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‘What’s happening down there? What level are you from?’ Questions came at Ben from all sides.

‘Thirty fathoms.’

No one worked above this level. The played-out tunnels of the ten- and twenty-fathom levels were now utilised as draining-adits.

‘How many of you got out?’

‘Two of us.’

For long moments the only sounds were the booming of the sea emptying into the mine and the mournful dirge of the wind as it plucked at the taut ropes of the shafthead whim.

‘There were more than thirty men down there!’ one of the miners whispered in horror.

‘Thirty-four. And every one of them as dead as the Money Box mine,’ corrected the mine captain grimly. To Ben, he asked, ‘What is your name, boy?’

‘Ben. Ben Retallick.’

‘You will remember this day, Ben Retallick. It is the day the Lord has seen fit to take the lives of thirty-four men – and hand yours back to you. Make sure it is not wasted.’

Ben was left shivering in the darkness. Then he, too, turned and headed for home. Wednesday, 18 March 1818, was barely half an hour old. It was Ben Retallick’s fifteenth birthday …
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Chapter One
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It was bitterly cold at the surface of the cliff-edge Money Box mine. The night wind blew from the sea with an icy ferocity, and the waiting miners about the shaft huddled closer together, cursing those ahead of them for their tardiness in descending the creaking ladders to the underground levels.

The wind carried spray from the rocks at the foot of the cliff, and young Ben Retallick tasted salt on his lips as he stood shivering in a threadbare thin shirt and cheap serge trousers.

‘How’s your dad, boy?’

The question came from one of the men pressing close behind him. Ben could not see his face in the poor light.

‘Not so good, but he says he’ll be back to work as soon as he can breathe easier.’

‘He’ll not be working underground again. I’ve yet to know a man with tin dust in his lungs get better. Tell your ma to take him right away from the mines if she wants him with her for a few more years. There’s many a place in Cornwall where he’ll be able to breathe air as pure as the Lord made it. Hereabouts, the dust clings like a disease.’

Ben frowned in the darkness. His mother had been saying the same thing to his father for as long as he could remember.

Martha Retallick came from the south coast fishing-village of Mevagissey and desperately wanted to return there. Pearson Retallick would have none of it. He was a tinner, at home only amongst the engine-houses and mountains of mine waste in the far west of Cornwall.

All the same, Pearson Retallick’s health had been deteriorating rapidly of late, and the time would soon be at hand when he would have to do what he was told. This latest bout of lung sickness could hardly have come at a worse time. Working a poor tin lode on a high rate of tribute – or commission – Pearson Retallick and his partner had unexpectedly struck it rich: the poor-quality lode had suddenly opened out into a wide seam of ore. The two men needed to take out as much of it as they could before the next bidding-day. At that time the pitch they were working would be reassessed by the mine captain and auctioned off to the miner who was prepared to work it at the lowest rate of tribute.

The fire-doors in the engine-house of the nearby Botallack mine opened momentarily, throwing a red glow to the sky. In the unnatural light Ben saw the empty shaft of the Money Box mine yawning below him. Swinging on to the wooden-runged ladder, he began the climb down.

It was warmer in here, heat rising up the shaft from the lowest levels of the mine a hundred fathoms below, the cold night wind cut off by the rough-hewn walls.

Ben had only to descend to the thirty-fathom level. The tunnel where he worked sloped gently away from the shaft, extending beneath the rocks at the foot of the cliffs and under the bed of the Atlantic Ocean. It was here that Pearson Retallick and his partner mined the most ancient of all metals – tin.

Pausing at the mouth of the narrow tunnel, Ben lit a candle from the spitting, jumping flame of the half-inch butt he found wedged in a crevice there. He stuck the newly lit candle on his hard-brimmed hat and entered the tunnel. He had gone only a few yards when he heard the protesting squeal of an ungreased wheelbarrow, and a flickering light advanced along the tunnel towards him.

A short broad-shouldered youth, stripped to the waist, brought the heavily laden wooden wheelbarrow to a halt. Flexing the fingers of his hands, he rubbed the back of one of them across his glistening dirt-streaked face.

‘Your pa still bad?’

Dick Hooper spoke with the thick soft accent of Cornwall’s far west.

Ben nodded wordlessly.

‘Josiah ain’t going to take kindly to that. If he had his way, we’d all be working non-stop until bidding-day.’

Josiah Clamp was Pearson Retallick’s partner. The brunt of the additional work caused by the illness of Ben’s father was falling on his shoulders.

‘Pa says if he’s no better tomorrow he’ll get someone to come in and work for him.’

‘You’d best get along and tell the bad news to Josiah. I’ve got to get down to the sixty-fathom level. My brother should be down there working but he’s sick, too. I’ve promised to help out for half a shift.’

Ben looked at the older boy in sympathy. At sixteen years of age, Dick Hooper was the head of his family, and its only permanent breadwinner. His father had died of lung sickness a year before, leaving Dick to support a mother crippled with rheumatism, and a consumptive brother. He would now work a half-shift at the lower level of the mine, then go home for a couple of hours’ sleep. Returning to the mine at dawn, he would work a full day shift with the energetic Josiah Clamp.

‘Leave everything just as it is, Dick. I’ll tip the barrow after I’ve spoken to Josiah.’

‘Thanks. I’ll do the same for you some day.’

Dick Hooper lifted his crumpled shirt from the wheelbarrow. Tying the sleeves about his waist as he went, he hurried off in the direction of the main shaft.

In less of a hurry, Ben set off to find Josiah Clamp. Walking along the narrow rough-walled tunnel, Ben could hear the rumble of the storm on the sea-bed above him as hundreds of tons of shingle moved with the waves. The sound of stones grating one upon the other was a nerve-racking din in the confined space of the tunnel. Occasionally, an extra-powerful undersea current would dislodge a giant boulder and send it bouncing along the sea-bed in a terrifying game of underwater bowls. Echoing through the thirty-fathom level, the noise set every nerve in Ben’s young body tingling. It gave him a feeling of raw exhilaration he had never experienced above grass. Ben was a natural miner. He had an instinct for his work, bred into him by countless centuries of Cornish tinners.

Josiah Clamp lay full length in a narrow fissure between two masses of granite, checking on the lode that opened out again beyond the rock.

Ben had to tap the miner’s boot-clad foot three times before he wriggled his way backwards towards him.

When Josiah Clamp’s head came into sight, he turned and glared at Ben, then looked beyond him.

‘Where’s your pa?’

‘He’s still sick. He’ll get someone else in tomorrow.’ ‘That’s no help to me tonight,’ Josiah Clamp snapped. ‘Damn! Why couldn’t your pa have hung on for another week? Well, there’s nothing else for it; I’ll have to use black powder to bring this lot down. That should give you enough ore to carry away tonight. We’ll have to take tomorrow as it comes.’

Josiah Clamp’s statement dismayed Ben. His father would never allow gunpowder to be used on this level. He said that the sea-bed was too close above them – proof of which was the salt water oozing down the walls of the tunnel. When Ben reminded Josiah Clamp of this, the miner turned on him angrily.

‘Do you think I don’t know it for myself? But your pa isn’t here to give us the benefit of his opinion, so I must do what I think is best. That means I’ll blast. That idler Dick Hooper has left plenty of ore lying about here. You get to moving it while I set the powder and prepare the fuse.’

Ben’s father was often saying that Josiah Clamp took too many chances in his eagerness to make money, but there was little that Ben could do to prevent him tonight. He could even understand the miner’s reasoning. With one man trying to do the work of two, there was need for desperate measures. All the same, Ben felt a deep uneasiness about this operation.

Ben emptied the wheelbarrow left behind by Dick Hooper, then trundled it back to the work-face to pick up more ore. The Money Box was a small mine. It was a single shaft, used by the men to reach their working levels and also for hoisting ore to the surface. A horse-whim raised the ore. The same source of power operated the rag-andchain pumps bringing up water from the lower levels of the mine.

Because of the limited means available for raising ore, each pair of miners was allocated a very short period of ‘lifting-time’. In order that this should not be wasted, Ben needed to have enough ore at the shaft to fill the huge iron buckets or ‘kibbles’.

He had been working for an hour and was trundling an overloaded wheelbarrow towards the shaft when Josiah Clamp overtook him.

‘Quick! The fuse is lit. Take cover.’

Hurriedly dropping the wheelbarrow to the ground, Ben followed the older miner and flung himself down behind a stacked pile of waste rock. Putting his hands over his ears, he remained tensed for almost two minutes, anticipating the explosion.

Nothing happened.

Ben uncovered his ears as Josiah Clamp cursed and scrambled to his feet.

‘I thought the powder felt damp. It must have gone out. It’s that bloody storeman at the Botallack mine. I pay him with good money and he palms me off with old powder that won’t light.’

Ben grinned knowingly. Josiah Clamp had not paid over the counter of the Botallack mine store, of that he was quite sure. The storeman there was one of Josiah’s cousins. He would have stolen the gunpowder and passed it on to Josiah in a gin-parlour for no more than the price of a drink or two.

As Josiah Clamp hurried back along the tunnel, Ben took up the shafts of the wheelbarrow again, leaning against the weight of the load.

He had taken no more than five unsteady paces when it seemed that the whole tunnel erupted about him with a terrifying roar. Ben was thrown forward over the top of the overturned wheelbarrow, an agonising pain in his head. It felt as though his brain had been crushed.

Josiah Clamp had been only partially correct about the gunpowder. It was old – but not damp. The straw-and-gunpowder fuse had merely been reluctant to burn. Spluttering and spitting, it burned a spasmodic course towards the gunpowder packed in a deep hole at the end of the tunnel. Not until Josiah was examining its burned-out trail did the powder suddenly flare up and take a leap forward. It had less than a foot to travel. Before the horrified miner could turn and run, he was blown into eternity.

Josiah Clamp was not to die alone on this stormy March night. As Ben picked himself up, gasping for the oxygen that had been burned up by the explosion, the ground beneath his feet began to tremble. Ben reeled about the tunnel for what seemed an age. In fact, it was seconds only before he realised that the thunderous roaring was not in his tormented head. It came from the tunnel behind him – and Ben knew what it was.

The explosion had blown a hole in the sea-bed!

The level was in darkness, every candle blown out by the force of the explosion, but Ben ran for his life, oblivious of the jagged edges of rock that grazed his head and outstretched hands. In his panic-driven flight he would have plunged to his death down the mine shaft had he not fallen headlong over the pile of tin ore waiting at the mouth of the tunnel.

Ben scrambled over the ore and his hands located the ladder leading to the surface – and safety. He climbed on to the ladder just as tons of sea-water and dislodged rock spewed from the tunnel mouth and thundered into the shaft.

The ladder began to vibrate dangerously and, although Ben was now above the level of the tunnel, the water soaked the lower part of his legs. He had begun to climb higher when his ankle was grasped from below and a hoarse scream for help reached him above the deafening roar of the water.

For a long terrifying moment Ben imagined that Josiah Clamp was trying to drag him down with him to a watery grave. He kicked out violently in an effort to break free. Then, as quickly as it had left him, reason returned. Ben realised that the hand holding his ankle belonged to another human, trying to escape from the tunnel that led inland from the thirty-fathom level.

The ladder was shaking in a frightening fashion as tons of water pounded at its lower sections. All the ladders were linked together, and it would not be long before the steel pins attaching it to the wall of the shaft were wrenched free.

This was not the moment to be thinking about what might happen. Gingerly, Ben lowered himself until he could reach down and grip the hand of the unknown miner below him.

As Ben secured his grip, the fingers released his ankle and closed about his wrist. With his legs twisted securely about the ladder, Ben heaved with all the desperate strength that was in him. Slowly, the unseen miner struggled clear of the thundering water pouring unceasingly from the ruptured tunnel – and then he was crouched, panting, on the rung below Ben’s feet.

Disentangling his legs from the wildly juddering ladder, Ben shouted, ‘Climb! The ladder will go at any moment.’

With these words, Ben began climbing as fast as his shaking legs would allow. He had made ten rungs when the ladder swung wildly to one side, with a suddenness that nearly dislodged him. He knew that the ladders below him had been swept away, leaving the one on which he was standing hanging by only one pin.

Slowly and fearfully, he climbed the last few feet to the ladder above. Behind him, the man he had rescued did the same.

Now they were both safe, Ben had to rest for a few seconds. His legs felt weak and were trembling so violently that he was afraid they would take him no farther.

‘Are you all right?’ The voice from the ladder below him was not that of a man, but of a boy, like himself.

‘Yes. At least, I think so. And you?’

‘Yes, but I have lost my boots. The water must have torn them off while I clung to the ladder. They were new only last week!’

It was such a ridiculous thing to worry about after coming so close to death that Ben felt an overpowering urge to giggle. The sound caught in his throat and came out as a choked sob. Ben gulped in air noisily until he knew he had control of himself once more.

‘We had better get up top and tell them what has happened.’

Ben resumed the upward climb. This time he did not stop until he stepped off the ladder on to the ground at the top of the shaft.

Immediately, he was surrounded by the men who worked the whim, and off-duty miners brought from their beds in nearby houses when the water burst into the Money Box mine with a boom that was heard for a mile around.

‘What’s happening down there? What level are you from?’ Questions came at Ben from all sides.

‘Thirty fathoms.’

No one worked above this level. The played-out tunnels of the ten- and twenty-fathom levels were now utilised as draining-adits.

‘How many of you got out?’

A lamp was held up to Ben’s face and in its light he saw the mine captain. Fresh from his bed, he tucked a nightshirt inside his trousers as he spoke.

‘Two of us.’

Looking about him for his companion from the shaft, Ben saw only the faces of the anxious miners.

‘Get a rescue team together. We’ll go down to see what can be done.’

‘Nothing can be done now.’ The choking feeling in Ben’s throat had returned. ‘Josiah Clamp blew the top off the thirty-fathom level. The sea is in, the ladders swept away. You can’t get down there – and no one will ever get out.’

For long moments the only sounds were the booming of the sea emptying into the mine and the mournful dirge of the wind as it plucked at the taut ropes of the shafthead whim.

‘There are more than thirty men down there!’ one of the miners whispered in horror.

‘Thirty-four, and every one of them as dead as the Money Box mine,’ corrected the mine captain grimly. To Ben, he asked, ‘What is your name, boy?’

‘Ben. Ben Retallick.’

‘You will remember this day, Ben Retallick. It is the day the Lord has seen fit to take the lives of thirty-four men – and hand yours back to you. Make sure it is not wasted.’

The mine captain rested a hand heavily on Ben’s shoulder, then turned away before any man could see his face.

Ben was left shivering in the darkness. Then he, too, turned and headed for home. Wednesday, 18 March 1818, was barely half an hour old. It was Ben Retallick’s fifteenth birthday.


Chapter Two
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In the cold grey light of early dawn, the last piece of furniture was carried from the Retallick cottage by a surly wagoner and dumped unceremoniously on the farm-wagon that stood outside the door.

‘That’s the lot. If you don’t hurry up and climb on the wagon, we’ll still be on the road when night falls.’

‘If we are, then you’ll need to find Mevagissey in the dark,’ declared Martha Retallick. ‘You’ll not get paid for another day. You’ve been given your guinea. How long it takes you to earn it is your own business. Now, save your breath for helping with my husband.’

Pearson Retallick looked ill and frail as Ben and the wagoner helped him from the house and lifted him carefully on to the back of the wagon. He sat on a straw mattress, propped against the high driving-box seat. There was little meat on him, and he would never again earn his living digging tin beneath the ground in a mine.

Ben knew it, and so did his mother. Armed with this knowledge she had been able to get her way after many years of trying in vain to win her husband and son from the mines.

Martha Retallick hated mines and everything that went with them as deeply as her son loved them. The dust; the noise of the stamp-hammers and machinery; the ugly tall chimneys – even the miners themselves. Once above ground they had little interest in anything but brawling and drinking – and raising new generations of miners and bal-maidens to follow their unhappy example.

Martha Retallick’s brothers and cousins were fishermen. Her father and his father before him had been fishermen, too. It was a permanent way of life, a healthy living. In Mevagissey old men might be seen standing on the jetty at dusk, sucking contentedly on their pipes as they talked and waited for the fishing-boats to return to harbour.

There were no old men in the mining areas. Those who miraculously survived the ladders, the roof falls and the hundred other daily hazards to be found below ground ended up like Pearson Retallick, dying of lung sickness, with half of their allotted lifespan unfulfilled. Few miners found contentment in their work – and Martha Retallick firmly believed they never would. They attacked and violated the land, taking what they wanted and discarding the remainder, leaving deep scars for all to see. She was convinced this was the reason they were paid back a hundredfold by the land. It took from them their health and happiness – even life itself.

Such was Martha Retallick’s deep-rooted belief. Because of it, she used the disaster at the Money Box mine to force her husband to abandon mining once and for all. The mine would never be worked again, and Pearson Retallick’s career came to an end with it. He would never again be able to find employment as a miner. The family’s future now depended upon what she and Ben were able to earn. Ben was still classed as a boy. He might earn twenty shillings a month – if he were lucky enough to find a generous and sympathetic mine captain. For the surface work she was able to do, Martha Retallick would bring in another twelve shillings. Neither job would provide them with a house.

Martha Retallick argued that, if they returned to Mevagissey, Ben could go fishing with her family while she worked in the family’s fish-cellar. Together they would earn twice as much and could live in the house occupied by Ben’s grandfather and grandmother until they found somewhere of their own.

Supported by Ben, Pearson Retallick held out for as long as he could, but had finally been forced to give way to the logic of his wife’s argument. He had agreed to leave the St Just mining area and move to Mevagissey.

Ben protested in vain that he was a miner and not a fisherman. His mother would not be thwarted now. She told Ben he was lucky to be alive. He should accept the disaster at the mine as a warning and turn to something else. To go down a mine and risk his life again would be flying in the face of providence.

As Martha Retallick closed the door of the tiny mining-cottage for the last time, she had not a single twinge of regret. She had arrived at this cottage as a young bride. Ben, her only son, had been born here. But that was the only good thing to which she would admit during the whole of her life at the Money Box mine.

Climbing up to the high wagon-seat, she nodded to the wagoner. Flicking the reins, he shouted unintelligible orders to the horse. The beast leaned into its padded collar, and the Retallick family was on its way.

There was no one to see them leave the Money Box mine. No friends to wave, or wish them well in their new lives. The out-of-work miners had already moved away to seek work elsewhere. Only the families of the men who had died remained. There was nowhere for them to go. They would stay on at the derelict mine until hunger and desperation drove them out to join the scores of beggars and discharged veterans of Wellington’s great and victorious army, roaming the lanes of Cornwall.

The journey along half the length of Cornwall passed without incident, although Pearson Retallick was shaken up badly by the pot-holed road. By the time they began the steep descent of the hill leading down to Mevagissey village he was in a state of exhaustion.

The horse, too, was tired. Head hanging low, it slipped and slid on a road wet and muddy after the storms of recent weeks. Halfway down the hill, on a sharp and narrow bend, they overtook a young girl. Across one of her shoulders was balanced a long pole, at each end of which was a large and cumbersome basket.

As the wagon passed, the tired horse slipped – recovered – then slipped again. The wagoner was so busy braking the wagon and cursing the horse that he hardly noticed the girl.

She stood as far back from the road as was possible, balancing on the very edge of a short but steep bank that fell away to a half-filled ditch. Unfortunately, there was little room at this particular spot, and as the wagon slid to one side it clipped one of the baskets.

Ben watched in awed fascination as the baskets and pole swung lazily in a wide arc, twisting the girl around. She lost her footing, stepped backwards and tumbled down the bank, the baskets falling with her. As the girl landed in the ditch they crashed to the ground and burst open, releasing a number of indignant, noisy and wildly flapping ducks.

Martha Retallick had not seen the accident occur, and she was startled when Ben leaped from the wagon to the ground. He slid down the bank to the unfortunate girl’s aid while the wagoner continued to curse his horse, working all the time to keep the wagon on the road.

When Ben reached her the girl lay half-submerged in mud, her thin legs protruding from a froth of petticoats and dress. Reaching down he grasped the neck of her dress and pulled her to her feet.

She came out of the mud like a cork from a bottle, but she showed very little gratitude to her rescuer. Flailing wildly, her fists caught Ben two substantial blows in the face. He immediately released his grip on her dress, and she slipped on the wet grass and fell back into the ditch.

This time Ben made no attempt to help her. Looking up at the road he saw the wagon disappearing around the next bend. His father waved to him, a wide grin on his pale face.

‘Well! Don’t just stand there. Help me!’

The girl was on her hands and knees in the ditch, glaring up at Ben.

‘Why? So you can hit me again?’

Clamping her mouth tight shut, the girl hoisted her skirt above her knees with one hand and used the other to pull herself from the ditch.

‘It was your cart that knocked me off the road. Look at my ducks! They are everywhere.’

She grabbed at one of the birds, which was head down in the ditch, worrying at the mud. The duck complained vociferously, but she unceremoniously dumped it in one of the baskets and went in pursuit of another at the edge of the water.

Ben helped her to recapture the remainder of the ducks. It was not an easy task, and by the time the last one was safely back in its basket he was almost as wet and muddy as she was.

‘Look at the time!’ complained the girl, glancing up at the sky. ‘The boats will have been in for ages. The best of the fish will be gone long before I get to the quay.’

‘I’ll help you carry the baskets.’

‘No, you won’t! You’ve caused me enough trouble.’

The girl’s dark eyes warned Ben off as she shouldered the pole and baskets, but she did allow him to help her up the steep bank to the road.

As he walked beside her down the hill, he said, ‘I’m sorry you’ve got all muddied up. The wagoner has never been to Mevagissey before. He didn’t know how steep the hill is.’

The girl snorted derisively and they walked together in silence for a while. Then her mouth twitched in a sudden mischievous smile, and she gave him a sidelong glance.

‘I don’t suppose it was your fault really. Besides, you are as muddy as me now. I haven’t seen you before. Do you come from Mevagissey?’

‘No, from St Just.’

‘Isn’t that where all the mines are?’

‘Yes, I’m a miner.’

Seeing her incredulous look, Ben’s chin went up. ‘Well … my pa was a miner. I worked with him. Now we’ve come to live in Mevagissey.’

‘Why? There are no mines here – none worth mentioning, anyway. A good thing, too. Miners are digging farmers’ graves, that’s what my dad used to say. What are you going to do here?’

‘My pa is ill. He can’t work any more. So, when the mine flooded, Ma said we should come here for me to learn fishing with her folks.’

Ben lapsed into a deep silence as he remembered the Money Box mine.

The girl looked at him with sudden renewed interest. ‘The mine you worked in … was that the one where all the men were drowned?’

‘Yes.’

Ben clenched his fists tightly, and she could see the tension in him.

‘I heard that only one miner, a boy, escaped. Was that you?’

‘There were two of us, but I don’t know what happened to the other one.’

‘That must have been an awful experience.’ She looked at him with a new respect. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Ben Retallick.’

‘I’m Jesse Henna. Me and my ma have a small farm up the hill at Pengrugla. Just a couple of fields really. But we get by.’

They had almost reached the small harbour now. Ben stopped at the entrance to a lane that was so narrow that the upper storeys of the houses on either side were only inches away from each other.

‘This is where my grandpa lives.’

She nodded. ‘Then you had better go. They will be wondering what has happened to you.’

Ben had turned to walk away when Jesse Henna called out to him.

‘What is the name of your mother’s kin?’

‘Dunn.’

‘I know them. They are good fishermen. I’ll look out for you when I next come to Mevagissey and trade for any fish you’ve caught.’

Ben raised his hand in acknowledgement and made his way to Grandpa Dunn’s house.

The little fishing-cottage had always fascinated him on his infrequent visits here as a small boy. Cosy and lacking light it tucked tight into the hillside. The back door actually opened out of the roof on to a narrow terrace that descended in a series of elongated cobble steps to the harbour.

Ben let himself in through the front entrance and walked into an atmosphere that was as chilly as winter rain. Grandpa Dunn was leaning well back in his rocking-chair, watching the smoke from his clay pipe drift upwards towards the low beamed ceiling of the kitchen. In front of the fire Grandma Dunn busied herself with pots and skillets, arranging them noisily on the black foundry-made range. The old lady’s bristling disapproval was held in check only by the smug satisfaction of being proved right – after sixteen years of waiting.

Grandma Dunn had never approved of her daughter Martha’s marriage to a miner. She had given it her reluctant blessing in a moment of uncharacteristic weakness, upon learning that Pearson was a Methodist – as were the Dunn family. But she had warned her daughter that no good would come from such a union. Mining, she had declared, was the Devil’s work. The Prince of Darkness had his kingdom in the bowels of the earth. Men who invaded his domain either paid tribute to him or suffered the consequences. As a small girl, Grandma Dunn had listened to the fire-and-brimstone sermons of the aged John Wesley. His words had burned into her soul, allowing of no argument. Hell was in the darkness beneath the ground. Heaven was above; it came down to meet at the sea where a fisherman earned his living. It stood to reason, therefore, that a fisherman was closer to the Good Lord than any other man alive.

Grandma Dunn did not hear Ben arrive, so busy was she with her own thoughts. When she turned round and saw him for the first time, her hands found her hips and she glared at him in disapproval.

‘Goodness gracious, boy! What have you been doing to get yourself in such a state? Whatever will the neighbours think? Away with you. Get out of those clothes before you dirty up my kitchen. You’ll not sit down at this table in filthy trousers like those.’

‘These are my best clothes! I’ve only got my working-trousers––’

‘Don’t argue with your grandmother, Ben,’ Martha Retallick interrupted quickly. She wanted to avoid an argument at all costs. ‘Your working-trousers are clean; they will do fine. You’ll find them in the old trunk, upstairs in the back bedroom. Go on, now.’

When Ben left the room, Martha Retallick tried to explain why Ben was in such a mess.

‘Hah!’ The lines about Grandma Dunn’s mouth deepened and her mouth clamped shut for a moment. ‘There is no need for any boy to get into such a state. You are my daughter, Martha, and are welcome to stay here, but I’ll have no miner’s ways in this house.’

Still grumbling, the old lady turned back to her cooking, and Martha Retallick breathed a sigh of relief. Family dissension had been averted – for a while. She would need to talk to Ben. To tell him to tread lightly in this house. Martha had succeeded in bringing her family to Mevagissey after many years of trying. She wanted nothing to go wrong now.

When Ben returned to the kitchen, an appetising meal of fish and potatoes was placed upon the table in front of him. Grandma Dunn, her feelings aired, was in a better mood.

Martha Retallick asked why places were not being set for her three brothers and received a look of surprise from her mother.

‘Why, bless you, girl, I keep forgetting how long it is since you were last here. Your brother Mark has been married these four years, and Billy for three. Between the two of them they have given me five grandchildren.’

‘And Walter? Is he not married yet?’

Grandma Dunn’s jaw snapped shut as fiercely as a gintrap. ‘There is more than one girl’s mother with reason enough to wish Walter had married years ago; but you had best be asking your father about Walter and his goings-on.’

‘He is off at a parliamentary reform meeting,’ said Samuel Dunn. He spoke through his fingers as he dislodged a fish bone, caught between two of his remaining teeth. ‘Very strong for reform is our Walter.’

‘Does Walter think we should all have the vote?’ asked Pearson Retallick, speaking for the first time since Ben had entered the house.

‘Walter thinks all manner of nonsense,’ interjected Grandma Dunn. ‘Unless he can learn to hold his tongue about some of it he will find himself in serious trouble. Sir John Vincent up at Lamorrack House has already warned him about preaching sedition to the estate workers. He told Walter that Parliament in London intends bringing in laws aimed at those who put foolish ideas into other folks’ heads. Walter ought to listen to him. I’ve told him many times that no fisherman will benefit from all this “reform”. It is a squabble between gentlemen. It won’t put more fish into the nets, or sail a boat home at the end of the day. Instead of tramping around the countryside talking about things that don’t concern him, Walter should spend more time down on the quay, repairing his nets.’

Pearson Retallick would have pursued the subject, but his wife silenced him with a look. For a while the meal continued in silence. Then Samuel Dunn spoke to Ben.

‘I hear you want to become a fisherman?’

‘No … but Ma wants me to become one.’

Spoons stopped scraping on plates as everyone looked at Ben. For a moment he wished he had thought before speaking out, then his grandfather laughed.

‘That’s the same thing. We’ll send you out with Walter tomorrow. He’ll teach you all you need to know about fishing. Whatever your grandma might think, there is no better fisherman along this part of the coast. This time next year you’ll be catching as many fish as a Mevagissey-born boy, you wait and see.’

Ben doubted whether he would ever fulfil his grandfather’s hopes, but he said nothing of his thoughts.

As soon as the meal was over, Ben went to bed in the small dark back-bedroom he would share with his mother and father. That night he dreamed of fishing-boats being washed through flooded mine tunnels by wild sea currents, while a dark-eyed girl with black hair called for him to come with her and rescue some ducks.


Chapter Three
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Early the following morning, Ben was shaken into wakefulness before the sun had risen. Bleary-eyed, he made his way downstairs to the kitchen. A tall bearded young man was dipping his head repeatedly into an iron-banded bucket that stood on a slate-topped table in a corner.

Raising his head and blowing hard, Walter Dunn grinned at Ben. ‘Come on, youngster. Mevagissey fish don’t wait around for those who lie in bed all day. Here, wake yourself up with this.’

Shaking water from his hair, he reached for a rough towel and rubbed the excess water from his face as he backed away from the bucket.

Ben was more cautious than his exuberant uncle. Cupping his hands, he brought the water up to his face. It was breathtakingly cold. Had Walter not been watching him, Ben would have forgone the unnecessary luxury of this early-morning wash altogether.

Breakfast became a hectic affair as the rest of the household rose and crowded into the tiny kitchen. Ben was glad when it was over and he was able to set off with Walter, followed by the good wishes of the family.

As he strode briskly beside Walter Dunn, men nodded to them. One or two called out to Walter, asking him about the previous evening’s reform meeting. It was a subject about which Ben knew nothing, and he listened carefully as Walter spoke about ‘rotten boroughs’, ‘purchased votes’ and ‘potboiling franchises’. It did not take him long to realise that Walter Dunn believed passionately in parliamentary reform, and the right of every man to vote for a Member of Parliament to represent him in the House of Commons in London.

But Ben’s main interest was in the work that lay ahead of him. As he and Walter made their way along the edge of the quay, he asked Walter about the day’s fishing.

‘Are we going after pilchards?’

‘We are going out after any fish that might be about,’ declared Walter. ‘If we catch pilchards, then so much the better, but I doubt if we will find any at this time of the year.’

Walter stopped suddenly, and Ben looked up at him questioningly.

‘Look, Ben, times are not good for anyone – fishermen in particular. We have to make a living any way we can. Some of the things we do have very little to do with fishing. Ask no questions and keep your mouth shut about anything you see and hear. You do that and no Mevagissey man will be able to fault you. Is that clear?’

It was not, but Ben expected he would find out soon enough. He nodded.

‘Good! Now, come and meet the fishermen you’ll be working with.’

Walter led the way down a flight of green-stained stone steps that disappeared into the water of the harbour. Bumping against them were two twenty-foot-long wooden boats into which five men were loading nets and baskets.

Walter’s introduction was brief. ‘This is Ben, my sister Martha’s son. He’s been mining down-country until now, but the mine has closed and his father is sick. He’ll be fishing with us in future. Mark … Billy, Ma says she expects you up at the house to meet Martha when we get back tonight.’

Mark, the eldest of Samuel Dunn’s sons, was not happy with Ben’s presence.

‘I’m sorry to hear about Pearson, but do you think it’s wise to bring the boy out with us? The Frenchie is expected any day …’

‘I have told Ben there’s more to earning a living at sea than shooting a net and tucking fish. He’ll learn, the same as we had to.’

Mark Dunn shrugged and turned back to his work. Walter told Ben to take his place in the bow of the boat crewed by Walter and two other fishermen. It was not long before they were ready to put to sea, and they left the small harbour in company with the other boat, in which were Mark, Billy and a third fisherman.

It was the first time Ben had been in a boat. He did not enjoy the novel experience. Although it was by no means a stormy day, there was a fresh south-easterly wind blowing, and a fairly heavy swell. Within minutes of leaving harbour Ben began to feel ill. He kept his queasiness to himself for as long as he was able. Then, without warning, he was forced to make a dive for the gunwale. Hanging with his head only inches above the undulating water, Ben lost his breakfast.

His discomfiture brought a cheer from the following boat. When Ben raised his head miserably, he saw Walter and the two fishermen in his own boat grinning at him, greatly amused.

‘Never mind, Ben.’ Walter leaned back on an oar, sending the boat sliding over the crest of a long round-topped roller and tilting into the trough beyond. ‘You’ll feel better when we give you some work to do. Mevagissey has never yet lost a man or boy from seasickness. I doubt if you will be the first.’

Huddled in the bow of the boat, Ben could only nod miserably. He wished his stomach would keep time with the rise and fall of the vessel.

About a mile from the shore, the men in the two Dunn boats began casting their long seine-nets. Fastened at each end to one of the boats, the net was cast in a wide circle. When both ends were brought together the net was tightened until the fish were trapped inside its diminished circle and the fishermen were able to scoop the fish into their boats. Ben found this movement of the boat even more upsetting than being under way, but Walter set him to tucking fish and kept him busy.

The shooting out and drawing in of the net was repeated many times during the day. In between, Ben continued to suffer seasickness. By the time the day’s work was over and the boats returned to Mevagissey, he was close to exhaustion.

It did not help his misery when he saw Jesse Henna waiting at the quayside. Clean and cheerful, she was the last person Ben wished to meet in his present dejected and sick state.

‘Hello, Ben. How did your first day’s fishing go?’

The pale and drawn face he turned to her told his story better than any words.

‘Oh! You were seasick, then?’

‘You might say that, missie,’ one of the grinning fishermen answered her question. ‘Young Ben was hung over the side for so long we might have mistook him for a long-line if he hadn’t twitched once in a while.’

The laughter of the men in the boat was echoed by the fishermen standing on the quay. Brought up to feel equally at home on sea or land, few of them had ever suffered from seasickness. It was an amusing affliction from which only landsmen suffered.

Ben felt too wretched to take offence at the laughter of the fishermen. He had been longing desperately for his return to the land. Now, standing on the steps of the quay, it seemed the land, too, was swimming about him. He reached out to steady himself against the stone wall.

Jesse was highly indignant at the jeers of the fishermen. ‘Being ill is nothing to laugh about. I would like to see your faces if you were to stand at the top of a deep mine shaft. The thought of climbing down in the dark would set your knees knocking so hard you wouldn’t stay on the ladder for two minutes. It wouldn’t worry Ben.’

‘You’m probably right, missie. That’s why fishermen go out in boats and miners should stay at their diggings.’

Jesse had done Ben no favour by reminding the listeners that he had worked in a mine. Miners and fishermen were different breeds of men, each scornful of the other’s way of life.

But Jesse used the fisherman’s retort to come to the main reason for her visit to the quayside. ‘As a fisherman you’ll likely have caught something worth trading for three dozen eggs. They were laid this very day.’

From the basket resting on the ground at her feet she took a clean brown egg.

All differences were forgotten, and swift bartering began. When the eggs and a dozen and a half fat mackerel had changed hands, Jesse asked Ben, ‘Are you going home now? I’ll walk a way with you.’

Ben wanted desperately to turn his back on the boat and the harbour, but he knew there was more work to be done.

‘I have to help bring the fish ashore before I go.’

Jesse shrugged, putting on an air of indifference to hide the unexpected disappointment she felt. ‘It doesn’t matter. Here, have these … I saved them for you. They are to thank you for helping me with the ducks last night.’

She reached a hand into a pocket of the apron she wore. Pulling out two eggs, she thrust them at Ben. When he had taken them she turned away abruptly, ignoring the thanks he called after her.

‘Well, I don’t know!’ exclaimed Walter, scratching his thick black beard. ‘You’ve been in Mevagissey for hardly a day and already you’ve found yourself a pretty young maid. Tell me, Ben. How come you know young Jesse Henna?’

Ben told Walter the story of the wagon and the ducks. By the time he ended every one of the fishermen was chuckling.

‘You got off lightly, young Ben,’ commented Walter Dunn. ‘Had I been a wagon that upset her I would have legged it away from there as fast as I could go. Jesse Henna was as likely to have hit you with the pole she carried, as look at you. She is a wild one, and no mistake.’

Ben remembered how Jesse had come out of the ditch swinging at him with her fists, but he kept the memory to himself. As they worked he asked Walter what he knew of Jesse Henna.

‘Not much more than I have told you already. She and her mother have a place up at the head of the valley, at Pengrugla. They keep some livestock and mind their own business. What more is there to say?’

‘What happened to her father?’

‘Ah! Now, that’s a question that might have more than one answer. Jesse’s mother used to work up at the big house, at Lamorrack. She’s a handsome woman – and was an even prettier maid. She married Tom Henna in something of a hurry. Folk said Jesse’s birth came as more of a surprise to poor Tom than it did to Sir John’s son, Colman. Whatever the truth of it, the Vincent family allowed Tom to get away with a great many things that might have hanged another man.’

Ben was intrigued. ‘What sort of things?’

As they talked, they stood in line with the other fishermen, passing baskets of fish from the boats to the quay. Walter called down to one of his brothers, who was in a boat.

‘Billy! You knew Tom Henna well enough. What would you say about him?’

‘Tom Henna? He was a clever poacher and no respecter of other folks’ livestock or property. There was talk of him taking part in more than one highway robbery on the old toll road. Such talk apart, he was a likeable enough chap – if you didn’t fall foul of his quick temper.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘He fled the county and joined the Army after almost killing a man in a fight at Pentuan. It seemed he was as good at fighting Frenchmen as Cornishmen, and he died a hero’s death at Waterloo. Sir John Vincent let Jesse and her mother stay on at Pengrugla – “in recognition of Tom’s sacrifice for King and country”, so ’twas said.’

‘Does Jesse know about the talk?’

‘Who knows? I certainly wouldn’t ask her. If you have any intentions towards her, then neither will you,’ Walter said. ‘That’s the last basket, Ben. We’ll finish off here now. You get on home and tell your grandma we’ll be there within the hour. Don’t forget to take your present with you. I would lay you a wager that young Jesse came to Mevagissey especially to give them to you. Bringing the other eggs was no more than an excuse. She’s a nice young maid, Ben. You could do a lot worse … But away with you now.’

Slipping the eggs into separate pockets, Ben set out for his grandmother’s house, wishing the world would stop swinging about him.

It was almost dark now, the tangle of fishermen’s cottages effectively blocking the last light of the setting sun from the narrow streets of the village. Ben was so deep in thought about Jesse, and of what Walter and the others had said, that he did not see the faint glow of a pipe in the shadows beside the door of the Dunn cottage.

‘Is that you, Ben?’ It was Pearson Retallick.

‘Yes, Pa. You shouldn’t be sitting outside now. It’s coming in cold.’

‘I’ve been waiting for you to get home. They’ve had you working a long shift out there today. How did you enjoy the fishing?’

‘It was all right. A bit new to me, that was all.’

Ben was glad it was dark, he had never been able to lie to his father.

Pearson Retallick was not taken in by Ben’s words.

‘You are bound to find the work difficult at first, Ben. It’s very different to working below ground – but a sight healthier! I wish I had taken to fishing. I could have been out there with you today. A father likes to teach his own son to make his way in life. All I seem to have done is to lead you along a short path to nowhere.’

‘You taught me mining, Pa – and you taught me well. That’s what you know about – and what I enjoy doing. I always will. Fishing might be healthier, but I am no fisherman. I know it, and so do those I have been out with today. Sooner or later Ma will have to know it, too …’

‘And what is it I am to know?’

Martha Retallick had gone upstairs to shut the windows of the bedrooms against the cool night air. She had heard Ben’s last few words.

Looking up, Ben could just see the white of her face against the dark shadow of the window. ‘We are talking about fishing, Ma. I am no more a fisherman than Walter is a miner. He’ll tell you the same thing when he comes home. I spent most of the day being sick over the side of the boat. I was no help to him at all.’

‘Then you’ll need to keep going back to sea until you stop being sick, won’t you? You are as much a Dunn as a Retallick, and the Dunns have been fishermen for as far back as anyone in Mevagissey can remember. There is no reason in the world why you shouldn’t be one if you set your mind to it.’

Martha Retallick’s face disappeared, and the window was slammed shut with a crash that set the small glass panes shivering.

‘Your ma is right, Ben.’ Pearson Retallick’s quiet voice pricked the bubble of Ben’s anger. ‘Give fishing a chance – just to please her. She’s had little enough pleasure from life so far. I’ll have a chat with Walter in a week or so. If he agrees with you that you’ll never become a fisherman, I will take the matter up with your ma then.’

Ben dreaded the thought of going to sea for another few weeks, but he knew his father would keep his word. For his part, Ben would do what was expected of him until then.

As it happened, Pearson Retallick’s intercession would not be necessary. The stage was already set for a drama that would shake Martha Retallick’s faith in the permanency and respectability of fishing.


Chapter Four
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Ben’s second day at sea began in much the same way as had the first. No sooner had the two Dunn boats nosed out of the smooth waters of the harbour into St Austell Bay than Ben’s stomach began rebelling against the alien combination of wind and sea.

True, his nausea subsided to some extent when they began working the nets, but towards mid-afternoon the wind freshened from the east and the feeling returned. The boat bounced and lurched beneath him, and when Ben was not helping with the catch he stayed huddled miserably in the bow of the boat. He did his best to keep out of the way of the fishermen, but they cursed him soundly when the unpredictable movement of the sea caused them to stumble against him.

Then the dark-blue sails of a three-masted barquentine appeared on the horizon, and the three men in the boat forgot all about Ben. They called to the fishermen in the second boat, and they, too, became inexplicably excited. From that moment, they fished in a desultory manner, seeming not to care whether or not they caught any fish.

By now, Ben was thoroughly ill and miserable. He wanted only to return to harbour. He was relieved when, one by one, the other Mevagissey boats stowed their fishing-gear and headed for home. Soon the two Dunn boats were the only ones still fishing. Ben looked eagerly towards Walter, waiting for him to give the order to stow their fishing-gear and return to Mevagissey.

The order never came. The fishermen sat at their oars, smoking their foul-smelling clay pipes and giving an occasional half-hearted pull on their oars to bring the bow of the boat into the sea.

They stayed out until the sun was sinking beneath the horizon into a fiery sea and Mevagissey was no more than a distant sprinkling of lighted windows. Only then did Walter give his order. It had the fishermen in the two boats moving with an alacrity that astonished Ben. The long net was hauled onboard, and the men strained on their oars with a vigour that made light of the long day’s work behind them.

But they did not head for Mevagissey. Instead the two fishing-boats headed out into the waters of the English Channel. They were going to meet the barquentine, now bearing down upon them with every inch of her blue sails spread to catch the wind.

Minutes later the two fishing-boats bumped against the heavy timbers of the barquentine and a voice carrying a strong French accent called for Mark and Walter to come on board.

His indisposition temporarily forgotten, Ben watched with great interest as the two Dunn brothers swarmed up ropes let down from the sailing craft. His excitement quickened when, seconds later, a cargo that had little to do with fishing was handed down to the waiting fishermen. Casks and barrels were stowed in the boats beneath the day’s catch. Others were lowered into the water and secured to the stern of the fishing-boats by long stout lines.

The operation was carried out with well-practised efficiency. By the time Walter and Mark returned to their respective boats the oars were already being run out. Moments later the two boats were heading for the distant harbour of Mevagissey.

The clandestine operation had taken less than ten minutes. Looking back into the Channel, Ben saw the shadow of the French barquentine heeling over under full sail. Turning westward, she headed along the Cornish coast to another illicit rendezvous.

In that short time, Ben had become a ‘freebooter’. A smuggler.

Walter had brought a bottle of fine-quality brandy with him from the French ship and it now passed from man to man as they pulled for the shore. The bottle was handed to Ben, but the first whiff of the pungent brandy fumes made his stomach rebel again. He gave it back to the nearest oarsman, untasted.

As the fishermen laughed and joked amongst themselves, Ben looked ahead over the bow of the boat. He hoped that if he took huge gulps of the cold air blowing on his face his stomach might settle down again.

Sliding through the water, side by side, the two boats were no more than two hundred yards from the sea-wall of Mevagissey harbour when Ben saw an indistinct movement between the fishing-boats and the cottage lights, visible through the harbour entrance.

‘There’s a boat ahead of us!’ he called to Walter.

At his words, the fishermen stopped rowing instantly. Leaning on their oars, they listened, straining their ears into the darkness. The only sound was of the incoming rushing through the crevices of the nearby rocks, and the squeaking of oars in the rowlocks of the other Dunn boat as it forged ahead.

Walter sent a long low whistle across the water in an attempt to attract the attention of his brothers. It was doubtful if they heard him – and it was already too late.

A flame spluttered hesitantly to life ahead of them. It was joined by another. Suddenly there were half a dozen torches flaring, the flames from them blowing in long irregular streamers.

‘It’s the Revenue men!’ whispered one of the fishermen in Walter’s boat. Walter waved the man into silence. A large Revenue boat was heading towards Mark and Billy Dunn’s boat, driven through the water by eight of the King’s men, one to an oar. More of them crowded in the stern, eager for the action to come.

‘Mark and Billy will need help …’ Even as Walter made the observation, the Revenue boat went alongside the other fishing-boat with a splintering of oars and a great cheer from the King’s men. Then the dull crack of a musket-shot echoed across the water.

One of the men in the boat with Ben uttered a startled oath. ‘I’m not tackling armed Revenue men, Walter. Pull for the harbour – and be damned quick about it!’

‘But … Mark and Billy … ?’

‘It’s too late to help them. Unless you want the Revenue men to take all your father’s sons, we’ll need to get in fast as we can. Hurry, man! You’re helping no one by dithering out here.’

Crouched in the bow of the fishing-boat, Ben’s heart beat as fast as a sparrow’s wing. Peering over the gunwale he saw the other two vessels locked together as their occupants fought out an unequal battle.

Common sense prevailed over family loyalty. There were at least fifteen men on board the Revenue boat, most of them armed.

Walter said, ‘Ben, get back here to the tiller. I’ll tell you what to do as we go along.’

Ben scrambled to the stern of the boat. He had only the vaguest idea about steering a boat, but it needed only a couple of experimental pressures on the tiller to give him the knowledge he would need. By this time the fishing-boat was cutting through the water, the sea slapping heavily against the bow.

Their desperate attempt to escape the attentions of the Revenue men was noisy. As they passed around the fringe of the light cast from the torches they were spotted. A cry went up from one of the King’s men, and seconds later a musket-ball sped angrily above Ben’s head. Fortunately for himself and his companions, the captured fishermen realised what was happening. They created such a disturbance that the Revenue men were hard pressed to hold them and quickly lost interest in Walter’s boat.

Ben guided the boat through the wide gap in the harbour wall. Once inside, Walter shipped his oar and came back to take the tiller himself.

‘Good work, Ben. I’ll take her now. We’ll need to get alongside and clear the boat before the Revenue men follow us in.’

‘What will happen to the others?’

‘It will be time to think about that when the Revenue men bring them in. We’ve men enough in Mevagissey to prevent them being taken off to gaol. If we fail … ? We’ll worry about that when the time comes. Here, take this rope and stand by to jump the moment we touch the steps.’

Although it was dark in the harbour, Walter brought the fishing-boat in skilfully and swiftly, guided by his knowledge of the lamp-lit windows of the houses around the harbour. Soon the boat scraped along the stone wall of the quay and Ben could make out the deeper shadow of the steps. Leaping ashore, he secured the rope to a huge iron ring.

He had hardly finished tying the knot when a number of men appeared from the shadows about him. At first he thought they must be Revenue men, but when one of them greeted Walter in a low voice Ben realised that smuggling in Mevagissey involved more men than were in the Dunn family.

In quick low monosyllables Walter explained what had happened out beyond the harbour. The Mevagissey men immediately set to clearing the boat of fish and contraband. Not ten minutes after entering the small harbour the boat had been emptied and pulled clear of the steps. Once it was moored amidst a jumble of other fishing-boats there was no way of connecting Walter with the events of the evening.

There was still work for the fishermen to do. With the boat safely tucked away they turned their thoughts to those who had been taken by the Revenue men. Surrounding Walter, they listened as he laid plans for an elaborate rescue attempt.

Ben was given no part in this promised action. Walter Dunn sent his nephew on his way with an order for him to go straight home. Ben was a boy – and this would be a night for men.

Ben made his way to his grandparents’ house, not knowing whether he was disappointed or relieved to have no part in what was certain to be a desperate and dangerous exploit. Along the way many men passed him, all hurrying to the harbour. It seemed every fisherman in Mevagissey intended being on the quay to provide a reception committee for the Revenue men and their prisoners.

When he entered the Dunn house, Ben gave his news to the stunned occupants. Grandfather Dunn immediately reached for his coat and rushed from the house without a word. Grandma Dunn sank down on a chair, convinced that her two sons would be hanged. Not until much later did Ben learn that there was very good reason for her concern. It was less than a year since a fisherman from a nearby village had been convicted of smuggling and publicly hanged for his misdeeds. The government of the land was determined to stamp out smuggling in Cornwall – and was prepared to adopt harsh measures to achieve its ends.

Ben’s mother listened in white-faced consternation as Pearson Retallick questioned his son about the events leading up to the Revenue men’s ambuscade.

When Ben told him the whole story, the sick miner rounded on his wife, who was now trying to comfort her mother.

‘Do you realise how close Ben has been to getting himself arrested for smuggling?’

Martha Retallick looked up, startled. She was unaccustomed to angry outbursts from her even-tempered husband.

‘They wouldn’t have done anything to Ben. He didn’t know what was going on. He just happened to be in the boat, that was all…’

Her argument died away, defeated by its own weakness.

‘There’s not a judge in the land who would have believed him – and you know it well. Is this your idea of a better life for our son?’

‘I am sure nothing like this will ever happen again …’ ‘So am I.’

Pearson Retallick was overwhelmed by a violent spasm of coughing. When it subsided, he spoke more quietly. ‘I may not be much use to you any more, Martha, but I can still think like a man. Ben is a miner and not a fisherman. He doesn’t belong in this house. Neither do I.’

Turning, Pearson Retallick saw Ben watching him, wide-eyed.

‘You have seen and heard enough for one day. Off to bed with you now.’

‘I want to wait until Walter comes home.’

‘What he is doing could keep him from the house all night – or for ever. Go to bed now, Ben. I need to talk with your mother.’

Reluctantly, Ben left the room and climbed the stairs to their bedroom. At the top of the stairs he opened the window and leaned far out, looking into the darkness towards the harbour. He could see nothing, and no sounds carried to him on the night air.

Ben slid between the rough blankets and began to think about the events of the last two days – especially of what had happened after the meeting between the two Dunn boats and the French barquentine. He now knew why the fishermen had expressed their misgivings about having a stranger go out with them. Smuggling was as much a part of their lives as fishing.

Ben had no objection to becoming involved in such activities, but he wished Walter had trusted him enough to tell him what was likely to happen. He wondered what the fishermen did with the contraband when it came ashore. He would prefer to help with this side of the operation. Ben knew he was no sailor and would never become one, no matter how hard he tried. Even thinking about boats and the movement of the sea made him feel ill.

From the room downstairs, the sound of voices came to Ben as a low monotonous drone. He could make out nothing of what was being said and eventually he dozed off.

He woke up with a start as the door was pushed open on ungreased hinges. Pearson Retallick entered the room and prepared for bed. There were many more people downstairs now; Ben could hear their voices raised in heated conversation.

‘What’s happening, Pa?’ Ben whispered. ‘Is Walter home yet?’

‘Yes.’

Ben waited for his father to say more. When nothing was forthcoming, he said, ‘What of the others – Mark and Billy?’

‘Rumour has it they have been taken to Plymouth to be put on board one of the warships there. If it is true, they will be sailing for the Mediterranean before the week is out.’

Ben gasped. ‘The Revenue men can’t do that! Mark and Billy have families––’

‘That should concern you no more than your future worried them. Think yourself lucky that you are safe in bed and not being pressed into the Navy, leaving your mother behind to weep for you.’

Ben lay quietly in the darkness for a long time before he asked his father quietly, ‘Will Walter be going fishing in the morning?’

‘He might – but you won’t be going with him.’

‘Why? What am I going to do?’ Ben sat up on his mattress, a great surge of relief going through him.

‘We will all need to leave this house, Ben. Someone will have to take in Mark and Billy’s wives and children if they are not to be thrown on parish charity. Your grandma wasted no time in pointing that out to me. This is the obvious place for them to come. There will be no room for us.’

‘Where will we go?’ The news filled Ben with excitement. He hoped they might return to the mining district of Cornwall’s far west where he could go back to work that was familiar to him. His hopes were dashed by Pearson Retallick’s next words.

‘The Vincent family up at Lamorrack House want a woman to work in their kitchens. Your ma and me are going up there to see them in the morning. I am hoping they might find a house for us if I do odd jobs in the grounds for them.’

‘What about me?’

‘I would like you to bide your time for a while, Ben. Likely I will need you to help me out for a while. Just until my strength returns, that’s all.’

Ben understood. His father’s pride was too great for him to admit that he was incapable of holding down a job of work without his son to help him. The knowledge brought a lump to Ben’s throat, and he said no more of his own hopes.


Chapter Five
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The following morning, Walter and the two men who fished with him put to sea about their normal business. By so doing they would stay clear of any questioning Revenue men who might search the village for the companions of the captured men. Ben saw Walter before he left the house and was shocked by his tired and haggard appearance. Walter was taking the blame upon himself for not having done more to rescue his two brothers. Nothing Ben said could convince him otherwise.

Pearson and Martha Retallick left the village to walk to Lamorrack House immediately after breakfast. They had not been gone many minutes before the families of Mark and Billy Dunn descended upon the small cottage. Soon it was filled with the noise of wailing women and the crying of bewildered children.

Ben beat a hasty retreat. For an hour or two he wandered the narrow streets of Mevagissey, unused to having so much time on his hands. He looked on without any great interest as a new boat was launched from the small boat-building yard in a corner of the harbour. Ten minutes later he was looking in through the door of the mill, watching huge granite grinding-stones rumbling one upon the other in powerful unison, driven by a creaking timber water-wheel revolving on an outside wall.

There was little else to interest Ben in Mevagissey. Eventually, he decided to set off to meet his mother and father. They should be on their way back from Lamorrack House by now.

Ben made his way along a rough track through the valley to the north-west of the village. Within minutes he was in a new world. Rounding a low hill, the track cut through a small wood and left all sight and sounds of Mevagissey behind. Only the bird-calls and the sound of a stream flowing swiftly over a shallow bed of stones disturbed the deep peace.

Ben was unused to such countryside. In St Just every tree had long since been cut down and burned as fuel for home and mine-engine boiler; the song-birds driven far away to undisturbed countryside where they could build their nests. The trees had been replaced by tall stone-built engine-house chimneys, bird-song by the clank and clatter of whim and stamp-hammer.

Ben stopped once to watch a crimson-crowned woodpecker scale a tree, tapping at a hundred crevices in search of insects. Next, he searched the skies for a bird that was sending out plaintive cries, like those of a lost kitten. It was a buzzard with blunt tip-tilted wings, circling high above a nearby field.

So intent was Ben on watching the hunting bird that he walked along totally oblivious to his surroundings, his head high, eyes following the progress of the buzzard.

The bird changed its flight-pattern, banking in a long gliding dive. Ben turned around, walking backwards as he followed the bird’s flight.

Suddenly he bumped against something – something that moved and shoved him hard in the back, sending him sprawling full length on the path.

Ben looked up from the ground to see two boys of about his own age looking down at him. One was grinning, the other scowling. Ben was certain thay had not been ahead of him before he turned around. They must have been hiding among the trees.

‘You want to watch where you’re going,’ said the scowling boy, the larger of the two. ‘You nearly knocked us down.’

The second boy’s grin widened, and Ben stood up slowly and carefully brushed himself off. Not until this was done to his satisfaction did he meet the larger boy’s eyes.

‘You’re quite right. I should have been looking where I was walking. But I am not going to apologise. You could have stepped out of the way. There was no need to push me over.’

‘Move out of the way for a fisherman?’ The big boy’s look was scornful. He nudged his companion with his elbow. ‘Do you suppose all fishermen walk backwards? Perhaps it’s because they row their boats that way. They get used to it, I suppose. Makes you wonder how they get on when they go to bed with their women, don’t it?’

Ben waited quietly until the two boys had finished laughing.

‘You could wet yourself, laughing like that,’ he said, addressing the larger of the two boys once more. ‘I’m sorry to spoil your joke, but I’m not a fisherman. I’m a miner. Now, if you move aside, I’ll be on my way.’

‘Miners are no better than fishermen,’ said the boy aggressively, the scowl once more on his face. ‘And what is a miner doing along here, eh? We’ve got no mines in this valley. We don’t want none, neither.’

‘What I’m doing here is my own business.’ Ben moved to step around the scowling boy. Quickly side-stepping, the boy blocked his path once more.

Ben’s heart began to beat a little faster. He knew he was in for a fight. The thought did not trouble him unduly. He had been in many fights before. Among miners, fighting and wrestling were favourite pastimes. But Ben had two opponents here. He would need to land the first punch. He moved to one side as if to try to pass the boy in front of him again. Waiting until the other boy did the same, Ben quickly shifted his feet and put his shoulder behind a punch aimed at the larger boy’s groin.

Ben had been working underground in a mine from the age of ten, and during the last year at the Money Box mine had been pushing heavy wooden wheelbarrows loaded with up to three hundredweight of ore. He had muscles that were the envy of grown men.

The scowling boy let out a cry of agony and slumped to his knees as Ben turned to meet the rush of the second boy.

He took him in a ‘bear hug’ and both boys crashed heavily to the ground, rolling over and over until they were brought up short by a tangle of briars.

Ben released one of his arms and aimed a blow at his adversary’s face, but the other boy was quick and wiry. He got home with a couple of punches of his own before Ben’s heavy fist landed.

By this time the first boy had recovered sufficiently to launch himself at Ben. For a while, Ben was hard put to hold his own against the two country boys. Then unexpected help arrived in the form of a shrill-voiced girl who pulled off one of the boys and held him by the collar of his shirt while she laid about him with a stick.

It was Jesse Henna, and she and her flailing stick proved too much for Ben’s assailants. They fled along the path past a startled brown cow. Jesse’s voice followed them until they were out of sight.

‘You should be ashamed of yourself, Joe Teague. You too, Billy Rowe. Neither of you would dare start a fight on your own – nor stay when it’s two against two … even though one’s a girl. You’re bullies and cowards, the pair of you.’

Turning back to Ben, Jesse’s mood underwent a swift change.

‘Are you all right? Have they hurt you? Here, let me look at your eye; there’s a nasty graze just beneath it. Come over to the stream and let me bathe it for you.’

Ben allowed her to lead him to the stream. After washing his face, he brushed down his clothes as best he could while Jesse inspected his eye and ‘tut-tutted’ at him for not keeping still.

‘It’s all right,’ he said at last. He felt she was making far too much of the graze. It only hurt when he blinked his left eye.

‘It’s not all right,’ retorted Jesse. ‘But it’s better than it was before.’

Wiping a fragment of dirt away with a flourish of her pinafore, she asked, ‘What started the fight?’

Ben shrugged, disconcerted by the closeness of this slim and dark-eyed girl whose whole being vibrated with life and energy. ‘They just wanted a fight. But what are you doing here? I thought you lived up there.’

He waved a hand in the general direction of the head of the valley.

‘I do, but our cow has been down at the valley farm – where Joe Teague lives. We use their bull. I’m taking her home now. Where are you going?’

Ben told Jesse about the interview his parents were having with Sir John Vincent and informed her he was on his way to meet them.

‘Oh! I thought you might have been coming to Pengrugla.’ She sounded disappointed. Puzzled, Ben asked, ‘Why should I be going there?’

Jesse coloured up and said quickly, ‘It doesn’t matter. Where will you live if your mother gets a job at the house? Perhaps Sir John will offer you Tregassick. It’s empty at the moment. That would be nice. You would be close to our place there. But I thought you were going to become a fisherman. Why aren’t you out with the boats today?’

‘I doubt if I will go fishing again. There was some trouble last night …’

Jesse stared at him uncomprehendingly, but at that moment a horsedrawn farm-cart came into view along the track and Jesse had to shoo her cow out of its path. As they stood back to allow the cart to pass, Ben saw his parents seated in the back. They called for the wagoner to stop, and Ben’s mother beckoned to him.

‘What on earth have you been up to?’

Martha Retallick’s hands went up to straighten Ben’s hair and she peered closely at his grazed eye.

Jesse had driven her cow further along the track and now she returned to stand near the wagon. Feeling awkward and tongue-tied, Ben introduced Jesse to his parents, adding that she was the girl who had been knocked into the ditch by the wagon from St Just.

‘Humph!’ Martha Retallick began vigorously slapping the dust from Ben’s jacket. ‘It looks to me as though she has had her own back on you today.’

‘It wasn’t me who got him dirty,’ explained Jesse cheerfully. ‘He got in a fight with Joe Teague and Billy Rowe. That’s how he hurt his eye. But you should see them. Ben gave them what for, even before I arrived to help him.’

‘Did he, now? I’m sure I should be pleased to hear that, but I doubt whether Sir John Vincent will be interested to know how well Ben can use his fists. All he will see is a scruffy boy with a grazed face and dirt on his clothes. That’s not the sort of lad he’ll want working for him.’

‘Work for Sir John Vincent? Doing what?’ Ben looked apprehensive. ‘Does that mean I’ll have to work up at his house?’

‘No, Ben,’ Pearson Retallick answered his son. ‘It seems Sir John owns the Happy Union mine down at Pentuan. It’s tin-streaming – no underground work – but it’s a mine. Sir John has given me a job, too. Counting the wagonloads of ore going on the ships down at the harbour. But you had better get up to the house. Sir John wants to see you, to learn what you are capable of doing.’
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