are more concerned with profits than men.’ Bitterness edged every word.

         Tarn gave a knowing smile. ‘Rest now and we will speak again when you are better able to converse.’ As he spoke he continued to swab the wound in prophylactic vinegar that took Shenkin’s breath away.

         ‘It’s an ugly wound that’s ripe for mortification,’ said Tarn. ‘I’ve packed the wound with raw sugar to fight any infection. But if it does putrefy, you’ll have a raging fever. If so, then may your God go with you Shenkin for I can’t.’

         Shenkin looked up at him questionably.

         ‘It’s in your chest man! I can’t cut that off to stop the mortification, can I?’

         Then speaking quietly. ‘Sure it may not come to that for I’ve seen worse.’

         Shenkin, sensed for the first time that this man, in spite of his swearing and shouting, actually cared. Then after a moment Shenkin said almost resentfully, ‘Thank you doctor.’

         Tarn nodded. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow to look for any possible poisoning. You’ll stay in the hospital for the next few days.’ After a pause he said, ‘I’ll try to bring you back to good health Shenkin.’ Then with a shrug of his shoulders he added, ‘So they can hang you in Sydney or Van Diemen’s Land’

         Shenkin said nothing the defiant look now back firmly on his face.

         Tarn turned to the guard. ‘Leave the shackles off, Burke.’ The guard hesitated.

         ‘The doors locked man and in his condition he isn’t going anywhere.’

         Burke shifted uncomfortable. ‘Can’t do it sir. Captain’s orders sir, man in chains, is man in chains sir.’

         ‘Do it then if you must I’ll speak to the captain over supper tonight. That’s if we don’t bloody sink before then.’

         The ship continued to make difficult progress but Tarn noted the deck did seem steadier. ‘I swear she’s coming around Burke we may cross the Bay of Biscay yet by gad!’

         ‘Yes sir,’ said Burke, fumbling with the leg iron lock and key. Then lifting the lantern he began towards the cabin door. Tarn stopped to look back at Shenkin, causing Burke to bump into him. Tarn looked at the guard and sighed. ‘I’ll do what I can, Shenkin.’ The clank of the chain, the slam of the cabin door and the turn of the key became one as Tarn’s hand gripped his way along the passageway. Then up the companionway into the fresh air.

         From the upper deck Tarn could see that the sea was less turbulent, the ship steadier. Looking up to the quarterdeck Tarn saw the captain standing beside the helmsman swaying slightly but in full command. Tarn could swear Josiah Moxey actually had a grim smile upon his weather-beaten face. Turning to the rail Tarn was pleased to see that although they were standing well off the coast they were now beginning to cross the long wide Bay of Biscay which lay astern off the port bow. It would take them the next few days to get across the Bay but they were safely on their way. ‘Steady as she goes,’ said Tarn to no one but the screaming wind.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

         

         Shenkin stared into the chill damp darkness of the cabin. Only a bulkhead away he could hear the muffled voices of his fellow convicts, the bellowing of the guards, and the continual clank of doors and the rattle of chains.

         The ship seemed calmer but his head still spun. Having clamped the shackles back in place the guard had locked the door, taking the only light with him. The darkness enveloped Shenkin like flying black flour, he felt as if he was choking on the blackness. He heard the sound of his own heartbeats fill the cabin. He recognised it for what it was, gut-wrenching fear. He had known it before, in the blackness of the coal pits where as a child of only six years old his father had taken him down into the bowels of the earth for the first time.

         ***

         He remembered it so well, so very, very well. His mind drifted into a feverish dream, he was back home in the town of Merthyr Tydfil in South Wales. ‘He is too young Idris,’ his mother said, holding him close to her a hand upon his tousled-haired head. She had been protesting for weeks, but in the end had sadly, tearfully, let him go but not before making sure he had a clean shirt, a pair of cut down trousers, some thin pieces of bread covered in fat dripping, and a small bottle of cold milky sweet tea. She watched tearfully as father and son walked up the cobbled road of their miner’s cottage on Quarry Row, Daniel stumbling forward his small legs running to keep up with his fathers’ long strides. From the defiantly white-washed cottages in their black-stained valley, came other miners. They would risk their lives again this day against the hard unforgiving earth for a handful of coins. Times were difficult, families needed every penny they could earn, his mother knew that only too well, but standing in the low-framed open doorway, a shawl wrapped tight around her to keep out the winter wind, she wept.

         The cage that lowered them into the dark bowels of the earth seemed to young Daniel to go down forever. It came at last to a shuddering stop in a cloud of coaldust, a miner beside Daniel spat onto the ground. The gob of spit and tobacco made a small pool in the dust, it stank of rotten vegetables. Pushed roughly forward by the press of men around him Daniel almost fell over on the coal wet slimy ground he grabbed quickly at his father’s hand. He was pleased to feel the squeeze of reassurance his father gave him. But his father did not look down at him instead he pulled him along the dark twisting wet tunnels until finally they came to a door of sorts. His father, a candle strapped to his skullcap, cast a giant shadow around them.

         ‘You will sit here Daniel and open the vent doors when you hear the drams carrying the coal coming,’ said his father, his rich voice booming in the confined space. ‘At the end of the shift I will come and fetch you.’

         ‘Yes Da.’

         ‘You’re a trapper now, do you understand?’ said his father. Not waiting for a reply he went on, ‘When the dram passes through make sure you close them quickly mind. That’s what trappers do see, they keep the air current going around the workings,’ said his father, sitting the young Daniel on a lump of coal that made a makeshift seat. Above the trouser polished coal seat someone had written in Welsh.

         ‘Duw yn y nefoedd helpu ni I gyd.’ Under it was the English, ‘God in Heaven help us all.’

         ‘Are you listening Daniel?’

         Daniel tore his eyes away from the writing.

         ‘Yes, Da.’ Then in a small voice he said, ‘Can I have a candle Da?’

         ‘No!’ said his father, then added in a softer tone. ‘They are too expensive see, but your eyes will get used to the dark Daniel. You must raise above the fear my son in that way it will make a man of you,’ said Idris Shenkin, squeezing his young son’s shoulder. ‘We all feel fear at sometime in our life Daniel, but you must learn to control it, to use it to your advantage. In so doing it will build your character strong,’ said his father, then added, ‘and whatever you do don’t leave food about or the rats will be all over you.’ Daniel gave a shiver. ‘Now! Are we going to be brave, for I must get to my work area?’

         He wanted to scream out, please, please don’t leave me, but instead he looked hard at his father. Then as tears rolled down his cheeks, leaving two clean lines on his coaldust covered face he said simply.

         ‘Yes Da.’

         ‘Good boy.’ With that his father turned and walked away into the darkness. The faint candle light formed a silhouette of the broad shoulders that had carried him on Sunday mornings up to the top of Dowlais mountain so many times, and with a shock he knew it would never happen again. Then his father was gone into the blackness and coaldust filled the roadway of the drams.

         He was alone, the blackness, his own heartbeats, with only the scratching rats for company. He took a deep breath. The rats scurried around him searching out the smell of the food that came from his Tommy Box. Quickly and for the tenth time Shenkin again made sure that the lid was firmly closed. That first day, he remembered, he never ate, he was too afraid to open his food box. He swore he’d overcome the terror of this black hole, these feasting rats, these dark long tunnels of loneliness.

         For eighteen hours a day Shenkin would sit listening for the welcome rattle of drams of coal, for someone to say a few words to. All for a wage of six pennies a shift that with great pride he handed to his mother at the end of each week, a child’s offering in a dirty coal-stained, torn and bloody hand. His mother’s tears fell on those hands for the first few weeks then he became a man and she would not show him her hurt.

         To this very day he hated confined spaces. But he soon learnt his hard trade, he became used to the vast blackness of where he worked, he even gave the rats names. The hours, days, and finally the years passed. Shenkin saw in his mind’s eye again the different jobs that took him to the blunt cruel coal face. Crawling on his hands and knees, a heavy basket of coal on his young back, he’d strain and heave his way along the dark wet tunnels. Then Dai Thomas the under-foreman spoke to his father. ‘Strong, that boy of yours Idris we’ll promote him to hurrier,’ he said, adding ‘same hours, but nine pence a day.’ Shenkin remembered how proud he felt when his father told him. He stood upright and thrilled as the girdle and hook was strapped around his thin waist for the first time. It led to a chain attached to a dram of coal, then on his hands and knees he would pull it to the bottom of the shaft. Proud dear God! proud to be nothing more than an animal crawling on all fours. Tethered to a metal dram to make profit for men already rich from the sweat and deaths of others. Shenkin twisted on his salt damp bunk of pain, angry at the memory of it. At eighteen he finally joined his father working at the coal face. At first he hammered timber props into the roof to stop the roof collapsing on the men below has they cut the coal from the seams. Some seams were over six feet in width, others just two or three feet. Men standing or lying flat on their stomachs, to rip the coal out with picks. Mother earth moving and shifting as men raped her for her black gold. Falls of rock and coal soon scarred his young arms and back. Then the day came when he stood shoulder to shoulder with his father at the coal face. Swinging a pick while stripped to the waist, his muscles now fully developed, they rippled in the dim light cast by the lanterns. He was a sight to behold just under six foot tall, slim of waist, a powerful chest and a winning smile. Long jet-black hair, dark brown flashing eyes and handsome features set off a striking picture. A young god naked to the waist, glistening with sweat and covered in a fine dusting of coal. Even now in this cold sea cabin, his vanity smiled through his fever and pain. How he revelled in his strength. He could cut coal faster than any man, drink jugs of ale quicker, brawl better, and make love sweeter. Women were attracted to him, they were drawn to his pure sexual presence, Daniel always took full advantage of it.

         His father, a former bareknuckle fighter, had been training him for a few years in the noble art of prize fighting. By nineteen he had already won a number of local fights with good purse money. By twenty-one his father told him, ‘You are ready to challenge the Cardiff champion Daniel, mark you it will be the hardest yet, the biggest purse and with plenty of side bets, but we must be careful. Cardiff men were at your last fight, and they’ll advise their man of your strength and punching power, also of your youth. But the size of the purse will lure them into a fight. Their man is older, bigger and with a good record behind him,’ said his father. ‘We can’t risk anything, plan careful see, that’s what we’ll do.’

         Many hours of training followed day after day Shenkin lifted bags of coal, run ten miles a day, pickled his fists in vinegar and brine to harden the skin until they were almost yellow. Then finally the date day and hour was set. A few weeks later, late in the evening both father and son stole out of the house not to let his mother know what they were up to. Slowly they climbed up the mountain behind Quarry Row, at the top men were already gathering. Shenkin changed in the corner of an open windswept field. Then with an old dressing gown over his shoulders he entered a circle of whitewashed stones at a place they called the Lilywhites. Tar-soaked torches blazed around the scene of the contest. The area was surrounded by wind-blown trees bent to the will of nature, on a flat area marked out with limewashed stones that were as white as lilies. The stones stood like silent sentinels, waiting for the bare-knuckle fighters to enter the arena. Lookouts were in place at each corner of the wide flat field that looked down into the valley. Prize fighting was illegal, these men would warn of any constables coming to stop the fight. Some off-duty constables were already placing bets along with a crowd that had grown to about four to five hundred men. The air was full of the roar of excitement, men jostled each other for a better view, or argued who would be the winner, a few fights broke out in the crowd as the contestants moved to their corners. Each side had put up a purse of £10, his father had spent the last two weeks raising the money. Daniel had never seen so much money at one time. He felt the heavy weight of responsibility that the money had placed upon him. He looked around the dense crowd of men some were calling his name, some jeering. Taking a deep breath, he turned his attention to the man he was about to fight. The Cardiff champion was a big bear of a man. The odds were four to one against Shenkin. Finally, the two men stepped into the ring to deafening applause and cheering. Then a hush fell over the crowd and the odds began to go down on Shenkin as he dropped off the tattered old dressing gown, for the first time the crowd took in his sheer physical presence. Each man stood in their corners flexing their muscles moving arms and legs while their helpers fussed around them. In his corner Shenkin had his father with Willy Stitch as his cut man. Both corners were busy with last minute instructions, alcohol rubs, smears of axle grease over the eyebrows. His father looked at the length of his son’s hair and heaved a sigh.

         ‘Why the hell you have your hair that length I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I keep telling you to have it shorn, but no, you will not listen. This man will grab it and pull your head down. You shave your face but not your head,’ he said, then after a moment. ‘You are too bloody vain, that’s your trouble.’

         ‘Yes Da.,’ Shenkin said, with a smile. ‘Stop fretting.’

         ‘You look like a bloody girl. Well, it’s too damn late now isn’t it Willy?’ Willy Stitch smiled and just nodded his head.

         ‘Alright Da don’t go on about it,’ said Shenkin, the smile still not leaving his handsome face.

         ‘Another thing if you are cut up bad don’t come home for a few days, stay with Willy, if your mother sees you all black and blue she’ll play hell with me.’

         ‘That’s what I needed to hear Da.’

         ‘Win or lose he’s going to catch you a few times isn’t he, just don’t make it too easy for him, that’s what I’m saying, we’ve got to time this right boy.’

         ‘Yes, yes, yes, Da,’ said Shenkin, exasperated now. ‘We have been over and over it haven’t we?’ Then he placed his hand on his father’s shoulder. ‘It’ll be fine Da, don’t worry.’

         ‘Alright then, and remember to keep your left up high.’

         ‘Dear God, Idris you’ve taught him well and he’s the best I’ve seen since you were fighting, so let him get on with it,’ said Willy, shaking his head. Shenkin smiled at these two men whom he loved and trusted, he vowed to himself that he’d make them proud of him this night.

         Idris sighed again. He wished he was fighting, but his son was good, he knew that, that right upper cut he hated to admit was better than his. He also had an instinctive animal sense of the kill. So he put his mouth to his son’s ear. ‘How strong are you my son?’

         ‘Very strong.’

         ‘How strong? You are not in chapel now, so tell me.’

         ‘I’ll rip the bastard’s head off his shoulders.’

         ‘That’s a good chapel boy.’ They both laughed, Idris tapped his son on the back sending Shenkin dancing up to the square yard mark in the centre of the ring of stones, both men were greeted with a roar from the crowd. At the mark Shenkin took his first long up-close look at Mitch Harris. The Cardiff Chopper was built like a casting shed, the flickering light from the torches highlighted his broken nose, cauliflower ears, and eyebrows that were criss-crossed with old scars. His head was shaved to the skin, exposing a scar that ran over the top of his skull. Ten years older than Shenkin with over a hundred fights behind him. Harris was confident, a contemptible sneer played across his fight scared face, as he looked at the smaller younger man. Shenkin took a deep breath and shifted his feet on the mark. Willy had tied back his hair with a piece of cloth while his father muttered all the while. Shenkin had just one mark on his face it was just above his right eye placed there by a hot cinder when he was taking some food to his father in the ironworks. Harris took note of it, he’d open it if he could. The umpire then explained the fight would be conducted under Broughton Rules.

         Standing in the middle beside the two fighters he shouted out the rules.

         ‘Rule one, each round will end when a fighter was knocked down or out of the roped area. Rule two, the fight will end when one fighter was unable to rise from a knock down or return to the scratch mark within sixty seconds. Rule three, no set number of rounds. Rule four, no rest periods, Rule five, the fight will end on a knockout, capitulation, or by constable’s intervention. Rule six while adhering to these rules, everything else is allowed to secure a win. Do you both understand?’

         He waited for each man to nod. Each did.

         The umpire was a Monmouth man of good repute, a former bare-knuckle fighter himself who would make sure the rules were observed. Both fighters were stripped to the waist. They wore three-quarter length breeches held up with brown wide sashes. The sashes were examined for salt or sand. Both men opened their fists palms up for any hidden iron bits. The fists were pickled a yellow brown from being soaked in vinegar and brine, some of Harris’s knuckles were pushed back into his hand due to so much punching. Finally, satisfied that all was correct the umpire stepped back. Then called each man back to the mark, dropped his arm and the fight was underway. They circled around, sizing each other up. Harris, older, taller, battle-marked and confident against the much younger man. He leaned in close to Shenkin. ‘What are you fucking doing here kid you should in bed at this time,’ said Harris. Shenkin just gave a slight smile. A straight right flew out from Harris that caught Shenkin high on the side of the head. The blow stopped him moving forward for a moment. Then he returned the blow, hard enough to cause a red mark to appear on Harris’s left cheek. A roar went up from the crowd, coins flashed in the light of the tar flames, as bets were placed or increased. Backer Johnson the bookie wrote furiously in his little black betting book. Backer also had the purse money swinging in leather pouches tied around his neck. Another roar went up as Harris hit Shenkin twice with lefts and rights aimed at the scar above Shenkin’s eye. Shenkin lifted his fists up higher to protect it.

         Harris pulled Shenkin’s head down and whispered into his ear. ‘I’m going to close that fucking eye kid, you’ll never see right with it again.’ This time Shenkin stopped his talking with a right cross that put Harris’s face into a twisted mass. Blood shot onto one of the limewashed stones. The power of the punch surprised Harris and he shook his head. Men screamed their exhilaration and called for the ale and tobacco sellers. Shenkin blocked a number of wild blows with his forearms. Then he countered with a straight right into Harris’s face. Harris’s head snapped back once, twice, then a left hook sent him to his knees. The first round was over. Harris’s lip was split, his left eye slightly swollen, but he quickly got to his feet. The seconds brought them up to the mark to start the next round. Harris grabbed for Shenkin’s throat and began to strangle him. Shenkin chopped down with the edge of his hands into Harris’s sides, driving the wind out of him. Harris staggered back, his arms dropped, Shenkin drove his head into Harris’s face. The crowd roared as Shenkin then hit out with a combination of blows. Idris Shenkin shouted out. ‘Steady lad just push him back, time it right, keep him at arm’s length.’

         Shenkin nodded and danced backwards. Harris shook his head, recovered his balance and charged into Shenkin chopping at his throat. Shenkin coughed and dropped to one knee spluttering. End of the second round, they had been fighting for nearly an hour. Both men carried marks about the body and face. Harris still looked the stronger but was moving slower now. They came up to the line again and squared up to each other. Shenkin had a vivid red welt across his throat but still moved lightly on his feet. The crowd urged their man on while bets exchanged hands, has Backer Johnson called out new odds.

         ‘Go on hit him Harris go for the eye.’

         ‘Use your uppercut Shenkin, hit the ugly bastard.’

         ‘Split his face open Mitch.’

         For another five rounds they hit each other with every blow within the rules and few that were not, but neither man would stay down or give way. Then Harris caught Shenkin with a right-cross that landed on the already swollen eyebrow. The scar split open and Shenkin went down. Harris’s supporters roared their delight. The odds increased again against Shenkin. Willy Stitch pulled the open skin back together neatly placing a few stitches into the split from a needle stolen from his wife’s sewing box. When done, he smeared axle grease over the eyebrow.

         Looking at Shenkin he said. ‘You’re as good as new boyo, but keep your left up higher to protect it, there’s a puffiness under the eye as well.’ said Willy.

         ‘If it closes up Willy, slit it open.’ Shenkin said, his breath fast but easy.

         ‘We are almost there now, Daniel, just hold on.’ his father called out.

         Up to the mark they came again. The crowd screaming, blood sweat and snot covered much of the once white boulders that made up the fighting space. The torches cast red tinged flickering shadows over the two fighters as they grunted and swung punch after punch. It was a scene out of Dante’s Inferno as light and shadow spread over their glistening bodies. For the next two hours they battered each other to the ground, but again neither stayed down nor gave ground. After each round their seconds threw buckets of water over their man.

         ‘For God’s sake Willy you’ll bloody drown me before I can toe the line.’

         Willy looked at Idris Shenkin. ‘Well?’

         ‘Let’s wait a few more rounds. Is the eye alright?’

         ‘Yes it’s holding out. The ice took some of the swelling down,’ said Willy, tying the cloth again around Shenkin’s hair as he had done throughout the fight.

         Both men came out again. Harris looking to have the greater stamina. Backer called out, ‘I’m giving “Odds On favourite” for Harris with Shenkin two to one against.’ Friends and supporters of Shenkin took up the bets, the rest were pleased with the odds they already had with Harris to win. Then a bet for £5 went on Shenkin, a number of gambling addicts followed suit with good size bets.

         By round 13 both men carried cuts above their now puffy eyes, the red welts round their bodies shone livid in the night light. Then Shenkin’s hair was flying loose, for the first time the cloth had unravelled and lay at his feet. Harris rushed forward grabbed the hair pulling Shenkin’s head down onto a raising knee. Shenkin went down. Backer shouted I’m giving three to one against Shenkin.

         ‘Didn’t I tell him Willy, didn’t I, the length of his bloody hair?’ said Idris Shenkin, muttering swear words. Shenkin got to his feet, his father and Willy rushed to his side. ‘Well?’ said Idris Shenkin.

         ‘He’s alright, bit dazed but strong as a bloody ox,’ said Willy.

         ‘I’m alright,’ said Shenkin

         Idris nodded to someone in the crowd. Another big bet went on Shenkin at the new odds. Backer Johnson waited for any more, but then became very nervous. ‘No more bets, book is closed,’ he shouted.

         Idris spoke into his son’s ear. ‘All the monies on Daniel so let’s go home,’ he said, as he tied back the hair.

         Shenkin came up to the mark for the 23rd. A smile played on the bloody face of Harris. Through split swollen lips he spat blood into Shenkin’s face. ‘You are finished boy, the eye first then I’ll fucking cripple you for life.’ It was the last thing Harris probably remembered. Shenkin straightened up and began punching blows up the length of Harris’s body. A left, then a right, a left again. Starting at the stomach a tattoo of vicious blows moved up Harris’s body ending with a brutal right cross to Harris’s chin. Shenkin danced back just far enough to let Harris’s body come down. When Harris’s head was level with Shenkin’s waist he chopped down with a fierce right. Harris was out before he hit the damp earth.

         A hush settled over the crowd. Shenkin stepped over Harris’s still body. ‘Twenty pounds in my hand now Backer,’ said Shenkin. ‘Any side bets my father will collect.’

         Backer Johnson was standing perfectly still he too was in a state of disbelief his eyes fixed on Harris’s unconscious, spreadeagled body.

         Shenkin pulled him around and looked him in the eyes. ‘Unless you have a problem with that?’

         Backer recovered. ‘No problem Shenkin,’ he said, as he untied the pouches of money from around his neck. Then Backer gave a small smile, after all most of the money was on Harris.

         Shenkin turned on the narrow bunk at the remembrance of the fight. He now lay in a bath of sweat. His eyes came open, but they only registered the grim reality of the swaying motion of the Runnymede as she ploughed her way into warmer blue waters, and God knows what else. Chains still rattled from the other side of the timber bulkhead. Orders barked from guards increased the noise of the chains. Someone cried out for water. Shenkin’s throat was dry too from fever and the warmer air. I must survive thought Shenkin I must, damn it I will. Not this sentence to a penal colony, not this ship, nor this knife wound will stop me I will survive. Then he passed out.

         ***

         But it would get a lot hotter yet in the confines of their stinking floating prison. The air was heady with the stale stench of closely packed bodies. Regan O’Hara had called for the hatches to be opened but the guards made no move. In full uniform they too were sweating profusely continually dipping drinking mugs into the casks of green scum covered lukewarm water.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

         

         
            ‘From distant climes, o’er wide spread seas we come,
Though not with beat of drum.
True patriots all; for be it understood,
We left our country for our country’s good’… Convict’s Poem

         

         Making no impression on the guards to open the hatches for air, Regan O’Hara lay back on his berth. The chains making a deafening sound around him, as convicts moved and shifted in their cells to the barked orders of the guards.

         ‘Thank god Kettlewell is no longer with us Regan,’ said Collins, with a sigh. ‘I’ll sleep tonight,’ he said.

         ‘A nasty bastard that one, so he was,’ agreed O’Hara. ‘But Shenkin will soon be back with us lad. Then we’ll get things in order.’ At least I bloody hope so, thought O’Hara to himself.

         Not for the first time did he look around him to take in the layout of the convicts holding area. Men were close packed, the air becoming more and more foul, a stench filled the air that now pervaded every corner of the hold. How O’Hara missed the cold of only a week ago.

         Collins broke his thoughts. ‘The water is coming through Regan,’ he said, running his hand over the leaking seams. Trickles of seawater and condensation run down the timber frame spilling over the bunk bedding. Everything was damp their skin constantly wet and burning from the salt sea water.

         ‘Now if we only had soap, we could have a bath.’ O’Hara said, making Collins smile. Then Regan added. ‘But whatever you do don’t drink it, for the salt will make you more thirsty.’

         ‘No I won’t Regan, I promise.’

         O’Hara turned back to the prison area. In the centre of the gangway about midway along stood a black stove, from the top of it a smokestack ran up through the decks. Long irons were lent against the side of the stove. At the top of these irons was a shape in the figure of a broad arrow. Sweet Mother of Jesus, their branding irons thought O’Hara, letting out a slight shudder.

         ‘What is it Regan?’

         ‘Just the old damp getting to me lad,’ said Regan, not wanting to alarm the youngster.

         The cells run the length of the between decks on both sides of the ship forming fifteen cells a side. Each bunk being six feet long by one foot and a half wide. They would live, sleep, or die in this overcrowded space. Each man was shackled on both legs the chains running down through iron eyelets that were driven into the front timber frames of the bunks. The front of the cells had iron barred doors running the length of the hold, that amounted to cages. There were a series of hatches between the centre beams to let in light and air, these were also strongly grated and shut. They gave little air and almost no light. Military guards stood each side of the companionways to the upper decks, which had iron grill gates at the top that were also barred and locked. One hundred and twenty men confined in the hold of a ship thirty-one feet in breadth by ninety feet in length with a height of about six feet between beams and just five and a half feet below the beams. At six foot four inches Regan O’Hara had a serious problem with this construction. To add to his discomfort his leg hurt like hell, the closing of the iron manacle had pinched the skin between the metal, causing him pain with every movement he made.

         O’Hara’s eyes ran over the other convicts again. They made a Dublin pub on a Saturday night look like a church gathering. Criminals of all kinds, thieves, pickpockets, murderers, rapists and political dissidents. O’Hara wondered which the state worried about most. After sentencing the courts had marked their documents. Sentence – Penal Colony for a period confirmed by the court then stamped – Transported FOR THEIR COUNTRY’S GOOD. The documents stated the convict’s name, crime, term (in years), and the penal colony.

         That piece of paper would hound them for the rest of their lives. Their cell was down to just himself and young Collins. They had elected Shenkin the mess captain, responsible for cleanliness and good order in the cell. Kettlewell had been opposed to this on the grounds that he had been in the prison hulk at Woolwich Warren for three months before Shenkin and O’Hara had arrived by rattler from Cardiff gaol. But like his father Shenkin was a natural leader, so the hulk officials had recommended him to the Surgeon-Superintendent whose responsibility it was to make these appointments. Doctor Michael Patrick Tarn had acted on that recommendation. Tarn wanted just one thing, a well-disciplined cargo of convicts, and with a strong mess captain in each cell they hoped order would be maintained. Disruptive behaviour would cost the mess captain his meals for three days, thus weeding out trouble makers from within. Good order would be rewarded with extra meat for the mess captain and extra bread for all in the cell. O’Hara searched the hard faces of the men around him, he doubted the positive effect these rules would have on such men. But at least the demise of Kettlewell was a good start.

         ‘Yes lad, the loss of Kettlewell is a great gain at least for this cell, but he had friends among the convicts and the guards, so we must be careful,’ O’Hara said, a apprehensive note in his voice. Glancing at Collins he quickly added. ‘We’ll be fine, so we will.’ But he remembered how it was on the hulk. Tempers had run high among the men awaiting transportation, and since it was from London that most of them came from; they all knew or had heard of Kettlewell. The first time he had met Kettlewell was still very vivid in his mind. Ebenezer Kettlewell was a ferret of a man his eyes were close together and never seemed to blink as if he was afraid he may miss something. Thin and tall he seemed a collection of bones thrown into a bag of rags that was drawn too tightly together. Unkempt mousy-coloured hair sprouted in disarray on a head that came to a blunted point. The head sat upon shoulders that sloped to never-ending dangling arms – one arm was peppered with the marks of an old shotgun wound, his broken fingernails were encrusted with the grime of London. The hands were never still, they were forever moving and twitching about his body searching for something to steal. He told them he had taught his fingers all the tricks of his trade from stealing bread when he was five years old, to silk nose wipes and purses at the mature age of eleven. Then came his first prison sentence in Newgate Prison where he met the well-known of his profession, which included some that were now on the Runnymede. His schooling was made complete when he graduated from Newgate with honours. He was soon stealing to order which were requested by London’s fences, in fact many of London’s gentry owned their art collections to Kettlewell. So favours were granted from time to time. A better cell at Newgate Prison, a more comfortable berth on one of the floating prison hulks. At thirty years of age Kettlewell had had his final sentence commuted to transportation instead of dancing to the tune of the Newgate hangman. They were told a valuable painting had made a grateful judge find a lesser offence below the forty-shilling mark thus saving Kettlewell the Newgate jig. A ship owner was found, for a consideration, who would take care of Kettlewell along with his acquired goods.

         On the hulk he had picked on Collins continually, before Shenkin and O’Hara had arrived, blaming him for every discomfort Kettlewell had to endure. When on the day they were due to board the Runnymede, he punched the lad in the face for not bringing water quick enough. Shenkin stepped in splitting Kettlewell’s eye open and breaking his nose. He’d vowed to get even, boasting to the other convicts that Shenkin would soon find a shiv scraping his ribs. Thank the Sweet Mary he was now feeding the fish thought O’Hara. But where were his stolen goods now, and who were Kettlewell’s associates wondered O’Hara.

         Collins pulled at O’Hara’s shirt. ‘Do you think Shenkin’s alive Regan?’

         O’Hara forced a smile to his broad Irish face. ‘Don’t you worry your man will take some killing.’ He fell silent as he too began to think of Shenkin, he resolved to speak to one of the guards if he got the chance.

         O’Hara looked around at the cells again, before turning back to Collins. ‘Well it could be worse for didn’t I share a bed with my brother back home in Ireland. And here we are now with four bunks between us, why sure it’s luxury.’

         ‘Will we be here long Regan?’

         ‘As long as it takes and not a minute longer, I’ll wager.’

         Collins stared around him. ‘We may have the extra beds, but we can’t move around can we?’

         “No,” said O’Hara, glancing down his legs dangling over the end of the bunk. The shackles on their legs were clamped with pins which had indents to take the keys that locked the pins firmly in place. Not for the first time he thought to himself that they would need to unshackle them in the morning to move them out of the hold. At least he hoped to God they would. Deterrence through fear, their minds were also manacled he thought. Sweet Mary in heaven how long indeed.

         Collins was looking about him with panic in his eyes. ‘Do we really stay here for as long as it takes Regan? If so then I …I …’ his shaking voice trailed off.

         O’Hara still had a forced smile etched on his face. ‘Sure we’ll be on the upper deck in the morning passing the time of day with the captain.’

         ‘Do you think so Regan?

         ‘If not, the captain then the two guards we can see at the bottom of the ladder there. Sure they both look happy friendly lads, don’t you think?’

         The guards in question stood unsmiling and hard faced as the Jack lanterns swung their light back and forth across their harsh features. Their musket’s seventeen-inch bayonets flashed in the swing of the lanterns, the last thing they looked was friendly.

         In spite of his fear the boy began to laugh while trying to hold back his sobbing.

         ‘See you are laughing already, and we will soon have Shenkin back with us.’ Then came their first all-embracing introduction to Sergeant Thomas Ketch.

         Ketch came heavy-footed down the passageway between the cells. Hearing Collins laugh he said. ‘Who thinks it’s all a great bloody game? Quick to laugh are we, well you’ll be sorry you ever saw light of day when I’m through with you. You’ll curse your mother, if you ever had one, for bringing you into this world. You belong to me now, every miserable bastard here, don’t you make the mistake of forgetting it. What! no laughter anymore? Why I heard you were the most dangerous scum London had. Well you came to the right place, by the time we get to Australia those of you who are still alive will wish you had died along the way. Three of you are already dead and over the side. From what I understand the convict named Shenkin will soon join them, for he’s bleeding his ungrateful life away in the sick bay. Anyone want to hold his hand? No! then from now on you’ll eat, shit and piss when I say so, and not before. Do you understand?’ He paused, then added in a shout, ‘Well do you?’ Some of the more hardened convicts, the world of crime writ large upon their faces just sneered, a few of the more timid earnestly nodded their heads.

         Ketch looked at the hard faces in front of him then smiled a sickly smile. It was a smile that came limping to his one eye. ‘Good, I like to break men, that’s why we have the rack, the cat o’ nine tails, and the branding irons. Also I have my lead cosh, please give me a chance to use them all,’ he said swinging the cosh from side to side. The ship took a broadside, men fell dangling out of their bunks their chains pulling tight around their flesh. Ketch braced himself against the timber table that was bolted to the deck in the middle of the hold. Chains rattled as men tried to twist their bodies straight again. Ketch smiled. ‘Nasty business – the chains rip the skin something awful they do, but your hard aren’t you? In fact, since you are so tough we’ll skip water rations tonight. Do you hear Corporal Burke no water?’

         ‘Yes sir, no water tonight sir.’ replied Burke.

         All eyes were on Ketch now as he stood waiting for any other sign of defiance. He was a large sadistic ugly looking man with a mouthful of uneven black broken teeth, he had a patch over one eye that added to his mean miserable face. He had a habit of pulling down his uniform jacket over his beer gut, but it always failed to cover it. A Light Infantry Sergeant in the 52nd Regiment of Foot, Ketch had seen action at Ciudad Rodrigo, Badajoz and Salamanca, where he was wounded for a second time. Then across the Pyrenees and down into France. He was a man brutalised by a London slum upbringing and the Napoleonic Wars. He thought little of men’s suffering or pain, and even less of their deaths. He had lost the eye at the siege of Badajoz in 1812 and was looking to get even ever since.

         Shouting over at Burke he said, ‘When we was fighting old Boney, these bastards were light-fingered or worse still, plotting against the crown,’ he said looking at O’Hara as he spoke. ‘We should have had them at Waterloo they would have served their country better by acting as cannon fodder for the Frogs, and so saving the lives of decent infantrymen.’

         Turning to the convict whose shackles he had just checked. ‘Do you see this you piece of shit,’ Ketch said, lifting his eyepatch to reveal the dark empty socket. ‘Lost it fighting for my country I did while you were stealing from elderly ladies on the Old Kent Road.’ The man started to say something but Ketch stopped him. ‘Don’t give me your bloody lies or I’ll have your backbone opened with the cat.’ With that Ketch hit the man across the head with the heavy lead cosh. The man fell back on his bunk blood pouring down the side of his face. Then looking around at the cells Ketch shouted. ‘Anyone else want to laugh, sneer or say a few words.’ Corporal Burke gazed at Ketch with disgust. He had also been at the battle of Badajoz and knew the truth. Ketch a young corporal at the time, had urged his men through a gap in the Santa Maria breach. He had then hidden behind the protection of a low wall as his men passed. The wall was blown to pieces by cannon fire and in an effort to get away Ketch had turned towards his own advancing infantry and was hit by musket fire. At the time the good eye noted the man and musket responsible. Scrambling through the breech the infantryman never reached the other side of the breach, a .71 musket ball in the back of his head blew his brains into what was left of the wall, courtesy of Ketch. When he came to in the hospital his eye was gone, but he had been made a sergeant, mainly because he was the only corporal left in his company.

         ‘They should have hung them all, every Welsh, Scottish, and Irish scum in the land,’ Ketch said, hate etched deep into every word, as the ship continued to roll violently his hands gripped the table tighter. Men retched, the vomit flowing under the cell doors. Many called out for water, the stench of excrement pervaded the confined space, while the never-ending sound of the chains clanged to the sway of the ship.

         ‘Yes I’d hang ever last one of them.’ continued Ketch still steadying himself against the table his knuckles white with pressure. ‘All in a fucking row from the bow to the stern.’

         Burke looked up. ‘We’d have been in a hell of a spot if they had Sarge when I was with the West Middlesex every other man seemed to be Irish. If they all hadn’t been at Waterloo, I wager we’d be speaking French by now,’ said Burke, no smile on his face now as he warmed to his memories.

         ‘I remember a little Welshman just before our charge at Waterloo, went straight for the Frenchies he did, all on his bleeding own. Shorter he was mind as cannon fire sliced off his legs.’ Ketch glared but there was no stopping Burke now.

         ‘And then there was the Inniskilling Dragoons, the Union Brigade they called them because they had English, Scottish, Welsh and Irish in it from different heavy cavalries, the Royals and Scots Greys led by General Ponsonby. A right bloody mess they made of a massive assault by French infantry and cavalry. Of the 400 who charged 193 died including the General. And what about the Grenadier Guards, they…’ Ketch cut him short.

         ‘Shut your bleeding mouth, who the hell asked you?’ Ketch said, his face infused with anger. ‘All that dying and these bastards are laughing. I’ll give them something to find funny I will.’ Ketch struck another man full in the face with his cosh. A gash opened on the man’s cheek blood spilling down onto the iron shackles of his legs. The man tried to put his hands to his face but the manacles would not allow it. He lay screaming until Ketch silenced him with another blow that rendered him unconscious his bowels emptied involuntary as he lay in a pool of blood piss and excrement.

         For the first time the hold became silent only the chains broke the stillness.

         Defiantly O’Hara turned to Collins and whispered, ‘When they are trying to make your life hell, it upsets them when they think you are cheerful, so it does.’

         But the smile had left Collins’ face, sheer panic was back. Ketch was working his way down the line of cells on their side. ‘Damn!’ said O’Hara under his breath. He’d wanted a word with Burke who he’d seen taking Shenkin to the sick bay, but the man was on the other side. O’Hara tried to catch his eye but the guard was stooped over one of the convicts tightening a leg iron.

         Ketch was only one cell away now. ‘No, you can’t have any water Watson, or should I say number 71011,’ looking down at the list in his hand. And when you speak to me you snivelling piece of shit you address me as Sergeant.’ With that Ketch’s hand came up, he swung the cosh first to the right, then left, it travelled fast and hard across the man’s face. Watson screamed and fell back in a tangle of chains and flying blood.

         By now even the most hardened of the convicts were realising that they were totally at the mercy of this man and the confined space that they were chained in. It afforded no room to avoid whatever punishment he felt inclined to meet out to them. The smell of fear began to add to the pervading reek of the hold.

         Burke called out ‘For God sake Sarg! It’ll be lights out soon and still the rest to do.’ Burke hoped this would distract Ketch from his continually taunting.

         ‘You trying to tell me my duty, my son,’ Ketch said, pulling at the stiff leather stock around his neck then pulling down his tunic, which slowly travelled back up his stomach. ‘Watch yourself Corporal or I’ll have you cleaning out these cells come morning. There’ll be a nice lot of shit and vomit by then,’ said Ketch, with what passed as a smile.

         ‘Sir,’ said Burke and stooped again to his work. Shouting out. ‘Leg irons secure on Walker. I mean 71116 sir.’

         Clang! Another cell door slammed shut. So on down each side of the hold as guards and crew grunted and cursed each stubborn pin or lock. Added to this chorus of metal on metal was the verbal abuse that Ketch goaded each man he came to. As Ketch came up to their cell Collins shrank back into the corner of the berth causing the irons to bite into his ankles. He gave out a small whimper, he bit his bottom lip to stop the sound. But Ketch was in the cell and pulled at the lad’s chain. ‘What’s this lad? Not afraid of me are you. I only hold your life in my hands I do, but that’s all. There’s nowhere to hide from me, I can do what I like to you see, and no one would know, no one would give a shit about what happened to you.’ An uncontrollable yell of terror went up from Collins. Regan O’Hara tried to move forward to stop Ketch, who was swinging his cosh in front of the lad’s face.

         Ketch turned. ‘Yes! You Irish bastard try it, just try it and you’ll be joining your mate Shenkin,’ Ketch said, the cosh at the ready the two guards standing behind him their muskets pointing, flintlocks, cocked hands steady, ready to fire.

         Ketch smiled his sadistic smile and turned again to Collins.

         ‘You’re a friend too of that Welsh bastard Shenkin, he defended you against Kettlewell didn’t he?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Collins.

         ‘Yes, what?’ snarled Ketch, pulling on the chain.

         Collins screamed. ‘Yes Ser… Sergeant,’ Collins said, between sobs the blood trickling down his ankle.

         ‘And no Kettlewell to sing you to sleep either. Kettlewell was a mate of mine see so you aren’t or you Irishman, you’ll both be lucky to get off this ship alive. One dark night I’ll have you both and that Welshman too if he survives,’ said Ketch, giving the leg chain a final vicious pull. Collins bit deep into his lip, causing blood to run down his chin, but he didn’t make a sound.

         ‘Right! Ketch said turning sharply, ‘let’s get these lanterns alight.’ As the lights came on outside each cell they swung to the deep roll of the ship, causing shadows to grow then shrink on the wet stinking beams, bulkheads and bodies of the convicts. Hell surrounded not by fire, but by an ocean of water with only one way to leave it, a roughly stitched burlap shroud. The semi-darkness brought out the rats, scratching and sniffing the air for food. They ran around the deck, jumped onto the bunks of the chained men, the ones the men could reach managed to brush them off, the others feasted where they would. The sweat of fear increased as the night drew out like a knife. The human instinct to fight or flight was no longer an option for them. They were held secure with heavy chains in this dark damp tomb. Their battered bodies were covered with bruises, sores and blood and were offered up to the lice and rats.

         Ketch shouted. ‘Let’s have you crew and guards back to quarters, sharp now. We’ll leave them to their rat-infested hold.’

         ‘Guards check your sentry duties before turning in.’

         A chorus of ‘Sir’ responded to the order.

         ‘Corporal Burke, lock each top grating fore and aft.’

         ‘Sir.’

         Ketch made his way to the companion ladder.

         Burke was last to leave, O’Hara called out to him. Burke turned.

         ‘How is Shenkin?’

         ‘The surgeon changed the dressing when I came on watch, but it looks bad Irishman. I’ll look in on him after I’ve locked up,’ Burke said, kicking one of the rats out of the way as he moved to the aft companionway, keys swinging in his hands, but he stopped and turned back. ‘Watch yourself Paddy, Ketch was a friend of Kettlewell something was going on between them. I don’t know what, but some dodgy scheme or other. Ketch is as bent as a used nail, and just as trustworthy. He’s a dangerous bastard, you’ll be lucky to reach Australia alive.’ Then added, ‘I’ll go down to the sick bay to see how he is and get word to you. But careful does it see,’ said Burke tapping the side of his noise

         ‘Thanks Burke,’ said O’Hara.

         Burke raised his hand in farewell and moved to the companionway ladder, pushing the guards in front of him.

         Apart from the convicts who were vomiting their hearts up the place had gone quiet again, only the roar of the sea and the squealing of the rodents drowned out Collins’s continued sobs.

         O’Hara looked over at Collins who was sitting as small as he could make himself in the cramped corner of the cell.

         ‘Do you think he’ll live O’Hara?’ said Collins, between sobs.

         ‘Shenkin I bloody hope so, we been through a lot Daniel Shenkin and me.’ Melancholy and pride coloured his words as he covered up Collins’ bleeding ankles.

         Shaking his head O’Hara said. ‘How old are you Collins and what in the Holy Mother of Jesus are you doing here?’

         ‘I’m twelve or thirteen, not sure, stole a jug of milk from the big house I did,’ said Collins, guiltily.

         ‘Sweet Mary in Heaven,’ said O’Hara under his breath while he eased his burning leg around the caught skin. ‘Heard say you are from Tolpuddle lad is that right?’

         ‘Yes, Dorset way,’ replied Collins.

         ‘Bloody funny name for a place’ said O’Hara, still fiddling with the leg iron.

         ‘Good farming land, but trouble with labourers. That’s how come I’m here see.’

         ‘How’s that?’ said O’Hara.

         ‘The court lumped us all together like, said I was one of the troublemakers. The magistrate said we had taken some sort of oath against the crown, so must be transported.’ Bewilderment spreading across Collins young face.

         After a moment he looked across to O’Hara. ‘More trials going on when I left, some farm labourers holding public meetings they are.’

         The lad’s sobs were slower now. ‘We was taken to Poole prison first, then all the way to Portsmouth.’

         ‘And why there?’ asked O’Hara

         ‘Prison hulks laying off shore, cut down old warships made into prisons. Rotting on the tides they are, green scum hanging down their sides like the long velvet curtains I once saw in the big house. The hulks were filled with convicts waiting for transportation. We were made to work in the docks loading and unloading ships. Any heavy labour that was needed we’d be rowed over from the hulks to do it. The lash was used all the time Regan across backs already weak and feeble,’ said the boy, not looking at O’Hara but out into space, as if gazing upon the horrors afresh.

         ‘We was there for a time, Jim and me.’

         O’Hara stopped moving the leg iron and lifted his great head. ‘Jim?’

         ‘Jim had been with me since the trial see,’ Collins said, reflectively.

         ‘Where is he now?’

         ‘Dead, died on the hulk night before we left for London.’

         O’Hara lent forward. ‘What happened?’

         ‘He had the bunk above me, see? I woke up that morning to what I thought was water or piss dripping on me. But it seemed hot and sticky like. I looked down on my sacking, it was covered in blood,’ Collins said, the faraway look still in his eyes. ‘I jumped up and peered into Jim’s bunk. Someone had cut his throat to steal his food,’ said Collins, wild-eyed now. ‘Jim was cold and stiff, but strange as it may seem, he looked more at peace then I’d ever seen him when he was alive.’

         Before O’Hara could say anything, Collins went on. The words coming fast, as if Collins needed to get rid of them.

         ‘Jim was younger than me, ten I think, a pickpocket from Portsmouth. He was caught stealing a handkerchief. He’d already served two three-month sentences for picking pockets and vagrancy. The court decided both they and Portsmouth had had enough of Jim Bickle, so they sentenced him to transportation for seven years. He’d been homeless for most of his life, but do you know what he said to me Regan?’

         ‘What lad?’

         ‘That since being on the hulk it was the first time in his life he’d ever had regular meals and a warm place to sleep.’

         Regan O’Hara nodded his head remembering the many famines of his beloved Ireland.

         A long silence followed as the ship rolled and pitched, O’Hara thought Collins had finished.

         ‘Then our own clothes were took, and these give us,’ he said pulling at the coarse convict shirt imprinted with the broad black arrows of the government mark.

         This caused O’Hara’s mind to go back to the branding irons shaped like arrows, god knows how the lad would deal with that he thought.

         Now the words seemed to rush out of Collins. O’Hara settled his broad back against the rough damp timbers of their cell.

         ‘The food was bad Regan and I had a 14 lb iron ball fixed to my right ankle.’ He stared over at O’Hara who looked puzzled. ‘I didn’t have any money see, to pay the guard’s bribe for “easement of irons” they calls it.’ A shiver went through Collins frail body. A scream went out from a man in the next cell somewhere in the dark he was shouting, ‘Get off me you black bastard, please pull him off me I can’t reach please pull him off me he’s biting into my leg.’ The rat let out a squeal as someone in the cell kicked out a it.

         Collins sobbed. ‘Dear god I can’t take this Regan, we are just chained here waiting to be gnawed. We’ll be eaten alive,’ he said, his voice shrill with terror.

         ‘Calm down lad we’ll soon have Shenkin back with us. He’ll find a way through this, you see if he don’t.’

         Regan O’Hara’s eyes went down to the lad’s legs where ulcers had formed around Collins lower right leg. The new wider shackles had cut into the ulcerations. This meant that Collins was continually having to lift the bottom edge of the manacle to prevent it cutting deeper into to the open wound. Collins’ hand went down again and came up covered in blood. ‘The rats will smell the blood, what will I do Regan?’ Regan fed the chain through the hanging hoop that allowed a man to just about sit upright. Then he stretched over to Collins’s bunk. Tearing a piece of sacking from under the side of the bunk mattress he wrapped it around the lad’s ankle, between the iron fetter and the wound then put the thin blanket back over it. Tears welled up in Collins eyes.

         ‘Thank you, Regan.’

         ‘Well! What happened after Jim died?’

         ‘Mother came to Portsmouth and brought a parcel of food. Bread, carrots, and a small jug of cider. They took them from me Regan, the other convicts, right in front of my mother. Weeping she was but they just laughed, including the guard who dragged her away while she tried to say her goodbyes to me. Later that day I was made to eat the others food, cheese and biscuits. The cheese full of maggots, the bread green with mould, but I was forced to eat it all,’ Collins said, tears rolling down his cheeks uncontrollably, but still not a sound passed his bleeding lips.

         ‘Shut your ugly trap Collins or I’ll finish what Kettlewell started.’ Cried out a cockney voice further down the line.

         ‘Leave the child alone hasn’t he suffered enough, he shouldn’t even be here at his age.’ This from a convict called Nisbit who had run a group of children pickpockets in the notorious Whitechapel area of London’s East end.

         ‘Fancy him do you Nisbit? We’ve heard about your little darlings.’

         Chains clanked as Nisbit sprung up the leg irons wrapping themselves around his legs. ‘Close your gob,’ called Nisbit.

         ‘You going to do it then?’ came the reply.

         ‘Shut up both of you, does anyone have water,’ shouted another voice.

         So it went on and on amidst the retching, peeing, and rats squealing, until one of the sentries at the top of the companionway shouted down. ‘Quiet, or I’ll call Ketch back from his supper, then god help you all.’

         They had witnessed Ketch’s on the spot punishment so fell silent.

         Many had already been violently sick, and though there was a tin bucket between the bunks, most had urinated in their beds or worse. The foul smells caused the guards at the upper deck to tie cloths around their noses and mouths. The ship ploughed on through heavy seas pitching the deck upwards then down again, on and on into the night. Most of them by now were bruised all over from the violent movements of the ship, their skins torn the saltwater burning deep into the wounds. The ones asleep were indeed fortunate, but few of the 119 convicts managed this, the rest waited in the darkness for the cold dawn.
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