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A Sailor’s Life
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My name is Robinson Crusoe. In 1692, I was born in the town of York. I was the youngest of three sons. My eldest brother was a soldier and died in battle against Spain. My second brother simply disappeared. He left one day and never returned. My parents had lost two sons and did not want to lose a third. My father wanted me to stay home and become a lawyer, but I craved grand adventures and faraway lands—I wanted to be a sailor!


One morning, my father called me into his study. He was a grave man with stern eyes and a sharp mind. He spoke to me for a long time about my dreams. My father had worked hard to give his family a good, safe life. How could I leave it all behind for a life on the high seas?


I could say nothing in my defense. Sailing was hard, scary work. Many men lost their lives. Many boats got lost. Many left home never to return again. This excitement sparked my imagination.


“I know it’s dangerous, Father.” I said. “But I feel it is my destiny. I’m sorry.”


My father started to cry. I felt awful for upsetting him, so I made up my mind to stay at home, for now.


I did my best not to mention the tales I read or the great voyages I heard other men talk about in the streets. I suffered in silence and tried to be a son he could be proud of, but it wasn’t easy. My heart ached to smell the ocean from the deck of a great ship. My legs longed to walk the shores of faraway lands. My hands did not want to sit and idle away the days of my youth—I craved adventure. Nothing else would ever make me happy.


A few short weeks passed. I became even more determined to become a sailor. I wanted to run off in the night and board the first ship sailing to foreign seas. But I knew that would make my parents upset. Instead, I tried to talk to my mother.


“My mind is made up, Mother,” I said. “All I’ve ever wanted is to become a sailor. I wish you and Father would just give me your permission to go to sea.”


“I’m eighteen now,” I continued, “If you make me become a lawyer or force me to learn some other trade, I’ll run away. But if you just let me go on one voyage, I’ll come back and do exactly as Father asks.”


My mother grew angry and refused to ask my father anything. My parents wholeheartedly disapproved. That was the end of the subject.


Mother and Father tried everything to change my mind about leaving. They promised me that I could attend any school I wanted. They told me I could look into any trade that interested me. I refused every offer—my only dream was to go to sea. Nothing else would do.
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My First Voyage
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About a year later, my father sent me into the town of Hull to run some errands for him. Once there, I ran into John, an old school friend. His father was the captain of a ship sailing to London.


“You are a lucky devil!” I said to him. “All I want to do is become a sailor. But my parents won’t let me.”


“You’re old enough to decide for yourself, Robinson. Why do you care what they think? I’ll offer you a spot on my father’s boat right now. Why don’t you just come with us?”


Yes! I thought. Here’s my chance.


“Okay, John! Thank you—I’d love to go!”


My parents would be hurt, but I couldn’t spend my life trying to make them happy. I was finally going to become a sailor!


We left extremely early in the morning. The sun had barely risen before we set sail. The boat pitched this way and that way in the waves. I became quite seasick. On top of my upset stomach, I was scared to death. The waves rode high. They crashed upon the sides of the boat. Sometimes, they spilled over onto the deck.


I lay on the hammock in my small cabin and felt miserable. I cried and cried. I felt guilty for leaving my mother and father the way I did. They were good, kind parents who only wanted the best for me. I had betrayed them; this was my punishment.


The storm grew worse. The waves rose higher. I expected every one to swallow us whole. Each time the ship pitched forward over another huge wave, I thought it would never rise again. “If I ever survive,” I said to myself that night, “I swear I’ll go home to my mother and father and be a good person. I’ll be the best son!”


By the next morning, the sea had calmed down. It looked as smooth as glass. My body no longer felt seasick. The sun welcomed me to a bright, enjoyable day. What a difference! I went up on deck for the first time since we left Hull. I saw John looking out over the horizon. He said, “You’re feeling better! I can’t believe you were that scared of a little capful of wind!”


“A capful!” I snorted. “What a terrible storm!”


John laughed, “That was nothing at all. Just wait until you’re out on the open seas. Then you’ll see what a storm is!”


I laughed, too. “Well, I made it through anyway. Serious or not, it was my first storm at sea.”


“Come on, Robinson,” he said cheerily, “Let’s go get some punch!”


What fun I had that night! I lost all my fears in a cup of punch and a rowdy good time. Last night’s promise to go home was promptly forgotten. I no longer feared the sea would swallow me up whole. I didn’t want to go home—it was a sailor’s life for me!
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A Rough Storm
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On our sixth day at sea we had to anchor at Yarmouth because of bad winds blowing in the wrong direction. There were many other ships waiting there, too.


About a week later, the winds were finally blowing in the right direction. Only they were very strong. John’s father, the captain, thought we would be okay to sail, but the men were not as convinced.


All hands were sent to work taking the high sails down from the top masts. The crew worked hard to make sure the cargo and equipment was snug and close on deck. We didn’t want anything unnecessary blowing in the wind. The crew made sure the ship would ride as easily upon the seas as possible.


We set off early that morning. By noon, the sea had turned against us. It was a great and terrible storm. I saw terror and amazement in the eyes of the crew. John’s father paced in and out of his cabin. I heard him muttering, “We shall all be lost.”


I cannot describe my fright. The ship lurched back and forth as it fought waves as high as mountains. A new one crashed against the boat every couple of minutes. Many other ships around us flailed in the rough seas.


I watched as other sailors worked hard to cut down their masts so the wind wouldn’t catch them. If the masts were cut down, it would help to stop the waves from carrying the ship under the water. At first, the captain was hesitant to do the same because we were heavily laden with goods. He didn’t want us to become unbalanced. Then, the sea got rougher and the storm grew worse.


The captain was soon convinced. “Strike the sails!” he shouted. “Down with the masts! Hurry, boys, or we shall all be lost!” We prayed this would be enough to save us. Many other ships were still having trouble in the storm. One ahead of us had already gone down.


The worst was yet to come. The men huddled next to me in the cabin said they had never seen a storm like it. They prayed. They begged the heavens to save them. But the storm showed no mercy. Even the captain thought the only place we would land was the bottom of the sea.


Just when we thought the situation could grow no worse, one man raced up from below and shouted that our ship had sprung a leak. Four feet of water lay in the hold! All hands were called below deck to pump. I went down and worked very hard.


The water seemed to be winning the battle. The storm slowed a bit, but still the hold filled up with water. The captain knew we would never make it to the next port. He ordered the crew to start firing our cannons to call out for help.


“Wait!” I heard one of the sailors call out. “Here comes a rescue boat!” The waves made it almost impossible for the boat to get to us. We had one chance: we needed to throw a rope to them, so we could stay steady enough to board. We all watched as the first mate carefully tossed the rope out into the open sea. What luck! They caught it! We scrambled to climb aboard.


Each time the little rescue boat reached the crest of a wave, I feared for my life. The waves were so tall! We were so small! The brave men rowed and rowed. They had risked life and limb to help us, and they weren’t going to lose us now.
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Just fifteen minutes after we were rescued, we watched in horror as our ship tipped over and went under. After what felt like forever, I could finally see the shore. There were men running everywhere waiting for our arrival, trying to see if they could help.


We landed safely! Cries of “hurrah” and “hallelujah” erupted the instant the boat hit the sandy beach. Men all around threw blankets on us so we wouldn’t be cold. Our captain heartily thanked the brave men who had rescued us.


Our entire crew walked slowly back to Yarmouth, our spirits defeated because we had lost our boat. The goodness of the people in Yarmouth did much to make up for our loss. The local judge found everyone a warm bed for the night and many of the shopkeepers were kind enough to help us get back to London or Hull.


A part of me wanted to go back to Hull. From there I could travel to York to see my parents. But a larger part of me still craved an adventure. I couldn’t make up my mind. Should I stay and find a new ship or should I go home?


On my third day in Yarmouth, I ran into my friend John walking with his father. They both looked shaken and upset.


“Father,” John said, “This is Robinson. Remember I told you about how he came along to see what a sailor’s life was like. He wants to spend his life at sea.”


The captain looked at me carefully. “Robinson, take this as a sign and go home. A life at sea is not for you.”


“But, sir, has this one storm also spoiled you?” I asked. “Will you no more go to sea?”


The captain replied. “My life is different. This is my career. It’s my duty to go to sea. For you, it was a trial, a test, and a very unlucky one. If you insist on a life at sea, I am afraid of what might happen to you.”


He spoke gravely about good luck. He told me I was tempting fate by continuing to follow my dreams. He went so far as to suggest that all the bad luck was indeed my fault!


These were the last words he said to me: “Robinson, you can depend upon one thing. If you ignore the wishes of your father, you will meet both disappointment and disaster.”


I shook my head and turned away. I never saw John or his father again after that day. As I walked, I thought carefully about what he said. What if the storm was a sign? What if it meant I should never become a sailor?
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