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Chapter 1 - Landing
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The night was moonlit, and though we were close enough to the shore to hear the waves breaking on the rocks, the drizzle prevented us from seeing anything more than occasional glimpses of the land. I hung over the stern while my father rowed, my hand feeling the tension in the grapnel line dragging behind. We’d been rowing back and forth for three hours, and I was wet through and cold. I felt the line snag. At last!

‘Something here.’

Father stopped rowing and lay on his oars, wiping the rain from his eyes. We seemed to be in our own small world, everything dripping moisture. I pulled the rope steadily, bringing the first tub of brandy and its stone weight to the surface. Father lifted it over the side, cut the stone weight free and lowered the barrel into the bottom of the boat.

The boat was full of barrels when we heard a faint sound, just a soft hiss above the noise of the swell breaking on the rocks. We both looked up and peered through the drizzle. 

‘There,’ father pointed, ‘the Alert.’ I looked and saw the Revenue cutter in the moonlight. She was almost upon us, startlingly close, moving quickly despite the light wind. Despair swept over me. ‘She hasn’t seen us,’ he said, but the edge in his voice betrayed his words, and as he spoke there was a shout from the cutter’s deck and she altered course towards us. 

Father’s face was a study in despair. There was too much contraband to hide, no time to throw it overboard, and it would float anyway now that we’d removed the weights. I saw men move on the cutter’s deck, reducing sail. 

A voice hailed us, loud and clear. ‘Hold water there, and come alongside us.’ The cutter’s crew had all the sail off her now, except for a scandalised mainsail, and she was almost stopped. She was not towing a boat, but there was one on her deck.

Father spoke urgently through clenched teeth. ‘Get down in the boat, Jack, lie down on the boards!’ and suddenly dug in his oars, pulling with all his strength towards the shore. I looked up at him. The appearance of the Alert had been frightening, but what upset me most that night was the sight of my father as he rowed for his life with his feet braced against the thwart in front of him. There was a wild, frightened look in his eyes, his lips were pulled back from his teeth in a horrible grin and the veins bulged in his neck. He was rowing the boat faster than I had thought possible, heading towards the shore, but it was a large boat and heavily laden. I peeked above the gunwale and saw the cutter making sail again and turning slowly to intercept us. There was another hail ‘Stop in the King’s name!’, but my father did not vary his stroke. 

We were about a hundred yards from a large offshore rock perhaps thirty feet high, and I realised that he intended to get close into the shore where the deep-keeled cutter could not go.

There was another shout which I could not make out, and then a series of bangs from the cutter as the men on her discharged their muskets. We were nearly at the big rock when the atmosphere was suffused by a red glow, there was a louder bang, and we heard shot screaming over us through the rain. 

‘The swivel,’ father gasped, and then the rock was abeam and he rowed the boat behind it. Though the wind was light, there was quite a swell round the base of the rock, and I could hear the backwash sucking round other unseen dangers nearby. Father rested on his oars, gasping for breath, allowing the boat to drift backwards and forwards on the surge. 

‘Water,’ he said between breaths, and I felt around the boat until I found the bottle. He took a great swallow and wiped his brow. ‘We’ll go up the coast well in and strike across the bay when we get to Ringstead. Wind’s against us, so I’ll row. You go up in the bows and look out for rocks. Cutter can’t get in here, it’s a thick night, and she doesn’t know where we’re headed. We’ll be all right, Jack, don’t worry.’ He patted my shoulder and, though his words were reassuring, his voice shook.

As he drank, his face was lit by another flash, followed by the bang of the swivel. Looking over his shoulder he handed me the bottle and with a great heave on the oars got the boat underway. We went along the coast for an hour, creeping through the off-lying dangers. Occasionally, despite our best efforts, the boat bumped on rocks, and once she went aground on the top of a wave and I had to jump overboard into the cold water and push the boat off the slippery surface when the next big wave came.

We saw and heard no more of the cutter, which was just as well for we were all in when we finally got to the high cliffs of Ringstead, set the sail and headed across rainy Weymouth Bay for Portland and home.

***
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The Isle of Portland juts out into the English Channel, connected to the Dorset coast by a narrow causeway of shingle. I am a well-travelled man now and understand why outsiders often see Portland as a grim place, windswept, barren and steep. For mariners, Portland is dangerous. The English Channel, as though affronted by the obstacle in its path, boils and churns terrifyingly in the Race at the tip of the Isle. The Race has claimed the lives of countless sailors, and many more have perished yards from the shore in the undertow of the Chesil Beach, a pitiless lee shore.

Portlanders are a breed apart, suspicious of outsiders and with a curious, uneasy relationship with the sea. Women with seafaring husbands, half woken on winter nights by the gale howling round their cottages, reach out for comfort, and finding none there, come fully awake and pray for their husbands’ safe return. Others listen to the gale with satisfaction, knowing that the morning will bring a rich harvest of wreckage on the iron-hard beach.

For most Portlanders the choice of occupation is limited to sea or stone. I came from a seafaring family and as soon as I was able to handle an oar and trim a sail I became a fisherman, like my father and his father before him. Our boat, patched and often repaired, was vital to the family. Fishing was not its only employment though, and we were prosperous by local standards.

In those days Portland was almost lawless, and smuggling was carried on to an extent scarcely conceivable today. Often our night-time fishing expeditions took our boat alongside a dark vessel showing only a dim blue light, and I would help father stow packages and kegs in the bilges – a perilous occupation, and more than once I heard the creak of the Revenue cutter’s rigging, the rush of her bow wave, the shouted challenge and crack of her Carron, and counted myself lucky to escape the Revenue’s shot or the journey in fetters to Dorchester Assize.

Some Portlanders never left the Isle, but I was not one of those. When the wind served we often went to sell our catch in the port of Weymouth. Sometimes my father traded goods more lucrative than fish, and this other business was frequently conducted in the dark and smoky taverns along the quay. Despite being a Portlander, whose morals are supposed to be lax, he would not allow me to accompany him into the taverns, and I spent my time wandering along the busy quay looking at the ships working their cargoes alongside.

The world has changed in my lifetime, and I suppose I have done more than most to change it. In those days there was not a paddle wheel or funnel to be seen in Weymouth Harbour, or indeed anywhere in the world. Ships were driven as they had been since the beginning of time, by the power of the wind and the muscles of men. The ships alongside the quay in Weymouth were a fascination to me, their names, exotic ports of registry and the men who worked them, and I wanted above all to become a sailor. I was worried father would never allow me to go away to sea, and that I would have to run away if I was to fulfil my ambition, something that I could hardly contemplate.

Father, though, had not been a fisherman all his life. He had spent several years before the mast in merchant ships and had been as far abroad as Holland, and France in time of peace. He knew I was fascinated by the ships in the harbour, and I realise now that he was intent on getting me away from the dangers of contrabanding. 

One summer evening, when I was fifteen years old, he took me with him to the Ship Inn on the quay at Weymouth. The tavern was crowded with sailors, workers and women of the port, thick with tobacco smoke and noisy with music and singing. I followed him to a table near the back of the room, at which was seated a well-dressed man about forty years old. The man nodded in greeting and indicated that we should take seats on the opposite side of the table.

My father spoke. ‘Jack – this is Mr Wellstead, part owner and master of the Cicely. Mr Wellstead, my son Jack.’ That my father’s tone was so easy with a person whose standing would not normally lead him to associate with a fisherman came as no surprise to me. In those lawless days, father’s success in the contrabanding trade gave him what almost amounted to respectability. He was a useful man to know. 

I’d seen the Cicely often enough in the harbour. She was quite large, a topsail schooner of three hundred tons or so, registered in Weymouth, unusual because of her largely fore and aft rig. A proper ship, trim and well kept up. Meeting her master awed me considerably.

I stammered, ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Wellstead.’

Wellstead smiled and inclined his head.

My father spoke again. ‘Mr Wellstead here has offered to take you on as his apprentice. I know you’d like to try the seafaring life, as I did, and don’t think you should pass up the opportunity he’s prepared to give you.’ I was amazed. This was wonderful news, wonderful. I couldn’t speak, only managing to nod my head vigorously.

Wellstead spoke for the first time. His voice was deep with a pleasant Dorset accent. ‘Before you make up your mind, Jack, would you like to look round the ship? We’ll go there now if you’d like to.’

Like to? ‘Yes please, sir’ was all I could say. 

Wellstead stood, picked up his old-fashioned three-cornered hat and led me out of the tavern. I glanced behind at father, who was still sitting at the table. He motioned to me to go on and I followed Wellstead as he picked his way out of the crowded room, with not a few ‘Good evening, sirs’ from the customers.

I walked behind him as he strode along the quay to the ship, basking in his reflected glory. He was clearly a man well known and respected in Weymouth. 

We walked along the gangway and onto the Cicely. I was used to our small fishing boat and the Cicely seemed huge and substantial in comparison. 

‘We’ve finished loading,’ Wellstead told me, ‘a cargo of stone and hay for London. We’ll sail tomorrow morning.’ As he spoke he glanced up at the sky, in what I later realised was the conditioned reflex of the seaman relying on the weather for his livelihood.

Wellstead showed me round the ship, displaying as he did his pride of ownership, obvious even to me in my excitement. He pointed out masts, great spars with their furled sails, anchors, the wheel, hatches, rigging and belaying pins. He showed me the fo’c’stle where the crew lived, the galley, and took me into the cabin aft where he and the Mate had their quarters.

Wellstead told me to sit down at the table in the cabin, placing himself opposite me. 

He looked straight into my eyes. ‘What I want, Jack, is someone who can learn quickly and help me in my business. There’s a lot to know, and the life’s pretty hard, but she’s a good ship and there’s great prospects for you if you stick to it. We’ll be back in Weymouth in a month or so, and I’d like you to join us then.’

I remember the walk back along the quay in the warm summer evening, my feet scarcely seeming to touch the ground. I was to go to sea, not by running away but with father’s consent and encouragement, and not as a common sailor but as an apprentice, a person with prospects. I saw my father standing outside the tavern and smiled at him. He walked forward and embraced me, and we sailed back to Portland, talking excitedly of the Cicely and her master.

Early in the morning a month later I was standing with father on the quay at Weymouth, looking at the Cicely, recently returned from London. It was May 1800 and my seafaring life had begun. 
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​​​​​Chapter 2 - The English Channel
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Nowadays, with iron steamers, electric telegraphs and railways it is difficult to remember that within living memory the coasting trade of England was largely conducted as it had been in the time of Drake, and for all I know when the Pax Romana held sway over these islands.

Probably the average coaster was larger than in Drake’s time, and her rig and gear more efficient, but the improvements had been slow and gradual, and England’s great admiral would have had no trouble in stepping aboard the Cicely in Weymouth that morning, and taking her up Channel as he had done with the ships of his own youth. As it was for the ship, so it was for the men. Though the Cicely’s crew were nearly all Weymouth men, I think that Drake would have found little difference between them and the Devon crews of his youth hundreds of years before. The lot of the sailorman was hard and dangerous, but the Cicely’s men were settled and contented, and they had mostly been with the ship and Mr Wellstead for many years. Confident in their trade, handed down from time immemorial, they did not know of the changes that would make them almost the last generation of English seamen to ply their trade in wooden sailing ships.

Mr Wellstead met us on the deck, and we went into the cabin. On the table was a clutter of papers, and Wellstead cleared a space and took out a large scroll from a drawer. I knew what it was, the Articles of my Apprenticeship. My father made his mark, and Wellstead and I signed. My mother had insisted on teaching me the letters which she herself had learned as a child, and I am sure that if she had not Wellstead would not have taken me as his apprentice, despite his friendship with my father. Wellstead was now my master, and I his apprentice, for the next seven years. My fate was sealed. He shook my hand and then, to my great astonishment, so did my father, something he had never done before, and never did since. We all left the cabin and walked along the quay to where our fishing boat was tied up. Father got into the boat and, with the breeze blowing off the quay, hoisted the sail. At my father’s nod Wellstead and I pushed the boat off the wall and the lugger gathered way as my father sheeted in the sail. I watched the boat with tear-clouded eyes until he bore up for home at the end of the harbour.

Wellstead clapped me on the back. ‘Come on, Jack, we’ve work to do. We’re only going to London, and we’ll be back in Weymouth in a month or two.’

He was right, there was work to do. I was given over to the charge of Harry, the bosun, a grizzled old ‘shellback’ with clear blue eyes in a bronzed, wrinkled face. A golden ring sparkled in his left ear and his hair was pulled back into a tarred pigtail. For the next two weeks while the ship lay alongside the quay at Weymouth I painted, greased and cleaned under his watchful eye. He made me climb high into the rigging, which did not frighten me as much as you might suppose, and constantly bombarded me with the names of the parts that went to make up the sweet harmony that is a well-found ship. 

I was a good pupil, anxious to learn, and the knowledge I had gained handling small boats put me in good stead. Harry had not always been a coasting man, and he told me unbelievable stories of the sea and the things he had seen on his voyaging. My thirst for adventure increased with the telling of each tale, and I lay awake in my bunk in the fo’c’stle imagining adventures in far-off lands.

The cargo was blocks of Portland stone, already secured low in the hold, and hay for the horses of London, to be loaded on top of the stone. The hay was brought down to the ship in a procession of heavy farm carts. I felt immeasurably superior to the farm boys driving the carts. Wellstead supervised the loading of the ship, but was frequently away from her. He had a house in the town, where he slept, and sometimes would come down to the ship with his wife, a well-dressed and striking looking woman. Many of the crew likewise had homes locally, and it was only those who had nowhere to go to that lived in the fo’c’stle, generally spending the evenings ashore in one of many taverns along the quay. The ship’s galley was cold, and I lived on bread and cheese bought in the town. 

Eventually hay filled the hold, enough it seemed to me, who had never been further than Weymouth, to feed all London’s horses for years to come. The hatches were closed and covered with sailcloth tensioned by wooden wedges. Harry told me, with the shellback’s characteristic glance at the windward sky, that we would be sailing early next morning. I went to my bunk that evening so full of excitement that I could hardly sleep, to be woken what seemed like minutes later by the sound of voices and footsteps on the deck. 

When I went out on deck the ship seemed to have come alive. The crew, I later learned there were ten of them, had joined the ship, and Wellstead was standing near the wheel, talking to Harry. As I drew near I heard Wellstead say to Harry, who was walking away, ‘We’ll just have to go without him.’

Harry came up to me and said, ‘Ready to go to sea young ’un? Stick close to me and I’ll tell you what to do.’ He moved onto the foredeck. Men were gathered round the capstan, and I saw that wooden bars had been put into the holes at the top of the drum. Wellstead, by the wheel, waved to Harry who said simply ‘Go on then, lads’ to the men at the capstan. 

I knew that ships entering Weymouth dropped an anchor in the stream before going alongside the quay, so that they could haul themselves off when they left. Harry gave me a little shove, and I took my place at a capstan bar and pushed with the men. I am not sure that my slight weight made much difference, but slowly the capstan turned, the pawl clicked and the great anchor cable rose dripping from the sea, pulling the Cicely out into the channel. 

At that moment there was a shout from ashore and everybody on the ship turned to see a thin man running along the quayside. 

Harry ordered ‘’Vast heaving’ and the men laid off the bars. I heard one them mutter ‘Leave the bastard on the quay!’, leading to grunts of approval from the other men. They were to be disappointed. I have heard the expression ‘pierhead jump’ used many times to describe almost missing a departing ship, but in all my time at sea since that morning I have never seen it so accurately describe joining a ship in a hurry. As the men muttered to themselves, the running man jumped across the widening gap, legs still pumping and arms flailing, and thudded onto the deck.

Harry gave the man a withering look and turned to the men at the capstan and said with heavy irony, ‘Mate’s aboard, come on lads’. The men began to push again against the bars. As the capstan turned I was able to look at the man who had jumped aboard. He was lying like a pathetic bundle of rags on the deck, but not one of the crew went over to his assistance. As the capstan turned again the man slowly got to his feet, walked unsteadily aft along the deck and slammed the cabin door behind him.

After a great deal of hard work at the bars Harry shouted to Wellstead ‘Up and down’, meaning that the ship was now directly over the anchor. Wellstead answered with ‘Main topsail’ to the men aloft, and as soon as the great sail came billowing down there was a further series of confusing orders to Harry. ‘Lee braces’ was the only other command I definitely made out, but they were obviously clear to Harry, as he and the men moved quickly and surely around the ship, pulling on ropes and belaying them as the sail cracked in the wind and began to draw. Wellstead spun the wheel and the ship turned slowly in the stream and gradually gathered way. 

Harry and the men moved quickly back to the capstan and we pulled the anchor out of the sea. Wellstead next shouted ‘Get the mizzen on her’ and the crew moved aft and tailed on peak and throat halyards in turn, gradually lifting the mizzen sail. Soon this sail too was drawing, and the quay began to slip past with growing rapidity. Harry turned to look at Wellstead, raising his hand and declaring ‘Nice work’ to himself.

We cleared Nothe Fort at the entrance to the harbour as the sun rose. A man climbed down onto the dangling anchor and tied a rope to one of the flukes and we hauled it up level with the deck and secured it. Wellstead left the wheel to one of the men and came forward to speak to Harry. Wellstead was a great believer in the adage that a fair wind was not to be wasted, and we got sail on the ship without delay. Looking back, I don’t think that I was much use to my shipmates as we made sail for that first trip up the Channel. Ropes were thrust into my hands and I pulled on them, but I did not always know to what the ropes were connected. The men went quietly about their business, and as more sail was set, the Cicely heeled as she picked up speed before the quartering breeze. She ran rapidly across Weymouth Bay, the bright sunlight making rainbows dance in the crashing bow wave. To port I saw Weymouth’s curve of yellow sand, with the striped bathing machines already carrying the resort’s aristocratic visitors into the surf for their morning water cure. Stretching out ahead was the familiar outline of the Dorsetshire coast, high and rugged, and astern the hulk of Portland.

Though I was his apprentice, Wellstead considered that I should know all of the work to be done in every part of the ship, and my duties were often of a menial nature. My first task after sail was set was to help the cook prepare dinner in his galley near the fo’c’stle. The quality and quantity of food is of great importance to seafaring men, even in these days of regulation by the Board of Trade. In this respect, the Cicely did better than most. John, the cook, the oldest man in the ship, was small and wrinkled and seemingly hardly handicapped by the hand he had lost at the Battle of the Saints, in the Barfleur. His stories were so interesting that my turn in the galley seemed only too short, and I subsequently looked forward to working there.

The crew was divided into two watches called Port and Starboard. The system on the undermanned Cicely was ‘watch and watch’ – six hours on and six hours off. There were three ‘dayworkers’ – Harry, the Bosun, John, the cook, and me, the apprentice. I soon came to realise that ‘daywork’ was a rather poor description of my working pattern, as I was frequently called at any hour of the night when an extra hand was needed, and ‘all night in’ was a state of affairs imagined rather than experienced.

On that day the Starboard watch had the first spell of duty, and it was replaced at twelve by the Port watch which had just had dinner. As I helped John dole out the food to the Port watch I noticed Wellstead leave the deck and go down into the cabin. Shortly afterwards he re-emerged, followed by the Mate, who looked pale and rumpled. I looked at John, who motioned me into the galley and spoke to me in a low voice.

‘That’s the Mate, Dennis Vasey, a bad lot. He has the Port watch, when he’s sober. Last trip he near had us onto the Atherfield Ledges, and would have done for the ship if Harry hadn’t come on deck for a breath of air. He’s bad when he’s sober, but when he’s taken drink he’s the very devil.’ I didn’t ask about the Atherfield Ledges, but I inferred from his tone that they were not welcoming. 

‘Why does Mr Wellstead put up with it?’ I asked. I still had not brought myself to refer to the ship’s skipper as the ‘Old Man’ as everybody else seemed to.

John tapped his nose. ‘Business. Wellstead doesn’t own all the ship, Vasey’s father owns some shares. Won’t sell to the Old Man.’ He was about to say more but checked himself as the Mate appeared at the galley door, looking in with bloodshot eyes, which narrowed when he saw me. 

‘Ah, our master’s new apprentice. Son of a fisherman I hear, but can read and write. Well, we’ll see. Bring my dinner to the cabin, boy, and be quick about it.’

John put food onto a square plate, covering it with a cloth, and I carried it into the cabin. Vasey was sitting at the table and I went to put the tray down in front of him. As I did so the ship rolled unexpectedly and some of the gravy spilt from the plate and onto his trousers. His reaction was beyond anything I could have imagined. He roared with anger and leapt to his feet, knocking over the chair as he did so. He grabbed at me with a look of hatred in his eyes, but I dodged out of the way and he stumbled over the fallen chair. I was utterly terrified and ran for the door, straight into Wellstead who was coming in. Wellstead stood in the doorway and took in the scene, me trembling and Vasey struggling to his feet for the second time that day. ‘What happened here?’ he demanded. 

‘Your clumsy fisherboy spilled food all over me,’ panted Vasey.

Wellstead gave no direct reply but declared in a formal voice, ‘Take over the deck if you please, Mr Vasey. St Catherine’s north-east distant two leagues, tops’l breeze from the south-west, all plain sail set.’ As Vasey left the cabin, Wellstead motioned for me to leave, which I did without further encouragement, wondering at what I had just seen and heartily frightened by it.

I felt recovered after I had had my own dinner, and when I had eaten Harry sent me to the foretopmast with Nat, one of the younger hands. Lookout was to be one of my frequent duties aboard the Cicely, for my young eyes were keen and my time fishing had given me a good knowledge of the different types of ships to be met with in the Channel. A good lookout was kept aboard the Cicely, not only against the normal hazards of collision, but also for any French privateers or warships which might evade the Royal Navy’s blockade of French ports, and indeed for the Navy itself, as the Cicely’s sailors had a well-founded fear of the press gang.

As the ship forged steadily eastwards, I watched the high cliffs of Dorset slip astern, to be replaced by the lower land of Hampshire, and then the chalk cliffs of the Isle of Wight. I am sure that all who have sailed this way will agree with me when I say that the southern coast of England is as glorious a sight on a sunny summer day as any coast in the world.

By evening the Wight was low behind us on the horizon and the coast of England was almost invisible to port. When I was shaken from my sound slumber I could see in the morning light that the Cicely was off the desolate shingle of Dungeness, and that the fresh south-westerly – ‘a tops’l breeze’, as Harry called it – was still holding. Soon we were sailing through the cutters off Folkestone offering the services of London pilots to ships whose masters were unsure of the road, and I could make out the French coast low on the horizon to starboard. We passed Dover, the white cliffs gleaming in the morning sunlight, and wore round under the South Foreland. I could see hundreds of ships, naval and merchant, anchored off the shore. As I was looking at the sight, Wellstead came up to me. 

‘The Downs,’ he said, ‘favourite place for ships to wait. It’s a good anchorage, protected from the west.’ He indicated the anchored ships. ‘They could be waiting for a bit of east in the breeze to take them down channel, or for orders, and those over there by that frigate,’ he pointed at some larger ships near a warship, ‘are probably forming a convoy to go to the Indies.’

Wellstead was an enthusiast for learning and for modern scientific innovations. In those days many mariners occupied in the coastal trade navigated only by the knowledge they had accumulated over many years’ service, and disdained charts. Wellstead, though, was the possessor of several of the new charts published by the Admiralty which were based on scientific surveys carried out by skilled naval officers.

He took me into the cabin, and showed me the chart. ‘We’re here and here’s the South Foreland. We have to go up there and round the North Foreland. This is the main danger, the Goodwins just off the coast to the east of where we are. They’re rock-hard sand, and a lee shore with this wind, so I’m going to keep well into the Kent coast. Better to go aground there than on the Goodwins, there’s not many that survive that.’ 

Wellstead was always very keen for me to learn the coastline. Before the building of the lighthouses that we have now, the ability to recognise the ship’s position from a glimpse of the shore during a break in the mist might make the difference between life and death.
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​​​​​Chapter 3 - The Thames Estuary
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Just after dinner on the second day the Cicely rounded the North Foreland. For a landmark of such importance, the starting point of the most important estuary in the world, it appeared very commonplace, less impressive by far than the headlands of my native Dorset coast. Wellstead looked at the headland and then spoke to the man on the wheel, ‘Helm down and bear up.’ As the Cicely came hard on the wind the men hauled on sheets and braces and the ship heeled to her work, occasionally sending spray from the short steep waves across the deck.

Though the Mate had come on deck at the change of watch, Wellstead remained near the wheel as the ship sailed up the Thames Estuary. Wellstead had showed me the chart and I knew that there was land to the north, but I could not see it. He had told me of the difficulties of navigating the estuary, and I could see on the chart the intricate patterns of the shallow sandbanks which are traps for the unwary mariner. On that clear July day, though, the route to London could be easily discerned by following the steady stream of vessels plying to and from the great port. I was fascinated by the variety presented, and it seemed as though all seagoing life was there. Flat barges and wherries with leeboards and strange spritsails, merchantmen with rigs like ours as well as barques, schooners and ketches of all shapes and sizes. Once we passed a great black ship glistening with new paint as though just from her builder’s yard, and Harry told me that she was an East Indiaman, outward bound for distant foreign shores.

As the day advanced we progressed up the estuary, and gradually the northern shore came into view. Evening drew in and I saw a great beacon burning ahead. Harry told me this was the lightship at the Nore, where we would moor for the night. As we sailed near the light I saw a large number of merchant ships anchored nearby and in the distance a group of men of war, with three great ships of the line surrounded by smaller vessels.

Sails were gradually taken in and way reduced, the anchor got ready, and the ship ghosted up to Wellstead’s chosen spot under mainsail alone, to the accompaniment of the man in the chains swinging the lead line and calling out ‘By the deep six’ and ‘a half five’. At Wellstead’s command the helm went down and the ship put in irons, heading directly into the wind. When he judged she had stopped, he shouted ‘Let go!’ to Harry on the foredeck and the anchor was carefully lowered. As the ship gathered sternway the cable was paid out until Wellstead judged that the scope was sufficient and, with Harry’s experienced hand on it feeling for any sign of dragging, the rope was snubbed and made fast, and the mainsail lowered.

With the ship moored the watches were stood down, only one man being necessary for an anchor watch. I assisted John in clearing up the galley after supper and was rewarded for my pains when he pointed out his old ship, the Barfleur, anchored with the naval squadron. He told me of the fight with the French off Guadeloupe when he had lost his hand, and how the great 115 gun French flagship Ville de Paris had surrendered in the Battle of the Saints. Later I sat in the fo’c’stle listening to the men talk as they drank French brandy, on which I do not think the King had received his rightful portion, and singing sea songs accompanied by Harry on his fiddle, vowing to bring my guitar on my next trip. I knew many of the songs and sang them at home with my father, but I was surprised by the improvised words to some of the tunes. The main butt of the humour was the Mate, who was regarded with no affection or respect.
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