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To Naomi Lulham (1832–1908)
and Ann Scanlon (1827–1907),
who would otherwise be forgotten











So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.


F. SCOTT FITZGERALD,


The Great Gatsby












Preface


What is the past? I don’t mean personal memory – I mean the distant past beyond living experience. History is the way the past is told, an altogether different thing. But what is this past? In what does it consist? In one sense, of course, we carry our past within us, in the nucleus of every cell in our bodies – that acronymic DNA that we have been bequeathed and that, in turn, we cut and shuffle and deal out to our children like so many packs of cards. But there are other things besides. There may be family stories, memories that are handed down, soon to become distorted out of all proportion or simply fade and be forgotten. Then there are the artefacts, the scratchings of pens on fading documents – census entries, birth certificates, perhaps even a diary or a collection of letters. Other than those traces, is the past anything more than quaint old buildings that we treasure far beyond their material worth and the objects that sit in museums – this pewter bowl, that rusted cutlass, these gems, those pieces of pottery – to be glanced at indifferently by schoolchildren on field trips? But a past that only consists of the artefacts is like a skeleton unearthed in an archaeological dig. Where is the flesh and blood? Who were the people? What did they feel? Where have they gone?









Part 1









Suffolk, 1837


The beach was an escape. A long, empty strand, a smear of sand and shingle beaten by waves and stretching away into the haze of distance. Nothing much but marram grass grew there in the shifting surface, along with sea kale and sand couch and a creeping bindweed with pale pink trumpet flowers. But out to sea? A glimpse of sails, tan sails bending towards the south. People going miles and miles. To where? To the ends of the earth, wherever they were.


The two boys walked along the shingle for a while, hoping to find something, anything, that they might have. Sometimes you discovered things washed up. Bits from ships. Wood and stuff. Useful, maybe. When there was a wreck, then all the people from the village would be out looking. Kids wouldn’t get a chance. Like the previous year, after that great storm when there were twenty ships cast up and wrecked. But on a day like this, with the sun in the sky and a fine, cool breeze from off the water …


‘Over there!’


It was something, sure enough. Below the shingle, on the flesh-coloured sand, a mass of grey just where the waves broke. Not a rock. There were no rocks round here. Maybe a dead seal. You saw seals often, their heads bobbing in the water, like people swimming almost. Or maybe it was an old coat. A coat’d be useful once the salt had been washed out of it.


They ran, stumbling, down onto the sand, and stopped.


A head. Seaweed for hair. White skin and a barnacle beard. A single, glaucous eye glaring up at the sky. One foot was buried in the sand, the other moved with the breaking of the waves, as though the man was beating time to some tune that only he could hear.


‘He’s dead,’ Isaac whispered.


‘What’ll we do?’ his brother Abraham asked.


‘Go and tell someone, do we’ll get into trouble.’


They didn’t move. The eye stared. There was sand in the earhole. A hand lay like a dead fish beside the face. Mauve lips. Blue nails.


Abraham put out a foot and pushed.


‘What you doin’?’


‘Just seein’.’


‘That’s insulting the dead.’


‘I’m not insulting him. I don’t know him. He’s just dead.’ He crouched down and pushed his hand in among the folds of sodden cloth.


‘Hey! What you doin’ now?’


‘Just seein’.’


The cloth clung to his fingers as he felt around inside. It was like groping in the guts of some dead animal, a rabbit, maybe. Except they were warm whereas this was cold: the chill of the grave. Then his fingers found something tough, some different thing among the cold cling. He pulled his hand out to see. It was a leather purse, like a mermaid’s purse, one of those egg cases they sometimes found along the beach. The curate, who called himself a student of God’s natural wonders, had told them they were the egg cases of sharks. But inside this purse, no embryo dogfish. Instead, when Abraham pulled it open, there were two gold coins, gleaming in the sudden sunlight.


The boys breathed deeply. A woman’s head on one side; on the other, a shield. ‘That’s the Queen,’ said Isaac, trying to take one.


Abraham snatched it back. ‘Them’s mine.’


‘Them’s not yours, them’s ’is.’


‘Them’s gold and them’s mine.’ He took one of them and put it to his mouth to bite it, not because he knew why but because he’d seen that done, at the market in Lowestoft. There was the taste of salt but nothing more. Except the hard touch of metal. ‘Gold,’ he repeated.


‘That’s theft, that is.’


‘No ’tisn’t. That’s salvage.’


Isaac was stumped. ‘What’s salvage?’


‘It’s where you find something and it’s yours. Finders keepers, like.’


‘Where d’you learn that?’


‘I heard people say it. Boat people.’


Isaac pondered the matter. ‘What’ll happen when you try to get the worth of it? They’ll know ’tain’t yours. You’ll be done for thievin’. Could be sent to the Demon’s land.’


Abraham pondered the possibility. Did he believe in demons? People went to the demons, it was said, arrested for thieving and sent away for ever to the other side of the world where the demons lived. Demon’s Land. But was it true? Were there really demons? People said you had a guardian angel sitting on your shoulder and looking over you and he’d never seen one of them either. He shrugged demons and angels away and crouched beside the figure whose guardian angel had clearly not been paying attention when most needed.


‘Let’s see what else’s there.’ Emboldened by familiarity, he rummaged among the clothes but there was nothing further of interest, just some sodden papers in an inside pocket, the ink all blurred. The two boys stared without comprehension at the ruined writing before stuffing the pages back.


‘He’s got a belt.’


They undid the buckle and tried to pull at the belt for a while, but nothing moved, the weight of the corpse, half embedded in sand, holding the belt fast. When they dug into the sand to free a leg they discovered no boot, only a foot as white as chalk, toes like pebbles. Boots would have been useful. ‘Maybe he’d took ’em off to swim.’ Abraham had heard of people doing that. You had to do that, it seemed, or the boots dragged you down. But he didn’t know. Neither of them knew because neither of them could swim. And neither had boots.


‘What’ll we do now?’


They looked round, along the stretch of beach running down the narrowing lines of perspective to the north and south. You could just make out the masts of ships at Lowestoft. Closer, fishing boats were drawn up on the shingle where figures moved about their fishing business, oblivious to corpses or children mucking about on the sand half a mile away.


‘We got to tell someone, do we’ll get into trouble.’


‘Our father then.’


‘He’ll lather us.’


Isaac was the nervous one, the one who always felt the heavy shadow of his father. He contemplated the lathering they’d get from their father – for what? Just for being and doing. You didn’t get lathered for a reason. ‘Not if we show him the money.’


Gold. Cole. How would he get the worth of it? Abraham didn’t know how much, but he did know that it was more money than their father would earn in a month and more.


‘That’s my money.’


‘It’s ours,’ said Isaac, ‘or I’ll tell.’


They made their way back through the dunes and the low cliff, across the grassland that had once been common grazing but was now enclosed by the local gentry, towards the cluster of cottages beyond the tower of St Edmund’s Church.


First thing they did was find a place – a crack in the wall of the cottage – where they could hide the purse for the moment. Then they could go looking for their father, who was working with others digging out a drainage ditch. It wasn’t good to disturb their father when he was working but they did it nevertheless – this was big news, news that would stir the village. ‘Hey, Fa, we found a dead ’un,’ is what they said. What Abraham said, in fact, his voice shrill but supported by Isaac repeating the same thing.


The men, all three of them, deep in the ditch, mired with mud, stopped.


‘What you say?’


‘A dead ’un. A body.’


Their father leant on his spade and wiped sweat from his forehead. ‘Where’s this?’


‘On the beach.’


‘Man, is it? You touch it?’


‘No.’


He nodded, stuck his shovel in the mud and clambered out of the ditch. ‘Best not touch it. Might bring fever. Best go and see.’


The most exciting thing to happen in Kessingland since the big storm, that’s what people said. Down on the beach a crowd watched as a local doctor and an officer of the coastguard splashed through the shallows – the tide was flowing – to examine the body. A stir of interest as the clothes were opened. A gasp at the sight of a white leg. A muttering and not a few prayers as arms and legs were lifted and the corpse was released from the grip of sand and carried to the church by half a dozen men of the village. A group of women – the usual busybodies – attended to the winding. The word had got around that he was German, washed across the German Ocean* to end up on this miserable shoreline. Poor soul, people said, so far from home. There was no money on him to pay for a wooden coffin, so they buried him in the shroud. A dozen and more watched as the parson – the Reverend Lockwood – intoned doom-filled words over the gaping grave:


‘Man that is born of woman hath but a short time to live and is full of misery. He cometh up and is cut down like a flower; he fleeth as it were a shadow … ’


From the boundary wall of the churchyard, Abraham and Isaac watched this strange ritual, with the lowering of the corpse and the solemn tossing of a handful of earth, like the earth itself devouring its creatures.


‘Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’


Mud to mud, the rector might have added but didn’t.


‘That’ll happen to us one day,’ Abraham said. In his own case, as it happened, he was wrong; but he was right about other things – like the fact that the people were mistaken about the German (if he was a German) having no money for a coffin, because they didn’t know about the two gold coins, secreted now in the outer wall of the cottage, did they? Isaac thought they would rot in hell for what they had done, robbing a dead; but Abraham only laughed. Hell was what they learned about in church and Sunday school – eternal fires and devils and pain – but at least it was somewhere else rather than here. At least it wasn’t the drudgery of rising at first light and working through the mud all day and eating turnips and bread, and fish if you were lucky, and going to bed as the sun went down, as though the night meant the end of life. What did they have to lose, taking their chances in hell?









Kessingland


Kessingland – the land of the watercress beds – was not an easy place to live. Forever threatened by flooding rivers and the encroaching sea, it wasn’t much more than just water and mud, dissected by ditches dug by the ancestors who had come from Holland two centuries earlier (but Abraham knew nothing of them). The same ancestors had also thrown up dikes to keep the water at bay, and built lifting pumps that constantly worked, driven by the wind off the German Ocean. So life there was mainly mud, or, when the summer came and the thin crust dried out, dust. The rest that was not mud and dust was rain and the smoke of the cottage where Abraham lived with his parents, John and Mary, and four brothers, the family scratching and gouging an existence out of the land as agricultural labourers.


It could be the start of a Dickensian novel, couldn’t it? David Copperfield, maybe. The same part of the world, the same shoreline life. Or Great Expectations, with a shocking discovery in the marshes. So what difference does documentary evidence make to the story? Because these people are not fictions. Abraham Block and his brother Isaac, their parents John and Mary Ann (née Wright), were once as real as you and, presumably, me. Following a daughter, Martha, who died at only a month old, and Isaac who was born in 1828, Abraham was their third child, born in 1831 and baptised on 6 March.


[image: image]


Extract from baptismal registration of Kessingland, 1830/31


There he is in the register of baptism, his name beautifully inscribed along with his parents’ at the bottom of the right-hand page. Ironically, they themselves couldn’t read, but still, there they are among all the other names of men and women who no longer exist but who once lived and loved, felt pain and happiness and sorrow in this impoverished corner of East Anglia.


*


After the brief excitement of the drowned man, life went on. Their father argued with their mother over things the boys didn’t comprehend. Sometimes he hit her. Sometimes he hit them. That was the way of the world. His mother bore three other boys after Abraham and then she died, as people did often enough in those days, of nothing much – a fever, an ague, an influence, a miasma coming out of the water that saturated the land – and there was another funeral, with the parson intoning the same words as he had over the unknown drowned man and the congregation looking on with the same resignation at the sight of a wooden box being lowered into the ground and covered with sodden earth.


Thus by the age of seven Abraham was motherless, growing up with his four brothers more by luck than good judgement, chasing his older brother Isaac through a handful of years towards adult life. School took up little of their time (neither Abraham nor Isaac learned to read or write) and got little in the way of the other things, the daily things that mattered, useful things like gathering rushes for rush-lights or scavenging along the beach, or fishing, illegally, in the ditches that dissected the landscape. They were often hungry because they were children of the dispossessed, country people stripped of rights to common land that their ancestors had possessed for centuries.* That also was the way of things.


Quite soon another mother came, a half-mother, ‘stepmother’ the father said, although what this new woman had to do with steps they couldn’t comprehend. She came to look after the youngest, William and James, and then she too was pregnant and duly gave birth. So there was yet another baby in the cottage, the step-mother cooing over the new brother – half-brother, step-brother – and more or less indifferent to the others. The birth was all muddled with other things that happened at that time, the two older boys starting work, the same work as the father for a fraction of the money and all their monies taken away by the parents anyway, so Isaac and Abraham never saw anything of it. ‘You’ve got to pay your way now you’re old enough,’ was all the father said. And it was true. By ten years old, children were grown up enough to dig, to lift, to pull, to cut, to do whatever the landlord needed, the landlord being a vague figure never seen but at a distance.


Abraham thought of the gold coin, his gold coin that lay, sly and promising, within the leather purse snuck in that crack in the cottage wall. He and Isaac had even closed it over while doing work that the father required, the same time as he was repairing the thatch for winter. ‘You boys make up some daub,’ he said. ‘Make yourselves useful.’ So the boys had mixed up mud and straw and filled in the holes and cracks, and so hid the treasure away. And when the daub was dry they plastered it over. Safe as houses.


‘Mark the spot,’ Abraham had said to Isaac, ‘else we forget. When I go, I’ll need that coin.’


Isaac laughed. ‘Where’d you go, bor?’


‘Far away from here as I can.’


‘Why, bor?’


‘To see the world.’ Which sounded fantastical but surely had possibilities, seeing that, while his family worked in the fields, digging potatoes and turnips and cutting wheat if they were lucky, the sea bordered the parish on the east and the port town of Lowestoft was but an hour’s walk north. You could sit on the edge of the dunes and stare out at the water to the horizon on a clear day, see ships, hear gulls, feel the distance; at night you could watch the stars wheel overhead.


So the boys grew and the sovereigns grew, two coins becoming, in imagination, a hoard, while the unknown sailor – German? Dutch? – rotted in his unmarked grave and metamorphosed into a mystic benefactor who wanted only good things to happen to the two boys. Abraham spent time there among the gravestones, looking not at his mother’s but at the anonymous mound that covered the man he had never known in life, the cold, marble flesh, the beard, the clutching hand, the single, staring eye. That eye haunted him. What had it seen? Pirates and shipwrecks? Strange, exotic shores, naked savages, cannibals, human sacrifice? Marvels to put against the slow and monotonous march of the seasons in Kessingland on the edge of the German Ocean, where the sailing ships passed by and cared not a sovereign, not even a farthing, about the poor webbed-footed creatures who scraped a living on the flatlands, the smee, the smeath, the levels below the sea.


‘Where will ye’ go, then, bor?’ they asked when he boasted.


‘I’ll go, I’ll go … away. That’s where I’ll go. Away.’ You could see the frustration in his face. He didn’t know anywhere, that was the trouble. He barely saw books except the Bible and couldn’t read what he did see. He didn’t know places, couldn’t tell the name of anywhere beyond Lowestoft, except Lunnun maybe, but the big city was no more than hearsay. German he’d heard of because of the ocean that ate at the coastline, and Dutch, which may have been the same thing.


‘How’ll ye’ get there, Abram?’ they’d ask, and he knew the answer to that:


‘By boat.’


‘An’ where’ll ye’ get that boat, bor?’


‘My uncle,’ he’d reply with pride. His uncle, his father’s younger brother, one of twins and cleverer by far than any of them, had done that – gone from Kessingland to Lunnun to work in the docks. Real work where you earned a wage. This Uncle Isaac, after whom Abraham’s brother was named, had visited once or twice, coming from Lunnun by coach and recently, wonder of wonders, by steam train. That was something, wasn’t it? When he had gone to the city all those years ago, Uncle Isaac had had to walk, but now he could afford a train ticket to Yarmouth – indeed two, because on the second visit he brought his new wife with him, Aunt Lydia, who had airs and graces and turned up her nose as she entered the cottage. Perhaps it was the smoke from the fire or perhaps it was the smell. You couldn’t tell, not smelling it yourself.









Uncle Isaac


Uncle Isaac was a bigger man than Abraham’s father and, though four years younger, seemed older in a way, louder and more demonstrative, talking most of the time and all the while gesturing strongly as though swatting flies and poking people’s eyes out. The two men sat either side of the fire smoking and drinking small beer while the boys listened from the shadows. ‘There’s no future for the lads here, John,’ Uncle Isaac’d say. ‘None whatever. What are your wages, then? Eh? Twenty pence a day? They could earn twice that in the docks, more if you’ve got a trade.’


The father shook his head. ‘What’s good enough for our father and his father before him is good enough for my boys.’


Uncle Isaac laughed. ‘You don’t even know who your father is, John. Nor if he’s the same one as mine.’


The father hushed him. ‘Them boys’ll hear,’ he warned.


The boys lurked, breaths held.


‘Theys should know, shouldn’t they?’ said Uncle Isaac. ‘It’s the plain truth. If they’re old enough to work, they’re old enough to know that their grandmother was no better than she should have been.’*


‘You talk bad of the dead. And the woman you owe your life to.’


Uncle Isaac laughed again. ‘Look, brother—’


‘Half-brother. Go on, say it.’


More laughter. You didn’t hear much laughter, only when this uncle came here. ‘We don’t know, do we? We don’t know what went on beneath the bedsheets.’


‘Bedsheets, is it? That what you got in Lunnun, then? Bedsheets.’


As though bedsheets were some kind of blasphemy.


‘Yes, we got bedsheets. And good food in our bellies. And so can your boys have if they come to the city. I’m telling you this, brother: that Abraham,’ he turned, pointing, his face lit only by the rush-light and hanging in the shadows like a lantern-man. ‘He’s a small enough bugger but he’s got a brain on him.’


‘Didn’t learn his letters.’


‘So he can always learn that if he puts his mind to it.’ He raised his voice to the boy. ‘What do you want to do, Abraham? Dig ditches and plough fields all your life?’


To be asked a question by an adult – an abstract question about wishes and desires – was startling. The boy’s mind scrambled for words. ‘I want,’ he said. ‘I want … to go away. See places.’


‘There you are, John. He wants to see places, not stay here with his face stuck in the mud and not enough food in his belly. Already a little runt. Why don’t you let him come to me and we’ll sort him out with a real job? A trade, something useful.’


‘And see places,’ said Abraham, in case the point had been missed.


Uncle Isaac laughed. ‘On the ships then. Why not. You been afloat, boy?’


‘No. But I watch ’em.’


‘You watch ’em. Hear that, John? Your son watches ships, and dreams.’


‘There’s no affording dreams here.’


‘Bet there’s not on your wages, even less on his. Let his dreams come true, you old bastard! Let him come to London, work in the docks a bit, see the big ships. Maybe he can get a place on one of them. They’re looking for young lads who wish to go aloft. I’ll bet he can climb like a monkey, can you boy? Eh?’ He glanced at Abraham and then turned back to his father. ‘And he’d earn good enough money, even indentured.’


Abraham dared to ask: ‘What’s indentured?’


‘Indentured is slavery,’ his father said.


Uncle Isaac laughed. ‘No more slavery than his life here. If you’re indentured, you sign on as an apprentice, boy. You learn. They give you keep and put money in your pocket. And at the end of the time you’ve got a seaman’s ticket. And a future. Imagine that.’


And then the conversation changed and he was telling stories about ships setting off for distant places. A place called America. A place called China. A place called Stralia. Ships going all over, not ships like those you saw from the shoreline here, beating against the wind and heading for Lowestoft or Yarmouth, but big ships that rounded the world. Those were what he saw in the port of Lunnun. Not bloody fishing boats stinking of fish but big ships smelling of spices and fruits from all over. ‘Lemons, you seen lemons? Or oranges?’ He’d brought oranges, just to show, two of them that they divided up and tasted. ‘There,’ Uncle Isaac said, watching them. ‘Taste the future. Better ’an turnips, in’t it?’









Guardians


Time passed in the way that time does, both slow and fast at once, as though time itself is malleable. The time of Kessingland was slow, excruciatingly slow, the time of the seasons, the cold of winter, with frost and chilblains and a poor fire and little food, through the relief of spring to the growth of summer when there was food on the plate and work enough to be had and the illusion of plenty that would betray you with the scarcity of the next winter. That was all there was to Kessingland time, season after season, year after year, time emerging from some unknown past and traipsing off into the future, when Abraham’s father would die just like his mother already had and he, Abraham, would become an image of his parent, and sire children just as his father had done and condemn them to this narrow, flat land, bound by rivers and the German Ocean, just as he had been condemned.


That was Kessingland time.


Time elsewhere – Abraham barely heard whisper of this – moved with remarkable speed, bringing all the different times of the country into one single time, racing along as fast as a train, synchronising station clocks throughout the land and culminating in the universal adoption of Greenwich Mean Time. And that kind of time came with a summons before the Board of Guardians, fine men in stiff collars and black jackets and striped trousers, men with side whiskers and moustaches and the solemn expressions of prophets. The Reverend Lockwood was one of them, the man who had buried Abraham’s mother as well as the stranger washed up on the beach.


Abraham attended with his father, the pair of them awkward and over-awed by all the attention.


‘John,’ the Reverend Lockwood said, ‘we have your best interests at heart.’ Which was a consolation, given the solemnity of the meeting. It was to do with poverty, of course. Being poor was what you were, your irremovable and irredeemable fate, an aspect of your being; and these were the Guardians of the Poor, whose legal and perhaps even God-given responsibility it was to watch over the poor. ‘I think you know this, do you not?’


His father screwed up his cap and admitted as much. The vicar nodded approvingly. ‘In the past, when there was no work, the parish granted your family outside relief. At other times you and yours have worked well and have not been a burden on the parish. But now things are changing. In their wisdom those who rule over us all have seen fit to bring the relief of the poor into a more modern form. Outside relief is coming to an end and inside relief is what will be offered families such as yours when you fall upon hard times, such as now. Of course, you know of the workhouses. There is, for example, the workhouse at Oulton.’


‘We don’t need no workhouse. I got enough for the moment. My lads, they work. It is just now, in the winter … ’


‘Indeed, John, indeed. That is precisely why we have called this meeting, to preclude your having to come cap in hand to the parish, because I regret to say that in the future the parish may no longer be able to assist you and other folk in the manner that it has in the past.’


‘Get on with it, man,’ one of the august gentlemen muttered.


Lockwood closed his eyes for a moment as though in sudden pain. ‘We are impatient to help you, John,’ he said. ‘And so we have this proposal for you, that one of your boys, perhaps this very fellow here, should cease to be a burden on you and on the parish.’


‘What, you’d send him to the workhouse?’


‘Nothing to do with the workhouse, John. Nothing whatsoever. We wish to give him an opportunity, to raise him out of the Slough of Despond—’


‘The what?’


‘The hopeless cycle of poverty in which you find yourselves. Give him, and you, a chance in life.’


John Block frowned. ‘He’s to become a servant?’


‘Indeed no. But to take up an apprenticeship.’


‘That’s slavery.’


‘It’s nothing of the kind.’


‘And who’d have him? He can’t read or write, can barely do his sums.’


Mr Lockwood sighed. ‘That is hardly his fault. And the mercantile profession is obliged to take on young men as apprentices whether or not they can read and write. I am talking of his going to sea.’


‘To sea? You mean this here Abraham, going to sea?’


‘Indeed I do. We do. What could be more appropriate to a lad born but a mile from the sea? This gentleman’ – he indicated one of the group – ‘is important in the coal trade at Lowestoft. He has influence and can arrange to have young Abraham indentured aboard one of the colliers plying between here and Newcastle.’


The gentleman in question nodded thoughtfully, as though at the uttering of a profound truth. ‘With Messrs Charlton and Ramsay,’ he said portentously, as though calling on Old Testament prophets. ‘The Bedlington.’


The boy’s father seemed angry. Confused, as well. He looked from Lockwood to the other gentlemen at the table, then down to his young boy. ‘What’s wrong with the dry land, helping his family here? That’s what he’s for.’


‘John, you have another four sons to help you out … or to become a burden on the parish when none of you can find work. I’m offering a way out for one of them. Take a little of the weight off your shoulders and give him a future. Let us find out what he himself thinks.’


All eyes turned to the boy standing beside his father. ‘Well, lad?’ one of the other gentlemen demanded. ‘What do you say? Want to learn a trade? Want to go away to sea? Want to see the world?’


Abraham Block, a mere fifteen, a mere five foot three, fresh-faced and excited but trying his best not to show it, looked back at them. He didn’t know it but his stare appeared insolent, bearing within it, as it did, a faint smile. That expression came not from any disdain for these important men but from the fact that he knew what would happen to him. He’d be lathered by his father and shut away on bread and water for a week and made to work in the house for his stepmother and generally made to look a fool. And be laughed at by his brothers – the runt of the family who was always in trouble, the one who made an idiot of himself by daring to hope to run away to sea.


‘Yes,’ he said.









The Bedlington


The walk to Lowestoft along the shore of the German Ocean. Gulls crying. Ships out to sea, beating against the winter wind. In his pocket was a letter from one of the gentlemen to a certain Edward Charlton, master of the Bedlington. Of course, he couldn’t read it; he’d been told that was what the slanting pen-strokes signified and that this is what he should present to the right man at the port of Lowestoft. So he went, wearing a threadbare jacket and patched trousers, and carrying his whole world in a bundle of cloth. On his feet the only boots he had ever worn. He started out at the crack of dawn, walking across the dull flatlands where peewits outnumbered men, over rivers where wherries slid through waters brown with the silt of East Anglia, to Lowestoft where people stared at him as though he had come from Africa.


‘Where you going, bor?’ they asked, grinning.


‘I’m goin’ to sea,’ he told them and they laughed, as though going to sea was something fantastic, the stuff of dreams and fantasies. He may have been the runt of the litter but he was tough with it. And indifferent, harbouring the memory of that talk with Uncle Isaac and confident of the sovereign in his pocket. At the bridge in the centre of town he asked for directions and they pointed at the obvious, the forest of masts, as bare as winter trees, in the outer harbour. The stench of fish went with a cloud of shrieking gulls. A coal-wharf gave a further clue, piles of the black stuff on the quayside and grimy ships unloading.


‘Bedlington?’


Someone pointed. He walked along the quayside, stepping over ropes that he would come to call springs, avoiding bollards, avoiding cables, avoiding doing anything that might pitch him arse over tit or, worse, over the edge into the depths where the water sucked and slithered between the hulls of ships. The Bedlington was one such, moored to the quay, with a single gangplank out and a crewman sitting on a bollard smoking.


‘Got a letter for the master.’


The sailor looked him up and down and smoked. Only then, a good time having elapsed, did he hold out his hand, as though his gesture and the taking of the letter was nothing to do with Abraham’s original statement, as though he, a man, had done nothing in obedience to what a boy might have said. He looked the letter over and sucked on his pipe a bit more. Abraham wondered whether he could read. Reading was a strange thing, the deciphering of the shapes and figures to make words out of them. Abraham knew something of it, the sounds of some of the letters, and he could mouth a word or two. P-I-G. H-E-N. But it was how you put them together fast that evaded him. Yet the sailor nodded, as though he understood plain enough even though there was so little written on the outside of the letter, just what Abraham had been told: Edward Charlton, Esq., Master of the Bedlington, at Lowestoft.


‘Wait there.’ The sailor took the letter, leaving Abraham on the quayside stripped of the one thing that justified his presence here in the alien world of the port – the letter he couldn’t read. He waited. Gulls screamed. Fish stank. The tide ebbed. There was this feeling of helplessness, but also of acceptance. He couldn’t put it into words because he didn’t have many: powerless but resigned. What will be will be. A shrug.


‘What you doing, bor?’ a man asked, passing by.


‘Waitin’.’


That seemed a good enough answer. Waiting for the tide. Waiting for the wind. What goes round comes round.


A while later – how long? minutes? hours? – the sailor reappeared and gestured Abraham aboard. He crossed the gangplank gingerly, balancing as the sailor hadn’t needed to, and stepped onto the deck. This was his first time on a ship, the first time to feel the movement that came through the wood even in the shelter of the harbour, the feeling that this construction of beams and planks was somehow alive, sensitive to the slightest shift of the medium beneath her and the air around her, that she was only tied to the solid land by a few ropes and that her real life was free and far away.


‘Mind yer ’ead.’


But he didn’t need to duck, slipping as easily as an eel into the wooden innards of the vessel. The sailor knocked at a closed door as low as the entrance to a cottage.


‘Come!’


The door was opened onto the main cabin, where the master of the Bedlington sat behind a table, the stern windows at his back and light all around him so that he might have been a god. He was writing – that magical art – before he looked up. ‘What’s your name, boy?’


‘Abraham Block, sir.’


‘I hope you’re not a blockhead, boy.’ His voice was strange, the tones of Tyneside. Abraham struggled to understand.


‘I don’t think so, sir.’


‘You’ve been recommended to me by one of my clients. What do you know of the sea and ships?’


‘Nothing, sir, but what I’ve seen from shore.’


‘And yet you are to be indentured aboard my ship and we’re to make a seaman out of you, is that it?’


‘That’s what I hope, sir.’


‘Five years, boy. Do you know what that means?’


‘I know years, sir.’


‘It means you’ll start a boy and end up a man on board this ship. It means you’ll work for me when we’re afloat and be a burden on me when we’re ashore. Let’s just hope that’s not too often. It means you live on the Bedlington and maybe die on the Bedlington. The sea is an unforgiving world. If you do something stupid you can be dead in an instant. If you fall overboard, as like as not we’ll never see you again. Do you understand that?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Sure as hell you don’t, not yet. But you will, boy, you will. At least your mother’s not come with you, to snivel over you and ask me to look after you.’


‘My mother’s dead, sir.’


‘That’s good, boy, because now your mother is the Bedlington. She’s the only hinny’ll keep you safe.’


‘Yes, sir.’


The man frowned. ‘You know hinny?’


‘Yes, sir. When a stallion covers a donkey, that’s a hinny.’


A laugh. ‘You’re a real farm boy, aren’t you? Where I come from a hinny’s a woman, young man. Something you’re too young to know about, I’ll be bound. But you’ll learn, no doubt, just as you’ll learn seamanship – the hard way.’


They signed the documents at the custom house by the bridge, or at least Charlton signed and Abraham Block put his mark – an uncertain X – in the presence of the assistant chief customs officer. A five-year indenture aboard the Bedlington, to end on 30 November 1852.


[image: image]


Abraham Block’s entry in the register of indentures, 30 November 1847


Block. It’s a good surname for a sailor. Tough, indomitable, hinting at things obstructed, trials faced, troubles borne, loads hoisted by block and tackle. And ‘Abraham’, the name of the patriarch, father of the great monotheistic religions, as single-minded as the religions themselves, a man with enough grim determination to sacrifice his own son to a dreadful god.


Abraham or Abram? Both appear in the records, but never Abram when he is directly responsible. Abraham then, although he’d never have been able to tell how his name was written. No reading, no writing, no perspective on the world beyond what he had been told or overheard or seen for himself, which wasn’t much until that moment when he signed on for the first time.









First Voyages


On the third of December the Bedlington was warped out of Lowestoft harbour to beat against the winter northerlies up the east coast towards Newcastle. Abraham Block’s life at sea had begun. A life governed by bells and brutality. He lived in the fo’c’sle, crouched in the gloaming that came through the companionway, slinging his hammock in a few feet of space among men who cursed and laughed and spoke a language he didn’t understand. They called him a fucking ploughboy, a fucking landlubber, a fucking bilge-rat stealing their rations and giving nothing in return, a fucking cocksucker. The place stank like a pigsty but he soon came to accept that and the fact that he and they stank just as much. He discovered in himself a resilience he didn’t know he possessed. He knew sea-sickness. He knew cold – salt-cold, which is the bitterest cold of all. He knew raw hands from heaving on halliards and sheets, he knew the scrubbing of decks and the polishing of brass fittings. But he didn’t know hunger. He knew waking in the small hours for the morning watch, he knew being bullied and being lusted after, knew the sting of the bosun’s starter across his back, but at least he had regular food. He discovered tacking and jibing, wearing and going about. He learned the names of sails and their uses, the difference between sheets and shrouds and that neither were for wrapping corpses. He discovered that nothing was a ‘rope’ yet so much was made of rope – halliards, sheets, cables, springs, shrouds, stays. He came to understand the strange geometry of a sailing ship, the sudden rotation of the entire world around the fixed point of the vessel when going about. He learned how to take a bearing on the lights of another vessel at night and how to warn the coxswain if the bearing stayed constant. ‘Dead easy, lad. If she stays on a constant bearing and if the cox’n don’t do summat about it, you’re goin’ to collide. And if we collide, you’re dead. We’re all dead.’


He heard men talk in strange accents – the curious convolutions of Tyne and Wear mainly – and heard of foreign places and new customs. He learned to smoke a pipe and chew a quid. He learned to box the compass and sight with a sextant. He learned what the crew members said about women and what they intended to do with them when they got ashore. He learned that there were those who thought his own arse would do for the time being. He learned to shut up and listen.


Not only that, he carried with him, on that journey into his future, one-sixteenth of my genes. Of course, he wouldn’t have considered looking beyond his own immediate fate – the apprenticeship some unnamed man had arranged on this unknown ship – but nevertheless there he is, with his genes and his … what? I wonder what else he is bringing with him, what of those intangible, unmeasurable things that run through families – memories, stories, myths and legends that pass down the generations, unconsciously as well as consciously. He lived on another planet, distant in both time and space from the one you and I occupy. But he found freedom of a kind. No longer was he bound to that small stretch of muddy land behind the storm beach at Kessingland. No longer was he obliged to dig and shift and cut. No longer did he go hungry through the winter months. Instead he slung a hammock in the narrow spaces of the fo’c’sle and ate with a dozen weather-beaten men who had seen the world, or at least some of it. And he began to see some of it himself. You can pick over the bones of a sailor’s life by following his ship through the reports in Lloyd’s List and the Shipping and Mercantile Gazette. There are sailing dates, sightings at sea, landfalls, cargoes: all details meticulously recorded for anxious owners and fearful relatives.


In the early days of the next year – 1848 – the Bedlington went ‘foreign’ for the first time, to Amsterdam, taking six days across the German Ocean with fifty chaldrons of Newcastle coal in her hold.* Thus Abraham came to know what foreign was. In Amsterdam he drank jenever for the first time and by the end of the evening was blind drunk. The newspapers don’t record that, but surely it happened, his companions laughing at his antics, then laughing even more when he was vomiting in the gutter outside the tavern. The next evening they took him to a whorehouse. He went with trepidation, feeling himself on the verge of adulthood, uncertain but eager to learn. ‘You’ll be all right here, lad,’ one of the men reassured him. ‘They’s got doctors inspecting them so they’re clean enough. You’ll not catch nothing.’


He never imagined that you could catch anything from fucking. Animals didn’t seem to catch anything (he thought of cows back home, of pigs, of sheep), so why humans? But his shipmates knew better. ‘Pox, crabs, clap, there’s all sorts around,’ he was warned. ‘Wash your prick with seawater afterwards. Does wonders.’


When it was his turn he was shown into a small room at the back of the building, a dark, wooden cell little more than a hutch, ripe with a smell like rabbits. In the shadows a woman hitched up her skirts and bent over for him to do it like a stallion covering a mare. He had a sudden, slippery sensation of release, something that up to now had only been achieved with his own hand in the secrecy of his hammock; and that was it. She was wiping herself and straightening up and eyeing him with amusement.


‘Your first time, was it lovey?’ Lovey. Her English was guttural, gleaned from hundreds of clients, hundreds of lovies. He admitted that it was. ‘Sweet,’ she said, and suddenly put out her hand to stroke his cheek, a human gesture that he had not felt since the death of his mother eight years earlier. But still he had to pay her from the precious store of coins that had come from the sovereign found on the drowned man all those years ago.


The next day they put out from Amsterdam back across the German Ocean to Seaham in County Durham. From Seaham to Shields. From Shields back to the Netherlands with more coal, but this time to Helvoet. From there to Dordt to load cargo for the return to Shields. The Bedlington was just one among thousands of ships plying back and forth across the German Ocean, the time of passage depending on the wind: anything from two days to a week or more for a crossing.


Thus winter migrated into summer. The pitching desert of the sea metamorphosed from angry to calm, from storm to still. He grew to know the movements of the ship, the smells, the sounds, the way she pitched when close-hauled, the way she rose and fell when running before the wind, her ugly roll on a beam reach. He knew the meanings of all those words that had seemed so strange when first he came aboard. He began to become a seaman.


Back to Holland, to Dordt again, with fifty-three chaldrons of West Hartley Main coal, then to Rotterdam and back north to Stockton. On to Newcastle to load more coal (fifty-five chaldrons) and back to Rotterdam. A regular workhorse. Nine crossings of the German Ocean in the year, battering into winds, pitching against the seas, sailing by night and day. Times waiting for the right tide or the right wind. Times playing cards and losing what little of the sovereign was still left. Times tacking the ship, mooring the ship, warping the ship. Loading and unloading. Sometimes docking for repairs – a sail breached, a line parted, a plank stove in – but then casting off and battening down and getting on with it, running with the tide, running with the wind, beating into wind, back and forth, back and forth, summer and winter, sun and rain. The sour taste of vomit in his mouth. The perpetual damp of salt. Summer heat and winter cold. Salt on the lips and the skin, on the tongue and in the tears. Salt everywhere. Salt cod, salt herring, salt beef. Salt vegetables. Salt smarting the eyes. Salt in the brain. And then the words overheard in Rotterdam in November between the master and the first mate as they were loading timber. ‘London, Mr Finch. Once we’re clear of the Hook we set a course for London.’


Word went round the ship – London. The anticipation among the crew was palpable. London. The biggest port in the world, the greatest concentration of sail in the world but also the longest approach, from the shoals and mudflats of the estuary all the winding way to the Tower, through the great meanders of the river, through the powerful tides and the fluky winds and traffic. ‘London’s a bastard,’ one of the crew said. ‘Good quim in London,’ said another.









London


The crossing went well – overnight running before a cold easterly. They were in the great maw of the Thames at dawn, among the other vessels anchored near the Nore lightship waiting for the tide. It was a grey morning where sky and sea seemed almost the same substance, sculpted by the breeze, shifting with the motion of a ship at anchor. There was a tension around the vessel, tempers as taut as halliards. The motion brought on sickness even if you had your sea legs. More ships in sight than Abraham had ever seen. Signal flags flying like bunting at a parade. Thames barges pitching and shoving. A tug chuttering against breeze and tide, paddle wheels thrashing against the water, funnel throwing smoke and sparks into the air.


‘Is it on fire?’ Abraham asked and men laughed at his naivety. ‘It’s a fucking steamboat, boy. A steam tug. Pulls the fucking boats in and out of harbour.’


‘Why not us?’


‘What you mean, why not us?’


‘Why don’t they tow us in?’


‘Cost, mate. Simple as that. It costs too much to hire a tug to do the job in a couple of hours, so we have to spend two days or more doing it. Simple. Our labour don’t cost nuffin’.’


Time of frustration, jostling with others in the tideway, searching for the right wind, lying at anchor for hours at a stretch awaiting the turn of the tide, anchoring at night with lights lit and other ships all around like stars in a universe that was never still. When the tide and wind allowed, they moved into the narrows of the Sea Reach with some sail set, tacking awkwardly up the stream, the mate and the coxswain matching each other for blasphemy as the wind shifted. The river closed its banks around them, mudflats and marsh giving way to occasional villages, a small town, a church tower, a fortress. Standing beacons marked shoals. Steamboats puttered across the river, belching smoke and noise. Abraham looked around him, knowing a new form of excitement that was different from the thrill of the deep sea – the thrill of the mariner coming to land, edging towards the largest city in the world that still couldn’t be seen but created a great afterglow in the western sky long after the sun had gone down – the mimic sunset of gaslight.


They anchored in Gravesend Reach and waited for the next dawn. Bumboats came around, touting for trade. Fruit, vegetables, gin, girls. ‘Chousers,’ one of the men said. But goods were bought and a girl’s skirts were lifted to show what she had on offer. There was laughter and catcalls until the mate came on deck and bawled them out. ‘She’s feeble-minded!’ he shouted. ‘Can’t you see that? A poor, blighted child!’


They talked about it later, when they were off watch. ‘He’s got one of his own,’ someone said of the mate.


‘Got one what?’ Abraham asked.


‘An idiot. His daughter. Gets poked by half the village.’


‘How do you know?’


The man shrugged. ‘Everyone knows it.’


At dawn they raised anchor and caught the tide once more. Their course veered with the convolutions of the river, at times with the wind, at times against it, the agonising crab-progress of a ship in narrow straits clutching at a fluky wind. Gravesend Reach to Northfield Hope to Fiddler’s Reach, going by the lead all the time. Then the Long Reach, where they caught a favourable breeze that gave them way even as the tide turned and got them to anchor off a cluster of buildings called Erith. Ships passed them on the ebb tide, an East Indiaman pulled by a steam tug. Snows, brigs, brigantines with short sails set. ‘It’s easier going out than in,’ the mate told Abraham. The master, Charlton, rarely addressed a word to him but the mate did, gave him useful information, tried to do what they ought to do with an apprentice: teach him. ‘Easier going out than in because in the city the ebb tide is longer than the flood. It’ll last for a good seven hours here, leaving us with only five of flow to work with. And less the further in we go.’


They had a book beside them at the wheel, Abraham noticed. A book that held the key to all this going about and pausing. The mystery of the printed word that he had never learned to decipher. But he heard the names called out as they went: Rand’s Reach, Erith Reach, Barking Reach. Halfway Reach seemed some kind of progress, but ‘Halfway going out, not halfway going in,’ the mate said, dashing his hopes. Then Gallions Reach, Woolwich Reach with the Royal Arsenal buildings on the south shore, Bugsby’s Hole, Blackwall Reach, the Isle of Dogs.


On the south bank there were the lawns and pillars of a palace and a great hulk moored there: a three-decker shorn of her masts and flying a red ensign at her stern. ‘Sailors’ hospital,’ said one of the men who knew these things. ‘Dreadnought. Ship of the line once. Fought at Trafalgar.’ He shrugged. ‘Now look at her.’


They went about, coming up through the wind and heading into Limehouse Reach. The city itself crowded ahead: wharves, piers, moored ships, churches, warehouses all competing for attention. A forest of masts, as though trees themselves had somehow taken root in the river and returned to their original, living state, waving in the winter wind. Boats queued up to berth, ferry boats cut across the river, barges worked their way against the tide with the indifference that familiarity brings, a harbour-master’s wherry darted to and fro, chivvying shipping like a sheepdog herding sheep. The harbour-master himself stood in the stern-sheets with a loud-hailer, demanding attention. His voice came faintly through the sound of the water, the wind in the rigging and the alien noises from the shore. For Abraham Block it was his first view of the city that was to become the nearest thing he ever had to a home. He was astonished.


They passed the night at anchor in Limehouse Hole in sixteen feet of water and woke to a cold, still morning. Fog skulked around the wharves. Ships clung to the shore like lice to the flanks of a great inert beast. They kedged the Bedlington in and moored at Bell Wharf Tier, the outermost of a dozen vessels. There would be days to wait before unloading. Abraham was set to scrubbing the decks. Cold, raw fingers but at least the exertion brought some kind of warmth. The mercury fell. Mr Finch, the mate, showed him. ‘That’s freezing. Thirty-two degrees. Now we’re five degrees below freezing. Twenty-seven.’


‘Why isn’t it all froze, then?’


‘The river? Nah, it takes time. Days and days of real cold. Last time it did that was 1814. I remember my father telling me you could cross from one side to t’other. They had market stalls on the ice and all sorts. But it’ll not happen now. River’s too fast nowadays. Now you get back to your work, young fella. Keep warm that way.’


On the third day, when all the tasks that might have occupied his time had been completed, he had the gall to ask Mr Finch (not the master, never the master) for permission to go ashore.


‘Go ashore? What for, boy? They’ll eat you alive.’


‘To see my family. My uncle.’


‘Lives here, does he? Whereabouts?’


‘Lunnun, sir.’


The man laughed. ‘Of course, London. I meant, where in London? It’s the biggest city in the world, boy. You need to know where.’


‘Dunno, sir. They told me Orchard Row.’


‘Could be anywhere, Orchard Row.’


‘It’s in Lunnun.’


‘I meant, anywhere in London. There are many places with the same name. It’s a big city. They run out of new names.’


‘Somewhere near the docks,’ he said. And then a memory, a distant, strange memory of what had already become a distant, strange time, came to his mind: ‘Stepney, that’s what he said. Orchard Row, Stepney.’









Stepney


He stepped across the decks of the ships in the tier, then onto the jetty and up onto the quayside. Ashore. The ground shifted beneath his feet as though he were still afloat, as though he were still full of gin.


Coal-whippers were at work on the quay, heaving bags from the hull of a collier. Coal dust was in the air, and the acrid, sulphurous smell of burning. You tasted it on the tongue as much as smelled it in your nose. Smoke smudged the air above the buildings, fusing with the morning fog and hanging like rags above the roofs. He climbed steep stairs and went through a narrow alley into a space where trolleys rattled. He didn’t understand the narrowness of this place. He’d been brought up in the open space of Suffolk, the alluvial flats, the open skies, and now he’d had a year of the vast expanses of the sea, encircled by the horizon and overwhelmed by the sky. But here the limits of the world were cliffs of buildings gathered round and pressing in on him.


‘Excuse me—’


Men shrugged and walked past, pushing carts. There were others looking strange – Chinamen, dark-skinned blackamoors, men with long ringlets, all sorts. Stalls, some kind of market. Men shouting, calling prices.


‘Excuse me—’


It was his insignificance that amazed him, that in all this noise and bustle no one took any notice. ‘Excuse me—’


‘What?’ It was a woman selling matches. She turned and looked him up and down, trying to figure out what type of customer he might be and deciding he was no customer at all. ‘What you want deary? Not going to waste my time, are you?’


‘The church,’ he said.


‘Church? There’s churches all over. There’s St James, St George, St Paul. I know ’em all.’


‘Stepney Church.’


‘You a matelot? Proberly you mean St Dunstan’s.’ She pointed through the buildings, gave directions, names – Back Lane, Albert Square, Commercial Road, Arbour Square, ’Eaf Street – names he wouldn’t recognise if he saw them because he couldn’t read. He walked in the vague direction, through caverns measureless to man, populated by more people than he had seen in the whole of his life. And not just people but animals – dogs and horses, a cavalcade of horses breathing steam out into the cold air, dogs picking over litter, pigeons fluttering, and beneath everything, beneath the litter, beneath your feet, beneath the horses’ hooves, rats scurrying. There were familiar smells – horse piss and horse shit, human shit, rotting vegetables – blended with smells he was only beginning to discover – the pungent smell of spices, the sour stench of vinegar, the stink of a tannery. The streets ran between cliffs of buildings. Pubs, factories, warehouses, a covered market, a church, shops, houses all slammed together as though by some ill-tempered child playing with pebbles and mud. In one place the street went under arches and a steam engine chuttered overhead, belching smoke like those steamers on the river, but dragging carriages after it. He stood and stared while people pushed past. Beyond the railway arches was a wide road where wagons trundled past, carts, wagonettes, handcarts, carriages, every imaginable vehicle. Men crossed the road, dodging the traffic. Whistles blew. Whips cracked. Shouts rang out. He walked along the pavement, past children begging. One of them had a broom and was offering to sweep a clean way through the debris across to the other side. An omnibus went past with people on the roof wrapped tightly against the cold. Someone gestured. A curse or a salute? In the last year he had learned to interpret the world of the sea and ships but this new, urban world was beyond him. He stopped someone at random and asked, ‘Orchard Row?’ and the man pointed overhead, to a painted sign on the corner building. ‘Can’t you read?’


He couldn’t, neither the mood of the place, nor its sounds and sights, nor even the sign itself which said – he could just spell out the letters – O-R-C-H-A-R-D R-O-W.


‘No, I can’t. Not really.’


The man shrugged and walked on. Abraham looked along the street at a row of houses as uniform as beads on a string. There was a pub on the corner, the Royal Duchess. He pushed open the door and went into the fug of smoke and beer.


‘Block?’ the landlord said when Abraham asked. ‘You mean Isaac Block?’


‘That’ll be him. I’m his nephew.’


The landlord laughed. ‘Comes in here when the wife isn’t looking. Where you been, boy? Been foreign?’


‘Come from Rotterdam.’


‘Apprentice?’


‘Yes.’


The man nodded. ‘What’ll you have?’


‘Got no money.’


The man laughed. ‘Apprentices never have no money. On the house.’


‘A beer.’


Beer was drawn and a measure of whisky poured into a tumbler. ‘Dutch courage,’ the landlord said and called to one of the drinkers, ‘This here’s Isaac’s nephew, going to confront his aunt.’


There was laughter. Abraham drank. The bitter cool of beer and the sharp flash of the whisky.


‘Don’t tell your aunt, though,’ the landlord warned. ‘Else there’ll be all hell to pay. You’ll find them at number seventeen.’


Abraham finished his beer and went outside, fortified against the cold and against the anxiety he felt.


You have to discard a century of concrete history in order to see Abraham Block make his way up that street looking for number seventeen because Orchard Row is no more. The buildings are no more, the street plan is no more, nothing of Orchard Row remains, not even the name, which transmuted in the middle of the nineteenth century from ‘Orchard Row’ into ‘Old Church Road’. Maybe the assonance between the two names helped give rise to the change, there being no longer any evidence of fruit trees hereabouts but plain evidence of St Dunstan’s Church still standing at the top end, surrounded by a small park that is the last vestige of the village that Stepney once was.
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