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OFF TO SEA

I don't think my relatives ever knew how amazed I was when I
obtained their consent to go to sea. I chuckled at my good luck, as
they no doubt chuckled at their good riddance.

I had long since made up my mind (or what, at the mature age of
thirteen, I was pleased to call my mind) that I would go to sea. And to
sea I went, knowing little and caring less about those prospective
first few years of hellish servitude, during which experience must be
gained-- experience that, like a corn, had to grow, become hardened,
and most damnably hurt.

My Dad didn't enter into it, as he was settled in New Zealand,
having seen the best days in cotton. In fact we had been "in cotton"
for generations, and I had fully expected that I should have to "follow
in father's footsteps."

For my part the "going to sea" was just a bluff, but it worked. I
hear some say, to my sorrow. Not a bit of it. The sea is a hard,
unrelenting mistress, always ready to whip up the fools (as I was soon
to discover). She tried to drown me several times, yet I beat her; she
nearly broke my neck on more than one occasion, but we still remain the
best of friends, and I never regret that my bluff was called.

I had a distant relative, a one hundred per cent sailor to the tips
of his stub-ended fingers, so I suppose it was only natural that my
near relatives should start me off in his footsteps. The fact remains
that I found myself a brass bound apprentice on board the famous
Primrose Hill, a four-masted barque and three
skysail-yarder.

It was not long before I learned exactly how to throw out my chest
as I described my ship as a "three skysail-yarder." There weren't many
of them about as most owners considered skysails more ornamental than
useful.

If you had been near the half-deck door when one of the Mates sang
out, "Now one of you youngsters, up and stop the main skysail
buntlines," then you would have known just what we boys thought of
them! The sole reason for their existence, in our opinion, lay in the
fact that they formed a ready to hand punishment for first voyagers.
But skysails undoubtedly did give that finishing touch to a ship with
her towering piles of canvas rising, tier on tier, a full two hundred
feet above the deck. Courses-- as the three big lower sails were
called- lower and upper topsails, lower and upper t'gallant sails,
royals, and finally, the boys' pet objection, those skysails. These
were exactly forty-five feet from yard-arm to yard-arm, just half the
length of the main yard; a perfect pocket handkerchief, but making for
perfect symmetry, and taking away that chopped off look that either
stump t'gallant masts, or even royals alone are apt to give. Our great
objection to these sails was there was no way of getting up the final
fifteen feet to this yard except by shinning up the back stays ( the
mast being greased). As far as the royal yard the going was not so bad;
one had the rigging and Jacob's Ladder. But swinging around on a wire
backstay half way to heaven, may have some attraction, but also has its
drawbacks, particularly when she was rolling heavily.

Having arrived at the summit of one's present ambition and standing
there on the footrope of the skysailyard, looking down two hundred odd
feet, always carried a thrill. To a first voyager it seemed
inconceivable that such an almighty spread of canvas, as then lay below
one, should not put that slight strip of deck on its beam ends.

In addition to the square sails, the Primrose Hill carried
fifteen fore and aft sails, in the way of jibs, staysails, spanker and
gaff topsail, each with the definite set purpose of passing its drive
to that long, narrow hull. She was a great ship, and even in the days
when a forest of masts was a common sight in dockland, the tapering
spars of the old Primrose Hill always stood out like one of the
tea clippers of old.

I know the skipper was a mighty proud man, and we boys almost
reverenced him, pacing his lonely beat up and down that poop, lord of
all he surveyed. His slightest word was law absolute and immutable. We
thought that even such as we, might with luck, some day walk the poop
with that deep sea roll. But that was too far in the dim distant future
for boys of our age to consider seriously.

Fourteen years of age found me beating down the channel in the teeth
of a Westerly gale. My first voyage, horribly seasick-- and sick of the
sea. That seemingly objectless and eternal beat from side to side of
the Channel, driving along with every stitch she would stand, trying to
make to the westward. Once in the fog, we almost succeeded in running
down the Royal Sovereign Lightship, and then on the other side, we got
into a jam with the notorious Race of Alderney.

At long last, clear of the Chops of the Channel, we squared away to
a fine Nor'-Nor'West breeze, and tore down through the Roaring Forties
towards good old "flying fish" weather. Shirt and pants the order of
the day, the ship heeling over with a bone in her teeth, ropes fore and
aft cracking like a machine gun as they surged round the green-heart
belaying pins. Day after day, and week after week, snoring along
without touching halyard or sheet; bending fine weather sails,
holystoning decks, scrubbing bright work and painting ship. Never a
lazy moment aboard any sailing ship in fine weather, and the man with
the forenoon or afternoon Trick at the wheel, is the man to be envied.
At night it is the other way about, as the watch on deck can always
find the soft side of a deck plank, for an hour's "caulk."

This was a new world to me, and the first time in my life that I had
seen real sunshine. Steadily the mercury rose as it grew hotter and
hotter, until the pitch boiled up out ot the seams in the deck, to
stick to and blister our still tender feet. It brought other things
also; not exactly out of the deck, but from below deck, in the shape of
rats and cockroaches. Where they all came from goodness knows. We used
to kill rats with belaying pins, and later even became expert in
stamping on them with our bare feet! At night in our bunks, the little
beasts would come and eat our toe-nails, and the hard flesh off the
soles of our feet, and this without awakening us. We knew nothing about
it until we got on deck and put our feet into some salt water. Then we
knew!

Cockroaches near two inches long. These must have come aboard when
she was loading somewhere out East. They had the same happy habit of
browsing on our feet, although not quite to the same extent. For their
benefit we kept a tin of very strong caustic soda and a small brush
with a handle two feet long, and when they started to make themselves
objectionable a dab with the brush settled their hash.

We were soon out of the Forties and into the Trades and it was here
we were to see our first flying fish rising in shoals out of the water
and flying anything up to a quarter of a mile. Some have a spread of
14-16 inches from tip to tip, and to watch them bank and skim the
surface of the water makes it hard to believe they are fish at all. In
fact, one can sympathise with the old lady whose son, returnng from his
first voyage, was telling her yarns, true and stretched, and eventually
told her about flying fish. She replied, "John, there may be mountains
of sugar, and rivers of rum, but you can't tell me that fish fly!"

My life, in common with other first voyagers, was made a misery
until I knew, not only every sail, but every rope used in furling,
setting or trimming, and they average a round dozen per sail, in all
well over five hundred. Even on pitch dark nights and in blinding rain,
you must be able to put your hand on any individual rope, and the
consequence of letting go the wrong one may be pretty disastrous to
both the ship and the culprit.

The Third Mate is usually the boys' mentor, and hikes them away from
their sky-larking in the second dog-watch, to learn the ropes--whence
no doubt the saying originated. A second and third voyager, to say
nothing of the salt-horse A.B. knows his ropes, and that almost by the
feel. These are the men to rely upon when it comes to shortening down
in bad weather.

With fine weather sails bent, and decks like snow we drew down the
Line and into the region of Bonito, Dolphin, and Albacore. Always a
keen fisherman, I was sure of a call if there were fish under the bows,
watch on deck mustn't think of anything so frivolous, but someone
always managed to sneak into the half-deck and give me a shout in hopes
of fish for tea; a mighty welcome addition to the Liverpool pantiles
and salt junk, if there should be any left over from dinner.
Beautiful ships, but badly found.

With us boys, sneaking grub was no crime, it was a religion, and
heaven help the chap that let a chance go by. This led some of us into
queer scrapes, for cooks, and particularly stewards were all out to
catch the hungry hound and haul him before the Captain. On one occasion
we located some biscuits in a spare cabin, and I was told off for
foraging. I got into the cabin and got the biscuits all right, but when
I came to open the door which I had closed so that it couldn't slam
with the roll of the ship, I found I had landed into a trap. The handle
turned, but not the catch; that was the catch so to speak! I got
the port open in hopes of scrambling out on to the cro' jack braces
(ropes that were used to trim that yard) but when I did eventually get
my head and one arm out, I found that not only could I get no further
out but I could not get back, and I had horrible visions of them having
to cut away part of my anatomy, or part of the ship. Anyhow there was
nothing for it but to ignominiously call for help. I did get my head
back, finally with the loss of a bit of scalp,--and though I succeeded
in convincing the Second Mate, who rescued me, that I had walked in my
sleep, it wouldn't go down with the Skipper. Six solid weeks of the
night watch on sentry go, capstan bar on shoulder, and a six foot elm
bar at that!

Another time we discovered a loose plank in the bulkhead of the
lazarette, and, after some nights of hard work, gained through. The
chap told off for the work, Austin, nicknamed Beaky on account of his
nose, was a bit deaf. What he had to do was to get the grub (in this
case onions, to put in our Cracker Hash) and climb up over the cargo
until he came to No. 4 Booby Hatch, the doors of which opened right
facing the half-deck door, inside which we were waiting. He came up all
right, but just as he started to shy the onions across the intervening
four feet of space between hatch and half deck, the Mate must come
along, and, be it known, they were Cabin onions. We sang out cave! when
we heard the Mate coming, but Beaky heard neither us nor the Mate, and
continued to shy the onions. The Mate was bound through the four foot
passage, and, as he turned the corner of the hatch, he stopped one!
Stepping back, he viewed the procedure, no doubt inwardly amused at our
frantic efforts to put Beaky wise. Beaky smiled serenely, and continued
to shy the onions, all of which had to be duly returned, and, in their
place we, once again, took what was coming to us.

However that was all in the day's work, and we would, and frequently
did, risk our necks crawling along cro' jack braces to pinch a bit of
pie or what not from the steward's pantry. Few boys that go to sea are
born to be drowned.
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65 DEGREES SOUTH

We crossed the Line, with the usual formalities, into the S.E.
Trades, and a long leg down to the Horn. Here a westerly gale drove us
South and further South; colder and colder it grew until we fetched in
amongst the Antarctic ice. I've seen plenty of it since, both down
there and up on the Banks, but one's first sight is always the most
impressive. That long ghostly outline of white, in places blue, and, of
every conceivable shape and size.

By this time we had bogies going--when the sea did not put them
out.

Despite all our efforts we were steadily driven down south until we
eventually fetched the sixty-fifth parallel. The month was June, in
other words, mid-winter. The conditions men had to endure almost beggar
description. Ropes and blocks frozen up, and solid with ice. Sails iron
hard with frozen rain and spray, often ice an inch thick, requiring
belaying pins to break it. I have seen all hands on the topsail yard
for hours on end of a bitter night, blowing a living gale, fighting
with canvas like cast-iron, finger nails turned back and knuckles raw,
battling to get it gathered in and a gasket round. It is difficult to
realise how any human being could survive the days and weeks with never
a dry stitch. Don't think this applied merely to the clothes we wore;
it included both blankets and bedding.

Long before one reaches the latitude of the Horn all maindeck doors
are as near hermetically sealed as is possible. Usually with the close
application of a sheath knife and quantities of rag and paper. One
gains access to the different living quarters, to galley and so forth,
by means of a a skylight; watching one's chance, opening the skylight,
dropping down and closing it again. A breath of the atmosphere in these
close quarters becomes almost as good as a meal. Huge seas, scores of
tons in weight, come thundering on board over the bulwarks, sweeping
anything movable before them. It is often a case of days without a hot
meal.

Added to all this, there is always the intense anxiety as to whether
one is going to happen across an iceberg during the night. The only
means of detecting them, when there is no moon, is from the white foam
at the base of the berg. If there is a moon one can sometimes get a
glint or glimpse of what is called "ice blink." Ice down in these
latitudes becomes more in the nature of ice-fields, and may extend for
miles, and become a veritable island. There is one well-known case of a
sailing ship running into a huge bay with a fair wind, and, finding
herself unable to beat out. Back and forth she thrashed, trying to work
her way clear, till finally she missed stays and crashed on the ice, to
be battered to pieces and all hands lost. Boats are of little or no use
in these conditions, for men can hardly survive on board ship, let
alone in an open boat.

After six weeks battling with Cape Horn Greybeards, as those huge
rollers are called, at last we got our slant. With the wind backing
well to the south-west we crammed on every stitch she would carry in
our endeavour to get up to the north-west and weather that dreaded old
Cape Stiff. There was every indication that we should make it, and be
able to stretch away for fine weather. Lower t'gallant sails and
t'gallant staysails set. Steering full-and-by, with all sails drawing
strong, her nose pointing well up to windward, everyone's spirits rose
with every mile reeled off. Every man and boy counted the hours to when
he would be able to hang out his dunnage and have some dry clothing,
though it was still a bit too soon to be looking forward to real
warmth, but that would come later. All we longed for from the bottom of
our hearts was that the wind would hold and not head us off by hauling
any more to the westward. The very first question asked each time the
watch was called was "How's the wind?" and it was a cheery crowd that
answered to the names called over at each relief. Now another
forty-eight or sixty hours at the most would see us with old Stiff
astern, and we would be safe.

That night we were still snoring along, dark as pitch but with every
stitch on her that she could possibly bear. There was the risk
of hitting an iceberg, yes, but one that we were all willing to take.
Still, with the sea that was running, there was every chance of seeing
it before hitting and in good time to either go about, or run her away.
However, it was not to be. Our luck was out, and a long way out. Soon
after the watch had been relieved at midnight, the wind to our great
disappointment started to fall light. Nothing too bad in that, so long
as it did not head us. Better much, than in blowing up one of those
seemingly eternal gales with which we were absolutely fed-up.

Lighter and lighter the wind fell, and to an extraordinary degree
baffling, a thing most uncommon in those latitutes. You expect, and do
get, baffling winds in the tropics but not down in the sixties. The
cold became intense, in fact piercing. Not a great deal of difference
from what we had had, yet somehow it was a distinctive cold and it
seemed to have a dry penetrating drive with it. We certainly connected
the cold with ice, but not seriously. It was the vagaries of the wind
we couldn't understand, and no wonder.

At four bells as the wheel and look-out was being relieved, the two
look-out men stood for a few minutes talking and discussing the rotten
luck in losing the wind. The man relieving was a real old-timer, and
presently he walked up to the weather rail of the foc's'tlehead, and
sort of stuck his nose up into the wind. Suddenly he whipped round and
bellowed out, "Ice right ahead sir." Instinctively the Second Mate, aft
on the poop, gave the order, "Put your helm down and shake her up,"
with the idea of taking the wind out of the sails and the way off the
ship until he could get a clear grasp of the situation.

The vital question was, in what direction did the ice extend. Were
we to windward, or to leeward of the main body? As she ran up into the
wind, both lookout men saw the ice still coming into sight ahead, and
on the weather bow. Old Heron, with his vast experience, and knowing
that everything right ahead and to some distance on the bow was
completely blotted out by the sails from the Second Mate on the poop,
now roared out, "Put your helm up, sir. The ice is to windward."

On a sailing ship you get to know your man to the very fibre of his
being, and the Second Mate knew Heron and ordered the helm "Hard
up." It was a big risk to take, for if once she filled again and got
way on her, and the ice should chance to be leeward as well as windward
then, we should undoubtedly strike and sink. There being little wind,
however, she payed off slowly.

The Captain was now on deck and quickly rapped out his orders. "All
hands on deck. Stand by the braces." Sure enough, old Heron was right,
and by now we could all see the ghostly and threatening outline of a
massive berg extending as far as the eye could see. Furthermore, it was
this monstrous berg that had been taking the wind out of our sails.
This we realised and with the realisation the knowledge that it must be
the father of all bergs, if it was responsible for the extraordinary
baffling of the wind, which we had now experienced for over four hours,
and during which time we must, in the darkness have been sailing
parallel along this block of Antartic. (sic)

Quickly we rounded in the weather braces in the hopes of filling on
her and making an offing. We must take the chance as to whether we had
run into an ice bay in the dark, for it must be remembered we could not
see more than quarter of a mile, and the ice was less than half
that distance from us. At one time just before she commenced to gather
way and draw off we were no more than a hunded yards from that towering
cliff of ice which looked as if our yardarms were going to touch. Being
right under the lee, the wind was utterly unreliable, and kept catching
her aback and drifting her nearer and nearer those threatening white
walls of ice.

An added anxiety in our minds as to whether there were any
protruding ledges below the water which might hold us below the water
line and sink us. Goodness knows what the temperature was at this time.
Fortunately our anxiety blotted out all sense of the cold, except when
we tried to use our hands. Everything that carried or showed the
slightest moisture, was all just solid ice, clothing included.

Steadily, inch by inch, we clawed off and, at last gained sea room;
then we hove-to till daylight broke and we should be able to see where
the ice extended and what was the best hope of saving the ship. With
the first streak of dawn it was easy to see what a narrow shave it had
been, and, with the increasing daylight, the cliffs of ice just
extended and extended. As the light became better and better till with
the full day there was revealed an impenetrable wall of ice for close
on fifteen miles astern, and more than double that distance ahead. As
it turned out, we sailed the best part of two solid days before we
could safely round the end of that island of ice. But, what was worse,
we were all the time slowly but surely being forced off our course, and
away to the eastward; for ever lessening our chances of rounding the
Horn on this leg.

A magnificent sight , cruising slowly along those blue-black cliffs.
Pinnacles, bays, chasms and cathedral like structures, huge ravines and
bridges, bridges of ice, looking for all the world as if they had built
by some clever engineers, and would have done credit to them at that.
Unfortunately we were in no mood at that moment to appreciate these
beauties. Curses, deep, sincere, and universal were hurled at this one
insurmountable bar, which prevented us from stretching away with a fair
wind to fine weather.

At long last when we did finally get round the ice, it was too light
to weather the old Cape, we once again, we heard that well-known order,
"All hands wear ship," and commenced another long leg to the
southward.

It might be proverbial amongst sailing-ship men of those days that
one was not entitled to the name of sailor until the Horn had been
rounded at least three or four times. I know I felt all of a sailor
after rounding it once. Six weeks to the day, from the time we first
made the Horn bound south, till we again brought it abeam bound
north.

A good clean run up through Trades and Tropics soon removed all
traces of our trials down south, whilst with all the goodwill in the
world we said good-bye to those harbingers of high latitudes,
albatrosses, Cape pigeons, Molly hawks and Mother Carey's chickens.

Heavy weather-sails were sent down and fine weather canvas bent in
place. Running gear re-rove, and heavy weather spare spar-lashings
removed. All dunnage (Anglice, clothing and bedding) out on deck drying
and airing. Everyone revelling in the sun and even welcoming the
bubbling pitch, though it should stick to our toes.

The very ship herself seemed to spring into greater life as the
flying kites were once again hoisted and set; each adding the urge and
drive which a few weeks later carried us through the Golden Gates of
San Francisco, on to the broad, smooth waters of the Sacramento.
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'FRISCO IN THE EIGHTIES

What a strange mixture we found in that city of mushroom growth.
Beautiful broad streets and magnificent buildings, but almost entirely
without law or order,--unless you could pay for it. One section of the
city, known as Chinatown, was literally a young China. Rarely, if ever
did any white man attempt this locality at night time. We boys cared
little about the reputation of the place; in fact we did not realise
the perfectly appalling reputation it bore, and we spent lots of our
time hunting up curios from John Chinaman. The great fire of San
Francisco has cleared away this well-known landmark, and the Chinese
are scattered to the four winds of heaven. Certainly one does not find
them now in 'Frisco. Whether 'Frisco is any better off without her
young Chinatown than with, is an open question. For my part I much
prefer John Chinaman to many other races. At least his word is his
bond, and you can rely on it to the bitter end. Get him to give you his
brief "Can do" and you need no attorneys, stamps nor seals.

'Frisco at this time, had the honour of bearing the worst reputation
of any sea port in the world for lawlessness, not excepting New York.
It was bad enough for the landsman to be on the streets at night, if it
was even suspected that he was carrying more than a very few dollars.
Even in broad daylight it was no uncommon thing for a man to be
sandbagged and robbed. Judge then, what it was for a sailor coming out
of the shipping office, known to have his pay-day in his pocket.
He was lucky if he could get as far as the nearest Post Office, always
allowing he had the sense to go there, which was seldom.

The water front of 'Frisco was held and run by a lot of soulless
crimps. These human vultures didn't wait for a man to get as far as the
Shipping Office; in fact they were indifferent as to whether a man was
even paying off or not. All they wanted was his body, and they
would fight amongst themselves for possession. Red Jake for a long time
held unquestioned sway. He derived his name from his lurid complexion
and crimson nose; one might even include his language,--it suited his
name.

A ship arriving within the Golden Gates (was there ever such a
misnomer?) was at once overrun by a horde of these wretched crimps'
runners. The men might be on the capstan heaving in the tow rope, and
the crimps would just join up and heave round also on the capstan bars,
hauling out of their pockets flasks of whisky, and once a man has
accepted a drink, he is theirs,--and it was more than another crimp's
life was worth to alienate that man's affections.

Red Jake would have perhaps half a dozen of the toughest runners to
each ship, and so held a monopoly. After the drink, the sailor chap is
given money. No receipt or anything, is asked in return, but now
they have bought him, and he must be slick indeed, to get out of their
toils. He goes ashore that night under the wing of the crimp's runner
to have a good time. He has everything he asks for, and eventually goes
to the boarding house that every crimp keeps.

If there is a ship ready to sail and short of a crew, he will be one
of them. Heavily doped, his body is delivered on board and a receipt
taken, which in turn, is cashed for a month's pay, deducted from the
sailor boy's pay sheet; having already sacrificed all his earnings of
the outward passage.

Who profits?

The crimp gets a month's pay. The shipowner gets the whole of the
outward passage's pay, and the Captain gets his crew, and, let it be
known, he will get them no other way.

Who should kick?

The skinflint shipowner, thousands of miles away, lining his pockets
and increasing his dividends?

Not he.

Furthermore, the skipper with a conscience, who manages to keep his
crew together, will get no bouquets when he arrives home and faces
"ship's expenses" at the office.

The 'Frisco police also got their rake off, according to a printed
and accepted schedule, agreed with the boarding house runners.

I am glad to say our Skipper was one with a conscience. I'll go
further and say, such men were not difficult to find in British ships.
He gave the crew to understand they would get money out of his own
pocket the moment the ship was fast, and if they deserted that night,
well, he would be the loser. He told them, "Go ashore, and have a good
time. But for God's sake men don't let those crimps get hold of you."
We did lose a couple of men before we left. Men we could afford to
lose, as a matter of fact, but of the real good crowd, we lost
none.

Of course it was good to be ashore for a time. To stretch our legs,
and feed the inner man, and see the sights. What sights some of them
were!!! Old Dupont Street with its green shutters and painted hags.

The Underground rabbit warren that honeycombed Chinatown.

Beach Street on the river edge with its rows of Dives, where more
men went in than ever came out.

Hard, bitter hard, though ship life often was, yet we were glad to
see the Golden Gates, with all they stood for, fading away and finally
disappearing below the horizon. At least the sea was clean.

The only good thing about 'Frisco as far as I, a first voyager with
an eternal hunger, could see, was the biscuits. "'Frisco biscuits" are
known the world over.Big, crisp and eatable. A good six inches across,
and even the ship's margarine could not altogether spoil their flavour.
Why the food, supplied by the British shipowners should have been so
notoriously bad, barely sufficient to keep body and soul lashed
together, seems inconceivable. Ships were paying, and paying well, yet
they screw the old salt horse shellback down to the last ounce--and a
poor one at that. In fact, the outstanding feature of my first voyage
seems to have been the state of semi-starvation we boys lived in, until
we got the 'Frisco biscuits.

One of the squarest meals I ever remember enjoying was on an
occasion, in the port we had just left. Standing outside a restaurant,
a very small and very hungry boy, just thinking what I could do with a
dollar and some of the good things in front of me--if I had the chance.
When a voice with the broad, drawling Western accent spoke from away up
above me, "Say, Sonny, could you go a feed?" I looked up to see a man
about six feet five inches, and big in proportion, wearing the rough
rig of a miner or rancher, just up to town. Could I go a feed! when
money was doled out to all and sundry at the munificent rate of a
dollar a week! A.B.'s, apprentices, or petty officers, it was just the
same, though why on earth we should not have been allowed to have some
of the money that was already ours, heaven and the owners alone
knew.

He took me in and gave me the meal of my young life. Lashings of ham
and eggs (a sailor's staple diet when ashore) cups of thick chocolate
and apple pie. He just grinned as it all disappeared, till, at last,
despite his earnest persuasion, I could eat no more.

Next day he was down on board with pockets full of apples, asking
for "that youngster with the gaff-topsail collar." Western
generosity!
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FLYING FISH WEATHER

We left the Golden Gates behind us homeward bound, with a cargo of
grain. About half way down to the Horn we discovered that she had
sprung a leak somewhere. We could tell this by the frightful stink
coming up from below. Rotting grain has worse contemporaries, but they
are not so easy to find. Evidently there was water getting in somewhere
on the starboard side, for that was obviously where the stench came
from.

There was nothing for it but to open up the hatches, and break down.
Fortunately we were still in fine weather so we could pile the decks
with sacks of grain and loose wet grain laid out drying. The leak was
located and found due to a bit of flint getting into the red lead
packing around one of the side ports!

Poor old Chips, he was for the carpet all right. A few thousand
pounds worth of damage done, all on account of a little stone! All the
same, it was lucky it happened where it did. Ships are known to have
had their sides burst out by the swelling grain, when the leak could
not be got at.

It was shortly after we had the grain stowed again that Olsen, the
Swede got moonstruck, through sleeping out on deck in the full rays of
the tropic moon. He woke up, one middle watch, to muster with the rest,
and at the sight of him, with his face all twisted on one side,
everyone burst out laughing. Poor devil, he didn't know what was the
matter. It was full moon, and as light as day; one could easily see to
read a book by the light, yet old Olsen went stumbling about the decks,
as if it were pitch dark. As it turned out, he thought that it was
dark, and that gave us the first inkling that something had gone wrong.
We heard him say, half to himself, "Gosh! it's dark," and then
someone asked him what he meant, and it came out that not only was his
face all twisted up, but he could not see his hand in front of him.
When daylight came he was all right, but as soon as it got a bit dusk,
he was finished. He got over it to a certain extent before we arrived
home, but he never fully recovered his sight at night time.

Most sailors have a hobby of some sort--making mats, carving models
out of wood, with beautifully cut sails, thin as a wafer, and bellying
out in the most natural way. Olsen's strong point was making planes for
planing wood--Spoon planes, Jack planes, and all sorts of planes. It
was just marvellous to sit and watch him fashioning them out of pieces
of hard wood he brought away with him, fitting the irons and polishing
them off. Most Swedes are good carpenters, and, though an A.B. he was a
jolly good chippy man. After he got twisted up, he just moped, and
would do nothing. It was pitiful to see him feeling his way round the
decks when it was light enough for the rest of us to pick up a pin.

On a long sailing ship voyage, each man knows the other better than
he knows himself. Funny little characteristics develop. He tells a bit
here, and a bit there, until, whether he likes it or not, you can piece
his life story together, like fitting a jig-saw puzzle.

Knut, the Dane, had been a whaler in Nova Scotia, and had killed a
man with a harpoon. He never told us in so many words, and of course,
his secret was quite safe.

If it had happened in a Yankee whaler, he would not have had to
bother--always supposing no one else had caught him out. It would
merely have resolved into a matter of paying so many dollars in to the
right quarter, and nothing more would have been heard of it. But, as he
came under British law, it was a different matter, and he was lucky to
change over at sea, as he did, and eventually work his way back to
Denmark. Knut wasn't his name, we all knew that. He hadn't meant to
kill the man; in fact, the man went for Knut with the steering oar,
just when Knut was going to make his strike, and, as he turned suddenly
away from the whale to defend himself, the boat gave a lurch, and he
drove the harpoon into the steersman's stomach. It might have
washed in a Court of Law, but for the bad blood that was known to exist
between the two. Wisely, or unwisely, he took the chance when it was
offered of getting right back home.

It wasn't until the passage home that we could get him to even take
a shot with the harpoon. He certainly was an artist with it, and three
out of four times he would hit a chip of wood thrown from the bowsprit
end. In fact, I saw him put the harpoon through a three-inch rope
grummet, three times in succession, and this with the ship laying over,
and doing a good seven knots. He could pick up a porpoise every time,
and that is not easy, for there is only one place where you can harpoon
a porpoise and be certain that it is going to hold.

Lying becalmed one day, a whole shoal of these greybellies came
thundering over the horizon; each one anything up to ten feet long, all
leaping straight up and flinging themselves sideways, landing flat on
to the surface, with a report like a 4.7 gun. There were thousands and
tens of thousands of them. Thunder was mild compared with the row. They
covered, at a rough guess, a rectangle, about half a mile long, and
five hundred yards wide. The sea was like glass, and when they were
first sighted, we could just see a patch of foam, growing rapidly
bigger and bigger: then bodies shooting up in the air, the roar growing
louder and louder, until we couldn't hear each other speak.

The average weight must have been well over a ton and a half. The
one Knut nailed was purposely a small one, otherwise the line would not
have held him. Of course it would have been a different matter if Knut
had been in a small boat and so could have let the porpoise tow him
before the line ran out. As it was, the 2 1/2 inch rope was taxed
pretty severly when hauling it up by sheer brute force, tail first, to
the cat-head.

I was told the wind always came from the direction where a shoal of
porpoises was heading. But first voyagers are fair game for all sorts
of yarns; one remembers some, and if wise, believes about half of what
one remembers. All the same, sailors do believe the wind will come from
the direction indicated by porpoises. Personally I think they gather
together from far and wide at certain times, simply to migrate; going
thousands of miles to fresh hunting grounds.

They jump out of the water and drop smack on to it again partly for
sheer sport, and partly in an endeavour to knock off suckers, Anyhow,
they're good eating, and a mighty welcome change from sailing-ship salt
horse where the fat is often going, or gone, green--and that's no
exaggeration.

The Crofton Hall had cholera break out through eating some
such junk and lost half her crew before she could get back to Calcutta.
Admittedly the stuff had been slowly going rotten lying in the harness
cask for two months under a tropical sun. Still, they had the usual
sailor's choice; eat it or leave it.

Fish hung up in the light of the moon will go the same way and must
on no account be touched. If the moon does get at it you see the whole
fish, or what may be left of it, become phosphorescent. That is the
danger signal, and I've never seen enyone hardy enough, even amongst
sailing-ship men, to tackle it after that.

Neither will sailors touch a fish that has come out of what is
called "Blood Water." This is a case when the sea turns deep red, often
crimson, in the sun. Really it's nothing but countless millions of
animalculae like cochineal. You will be slipping though beautifully
blue water (never seen within two hundred miles of our English
coast)when suddenly you will run into this Blood Water (it does look
just like blood) and may so continue for a couple of days.

As for the yarn about never eating fish out of it; well I've never
seen fish in it, and that's a pretty sound reason to my mind.

Sailing ship life, even on one's first voyage is cram full of
incidents, but they are irrelevant, and would fill a good sized book in
themselves.

At long last we arrived in Liverpool, just a few days short of a
year from the time we left; and such was my first voyage in sail.
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THE "HOLT HILL"

For some reason I changed over to the Holt Hill, sister ship
to the Primrose Hill, and of the same Line. My cousin was Third
Mate; I was then second voyage apprentice, and beginning to feel my
feet. We were bound for Rio, and proud to sail under Captain "Jock"
Sutherland, one of the greatest crackers-on out of Liverpool; in fact,
he made a boast that he never allowed a ship to pass him with any of
his sails furled. He certainly was a sailor to his finger tips; and it
was great to see him lying that ship over in half a gale of wind, with
scupper holes and wash-ports well under water, the water even swirling
through the sheave-holes half way up the bulwarks; this used to thrill
us boys to the bone.

He knew exactly, to the last ounce, what she would carry, and woe
betide anyone who voiced a thought that sail might be shortened. To
first voyagers it was pretty terrifying I'll admit, for many a time and
aften it seemed as though nothing could save the ship from going over
on her beam ends, or, alternatively, the masts being taken out of
her.

On one occasion old Jock heard some of the crew cursing at the way
he was carrying on. He just went down below, and arrived back on deck,
with a camp chair and a revolver, and dared any man to even whisper
about shortening sail, much less touch a halyard. He followed this up
with a threat that, unless they went about their work and stopped their
grousing, he would "put the helm up and sail the whole damn lot of you
to hell." And, knowing the man, I wouldn't have put it past him. It was
not exactly that he was altogether a daredevil in his cracking-on, it
was just sheer knowledge of his ship, and confidence in what she could
stand.

Beyond minor incidents that will happen to any good cracker-on, old
Jock had, up to that time, run free of any serious smash up, but this
voyage proved to be his undoing. The first bad break (and, as it turned
out afterwards, there were to be three) was off the Western Isles, one
filthy dirty night; carrying on as usual to the last ounce, under six
t'gallant sails, when really she should have been under six
topsails--backstays like harpstrings, and every rope straining to its
limit. Suddenly a man got washed overboard from the lee braces. In
response to old Jock's whip crack orders, we dropped the upper
t'gallant yards with a run and let fly the lower t'gallant sheets, as
he flung the ship up in the wind, nearly taking the masts out of her,
but the case was utterly hopeless.

We even got a boat away, by sheer good luck, but in the pitch
darkness, and in that sea, it was a wonder we didn't lose both boat and
boat's crew as well.

It was no fault of old Sutherland's that the man went overboard,
except that the ship had far too much canvas on her--but who would
blame him for that: All sailors know the danger in shipping a lee sea.
Each man must look out for himself. On the other hand, to be dubbed a
cracker-on would be the ambition of every skipper worth his salt. We
lost our man, but he was the first and last to lose his life, from
being washed overboard whilst under Sutherland's command.

The second misfortune came about just outside Rio, off Cape Frio, at
eight o'clock one morning, driving hard as usual, every stitch of
canvas set. A sudden squall sent the ship heeling over, ropes and
chains cracking, yard parrels groaning, till she was ripping it up like
the proverbial Flying Dutchman.

Whether what happened was due to a sudden shift of wind, or to the
skipper giving the order to luff, and the man at the wheel giving her
too much helm, was never known--(Sutherland would never explain, nor
make any attempt to justify himself)--but the fact remains without a
moment's warning, we were caught back and then a moment later, the
sails suddenly filled again and twisted the fore and main t'gallant
masts clean out of her.

That meant both fore and main t'gallant, royal and skysail masts
with all their attendant yards and gear, came crashing down on or near
the desk. No one was hurt, marvellous to relate, though the main
skysail yard dropped and hung within a few feet of a bunch of us boys,
who, despite the fact that it was our watch below, had turned out to
see the fun, and to be perfectly frank, in the hopes that something
would happen.

It did, and no one had another meal, or spell for twenty-four hours.
The gale, which had been brewing, and of which the squall was the fore
runner, came down on us, and did its best to put us under altogether.
Nothing but the superhuman efforts of Mates and crew saved the ship (as
it turned out, only for a later fate). It was in emergencies like this,
that one appreciated a British crowd. As a rule they are the greatest
grumblers on earth, but you can always rely on them when the time comes
and you are in a tight corner; which you can't on Dutchmen--the broad
term applied to all Continental foreigners.

On one ship of which I was Second Mate, the Mate was a Dutchman
(actually a Swede) and had a watch of his own kidney. Down round the
Horn one night, with the Skipper laid up, the Mate had to "wear ship"
himself, an "all hands" job. I had to take his Watch at the Main
Braces, and the Third Mate take mine at the Cro'jack Braces. Wearing
Ship is a ticklish job at the best of times, particularly the bracing
up when she comes to. At the crucial moment, the whole Watch got a dose
of sheer funk and cowered at the braces, and when I got amongst them
with hands and feet, cursing them to all eternity, they simply
vanished, and hid in what they considered safety.

We saved her, but only because half the British Watch broke off and
did the "Dutchmen's" job at the Main, whilst the other half of the
Watch carried on at the Mizzen.

Having, at last, cleared the wreckage of masts, yards, and sails,
cut away the last wire back stay, saved what we could, and let the
remainder go by the board, we squared away the remaining yards, and
limped into Rio.
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RIO AND REVOLUTIONS

Rio is a marvellous harbour, second only to Sydney, and at that time
full of sailing ships, though many of them were swinging to an anchor
without a soul on board. Cholera and smallpox were at their worst, with
little facilities and less energy on the part of the natives to hold
the disease in check. Deaths were averaging about two hundred a day
ashore, whilst "Dead boats" continually patrolled the harbour with
their gruesome cargoes collected from the various ships. Still, there
was plenty of enjoyment to be got out of life, and with the usual
youthful indifference, one paid little heed to the horrors around.

I cannot say the British were ever favourites in Rio, and little
blame can be attached to the natives, for the ill-concealed hate with
which they regarded us. "Incidents" happened pretty frequently,
important and unimportant; many of them were just skylarks. One night
we had been ashore on duty, and returning without the Captain we were
chased by a police boat; owing to the revolution the inhabitants were
indulging at the time no one was allowed on the water after sunset.

Ours was a six-oared mahogany gig, very light and very fast, and we
led that police boat a dance round that harbour they were not likely to
forget. All they wanted was to know which ship we belonged to, so that
they could drop on the Skipper, and that was the very thing we were
determined they should not find out. They tried a few shots with their
revolvers, but we knew they didn't mean to hit us. The result was, they
pulled and we pulled, but their crew had not got their muscles and
sinews developed in the hard school of a British sailing ship. After a
couple of hours they had to give it up, absolutely exhausted, and next
morning yet another complaint was carefully noted--and filed--by that
tactful warden of British prestige: the good old British Consul.

On another occasion a British Man-o'-Warsman had a knife stuck into
him, and, as a result, died on his ship. The British Fleet out there at
that time, consisted of two comparatively small ships, but what it
lacked in size, the Admiral certainly made up for in grit and
determination. Having ineffectually demanded the surrender of the
murderer, after forty-eight hours he stood over, opposite the town,
cleared for action, and landed an armed party. We boys were in at the
steps, in our own ship's boats at the time, and nothing would please us
but we must abandon our boats, and follow the naval party up to the
town to see the fun. No resistance at all was made to the Bluejackets,
who marched right up to the jail, extracted the murderer, put him on
board the cruiser, and sailed out of the harbour, to return a few hours
later with his remains swinging at the yard arm! Later the body was
lowered, and landed at the steps, and left for the authorities to
collect.

Pretty high handed, I'll admit, but the British were both feared and
respected in those days.

Another time, the Port Authorities refused, for some reason to give
the Thetis, a full rigged British ship, her papers, and after
delaying her for a week, the Captain threatened to take her out without
papers. The authorities ashore told him that they would blow her out of
the water, if he attempted to pass the forts. He threatened to go and
fetch the British Fleet (consisting of these two small cruisers) and
turn them loose. Their reply was that they would blow the British Fleet
out of the water also.

This appeared to be good enough to be getting on with, so,
commandeering a steam launch, the Captain carried the glad tidings to
the Admiral--who was cruising outside the harbour, not wishing to get
mixed up in a revolution then in progress, and by which they hoped to
unseat Don Pedro. The two British cruisers came in; made fast on either
side of the British sailing ship, and told the Captain to heave up his
anchor. Then steamed with him out of the harbour. We cheered ourselves
pretty well hoarse at the success of this manoeuvre. Needless to say,
not a shot was fired from the forts.

A common form of amusement amongst us boys, in which the Holt
Hill played a leading part, was swimming around "ship visiting." In
most ships swimming over the side was absolutely prohibited; in others,
only allowed for half an hour or so in the evening, with very strict
precautions, such as boats in the water, and look-outs for sharks. Old
Jock Sutherland was a sport to his finger tips, and simply left us to
use our own good common sense. So when the work of the day was over,
decks had been washed,--and ourselves--tea finished, then, in the cool
of the evening, over the side we would go and swim away to the next
ship. If nobody was watching, their boys would come over the side and
join us, and so we would go on from ship to ship, until perhaps close
on fifty of us, would be swimming and singing round the harbour, in
water like warm milk. Sharks are cowards, anyway, always excepting
tiger sharks, and as it turned out we were perfectly safe and never
lost a soul.

As a matter of fact, a fish that is far more dangerous than a shark
in Rio harbour is a Blanket Fish, often called a Sun Fish; sometimes
misnamed a Devil Fish. It frequently lies asleep on the surface,
covering an area of anything up to ten or fifteen square yards. One of
these fish is apt to heave itself almost bodily out of the water, and
land on top of its objective, which may be a man swimming. They have
only one motion, and that is forward, so there is not much danger
really,--providing that you are fairly quick in the uptake, dodge
sideways, and don't lose your head.

Coming off in the gig one night, we ran right up one of these chaps,
much to the annoyance of the Skipper. It was shortly after midnight and
pitch dark. I think the Skipper had had a pretty good time; anyhow, he
was feeling quite pleased with himself. We pulled six oars, and the
custom is to judge your distance from the gangway, say a hundred feet,
and on the order "give her weigh" get in about a half a dozen good
strokes, then smartly toss the oars, while the boat with her own
impetus, runs alongside. We had just given her the half dozen, when she
ran her nose high and dry on one of these great slabs of sleeping fish,
lying on the surface. He awakened in a hurry, and, tossing his stern,
dived down. Being a long narrow boat, our stern was already well
down, and as the result of the Sun Fish's kick up, the skipper found
himself sitting up to his armpits in water. On our lives, we dared not
laugh, so we just hustled him up on board, out of the way, and howled
our heads off.

Another amusement for the boys forming the boats' crews from the
different ships in harbour, was to muster up at the landing steps
ashore, and, leaving one in charge of all the boats, do a cruise round
the market, buying what we couldn't steal. I dare say we were a bit of
a trial, and the natives certainly did not overtax their patience with
us; in fact they often used to turn out en masse and kick us out
of the market. I don't blame them altogether, but when, on occasions,
they drew knives, then it got beyond a joke. One time they chased us
half way across the square before we got reinforcements from the boats
with stretchers, and we were able to return their good wishes-- and
quite a good account we gave. This time I not only collected two very
nice little cuts, but actually left a small piece of flesh, off one
hand, on the ground. Several of us had got cut about, when, to add
insult to injury, the mounted police turned up, but charged us boys, if
you please, instead of charging the mob!

Rio is also rather noted for its podgy little bum-boats, which
cruise round the harbour visiting the ships, and are anxiously looked
for by the hungry hordes of apprentices. In exchange for money, or a
shirt if you hadn't cash--as was usually the case, you got glorious
bread, coffee, oranges, bananas, and "alligator" pears, as they are now
known, though their proper name is Avocada. This sort of trading is
stopped by the Mates if it can possibly be detected. But when the sun
shines, and a fellow is hungry, seaboots and thick underclothing seem
quite superfluous. Many's the chap that has left Rio, bound round the
Horn, with barely enough clothes for tropical weather, let alone the
rigours of Cape Stiff. To have been round the Horn a few times you are
a "sailor," but to have been round without seaboots, you are a real
"hard case."

We rigged up stump t'gallant masts in Rio for the simple reason, I
suppose, they had no spars long enough for t'gallant, royal, and
skysail masts. They were terrible misfits, but the best we could get
from a town in the turmoil of eternal revolutions. The sails were of
No.1 canvas and had forty-two feet of a drop. Lowered down and clewed
up. At least they were supposed to lower down, but when needed never
would, so it was usually a case of "lower away t'gallant halyards,"
and, as nothing ever happened, "Haul taut and clew up." Finally we
would have to take up a downhaul, and pull the infernal yard down by
brute force, on to the lifts. That done, it was "up aloft and furl
them"--a sixty by forty sail, No. 1 canvas, and wet at that. It was
more like trying to roll up a piece of rhino hide than anything else I
can imagine. You manage to beat a crinkle in the belly, so that you can
get all your fingers fastened on to it, then, all together, you haul
and tuck that particular bit of sail under your stomach and lie on it
hard. All this time the sail is banging and thrashing about, and you
are balanced on the foot rope, so named because it is under your feet,
and all else there is under you is the deep blue sea, or worse still,
the deck, if you do come down. After two or three bights of the sail
have been tucked under each man, someone may inadvertantly ease up, or
the sail will give an extra kick, and away goes the whole damn lot, and
you start all over again--if you've been lucky enough to catch the
jackstay in front of you as the sail went bellying up over your head.
How heartily we cursed those sails!

Finally, with all our ballast on board, a round thousand tons of
sharp edged granite, every ounce of which we had man-handled from
lighters to the hold, we were ready for sea. With sails bent, tug
alongside, we hove up and said "so long" to them and their oranges,
their cholera and their revolutions.

With a fair wind and a light ship we sailed out of Rio harbour bound
for Calcutta--or so we thought.
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SMALLPOX

It was almost a dead beat in the teeth of the Trades, so we reached
away to forty odd degrees south, where we hoped to pick up the
prevailing westerly wind, and stretch away for the Cape. We had to send
down the mizzen skysailyard and unbend the mizzen royal staysail, as it
gave her far too much canvas aft with only stump t'gallant masts
forward; in fact, with the mizzen royal, and the wind anywhere abaft
the beam, it took two hands at the wheel to keep her from broaching-to
at the best of times. Whereas ordinarily with a ship of her class you
could steer with one hand and a few spokes of the wheel. And, take it
from me, to have in your hands the eight foot wheel (diameter, not
circumference) and a twenty-five hundred ton ship, and she with a bone
in her teeth, is a thing never to be forgotten. You can "feel" her just
as closely as you can a horse with the most delicate mouth, and to be a
helmsman worthy of the name, you must know what she is going to do
before she does it. She lifts to this sea, straghtens herself up, and
goes down to the next, with the unmistakable motion that tells you she
is going to run up in the wind on the following sea. If you don't get
the helm against her before she does it, up she comes with all the
upper sails shaking in the wind and the Mate howling out to know,
"Where the hell are you going to, you soldier?"

Although we had left Rio, we were not to forget it in a hurry.

We had been out about a fortnight, when some of the crew commenced
to go down with some sort of sickness. The first chap we said was
loafing, until he died. That's always the verdict on a sailing ship,
anyway. A man is invariably "mouching" until he dies, and then we say,
"Oh, he must have been bad after all." It was smallpox.

Old Sails was the first to go under, and even then, I don't think we
were by any means sure what we were up against. No medicine, and no
doctor, of course; in fact, the last medicine on board, which consisted
of half a cup of castor oil, was drunk by one of the patients in
mistake for water. As there was nothing to check it, we just had to
rely upon our cast iron constitutions and stick it out. I seemed to be
immune both from smallpox and yellow fever. I once had a chap die in my
arms of Yellow Jack, and I used to wear a fur coat belonging to one of
our smallpox convalescents. He used to wear it during the day, and I
borrowed at night! I'll admit I wasn't popular with the watch whilst I
did wear it.
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