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This is for Donald Thomson, and for the Aboriginal people
who gave refuge to a stranger, In Memoriam




 


 


‘THE IMAGINATION IS THE POWER TO
DISIMPRISON THE SOUL OF FACT’


Samuel Taylor Coleridge (attrib.)





AUTHOR’S NOTE


I first heard the raw outline of the castaway story from a family friend, the late Jimi Bostock, whom I had known long ago when making documentary films. He was now on the staff of the Aboriginal leader Noel Pearson, and he arranged to have lunch with me during a holiday in Cairns.


As a Queenslander, and an historian, I was both amazed that I had never heard of it before and delighted to discover it at a time when Australia is at last willing to listen to the real story of the colonial treatment of the Aboriginal people. For I knew almost at once that given the time frame of Narcisse Pelletier’s seventeen years with the Aboriginal people of Far North Queensland – 1858 to 1875 – it would be a perfect counterpoint to the Frontier War that raged in Queensland throughout that period. And ironically some of its most vicious perpetrators were the officers and men of the Native Mounted Police Force.


It would complete my planned Australian History Quartet, which began with Dark Paradise, the shocking savagery of the convict story played out on Norfolk Island; followed by Hamilton Hume, the narrative of the first eighty years of our colonial history as seen through the life of our greatest explorer; and then Dragon and Kangaroo, telling of our remarkable shared relations with China for the last 200 years.


However, the Castaway story had complications not shared by the others. One was language. Narcisse was a fourteen-year-old French cabin boy when abandoned to his fate on the Far North Queensland beach. He spoke not a word of English. His saviours were Aboriginal people who spoke no language but their own. Yet I would be writing in English for a mainly English-speaking readership.


Another was the research into what he actually did during those seventeen years. On his reluctant return to France, he gave interviews to a surgeon turned historian that resulted in a book. But from all the evidence of its contents, he told the author very little indeed about his adventures and experiences, and virtually nothing about the intimate daily lives of his Aboriginal hosts-cum-extended family.


For this I embraced the man to whom this work is dedicated, one of Australia’s greatest Aboriginal anthropologists, the late Donald Thomson. His field notes of his deep and authoritative study of this obscure and unique maritime people on the coast of Far North Queensland were of overwhelming value. I immersed myself in them. Indeed, in areas such as male initiation, marital, diplomatic and burial practice, I have followed his words almost to the letter.


For this access I wholeheartedly thank Lindy Allen, the then Senior Curator, Anthropology (Northern Australia) of Museums Victoria. And although full acknowledgements will be made at the back of this volume, I must also here thank Rita Metzenrath, the Senior Collections Officer at the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) and its library staffers whose assistance was wholehearted and unstinting. Though I hasten to say that neither Lindy Allen nor Rita Metzenrath participated in what flowed from my research.


Donald Thomson spurned convention and published his findings beyond the academic arena. Yet there remains a concern from some academics about an approach that delves beyond the usual constricted telling of Aboriginal society and customs – even to the sexual and initiation practices of the people in the years before the British invasion. The result has been that white Australians have been denied the full-bodied reality that reveals and affirms just what our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander compatriots – then and now – mean to the great land that we all now occupy. And to our future together.


The time, I believe, is long overdue for us to draw that veil aside. So, for the first time, guided by Thomson’s field notes, his published work and his astonishing collection of artefacts and photographs of the Sandbeach people in their native state, I have written the story of Aboriginal society in Far North Queensland as I believe it was lived before the white man destroyed it.


My rendering, I freely admit, is inexact. It could hardly be otherwise since in addition to my not actually witnessing the events, they are seen through the eyes and actions of a fourteen-year-old French cabin boy growing to maturity within his Aboriginal clan.


But as well as the Thomson oeuvre and extensive reading of other anthropologists and historians, I was blessed by the 2009 academic work of Stephanie Anderson. In her Pelletier: The Forgotten Castaway of Cape York, she translated the book by French ‘sociologist’ Constant Merland who conducted the interviews with Pelletier on his return to France. More importantly, in Anderson’s work, Merland’s observations were enhanced by the commentaries and linguistics of some of Thomson’s Australian successors, notably Professor Athol Chase and from time to time a very distinguished coterie, including Herbert Hale, Norman Tindale, David Thompson, Bruce Rigsby and Nicolas Peterson.


Like them, I too visited the area and established some enduring friendships with the local Aboriginal people. And from all these combined resources I have attempted to re-create the social and emotional reality of Narcisse/Amglo’s seventeen years with the Night Islanders.


The other element of the book, the Frontier War conducted against the Aboriginal people by the white settlers and their government – powerfully reinforced by the Native Mounted Police drawn from southern Aboriginal nations – provided no such constraints. Written records abound and some very fine historical documentation was able to be drawn upon.


The Native Police conducted hundreds of massacres of the Aboriginal people in the most densely populated mainland colony of Queensland. These ‘troopers’ and, specifically, their white officers are the villains of the piece. But they only reflected the larger mindset of the time: that the Aboriginal people were simply an impediment to ‘development’ to be swept aside as quickly and as completely as possible.


No doubt the usual suspects will respond with their ‘black armband’ retorts. Truth is, there are not enough black armbands in Christendom to acknowledge the terrible carnage wrought by the bullets, poison and despair that our First Australians suffered. And if these seem angry words, I plead guilty as charged.


Robert Macklin
Canberra, 2019


LANGUAGE


Sadly, the language of the Night Island (Uutaalnganu) people is no longer sufficiently well known for an authoritative, independent vocabulary to have been collected and attested; however, the brilliant linguist and anthropologist David Thompson has preserved much of the very similar Sandbeach language of the neighbouring Kuuku Y’au and the Umpila people. And since there is good reason to believe that Uutaalnganu shared their vocabulary, I have drawn principally upon David Thompson’s collection in the brief conversations between Amglo/Narcisse and his fellow clansmen. Note that certain words appear to have multiple meanings, while more than one word can have the same meaning.





PART



One






1



Narcisse


He loved the sea.


He loved the clean, salt tang of it when he reached the open deck each morning and the breeze blew away the sweaty exhalations of the night below.


He loved the sight of it, the deep blues and greens, the frothing snow-white curls topping the choppy swells that swept from one horizon to the other.


He loved the sound of it as the three-masted barque Saint-Paul cut through the lumpy surface like the swish of a cutlass blade and the sails snapped and billowed above him.


And he loved the moody spirit of it that lived beneath the waves and on the good days stayed calm and peaceful.


On those days, as the dawn broke he made his way along the deck towards the quartermaster’s cabin balancing the hot water, the coffee pot and the fresh rolls from the galley with the expertise of a tightrope walker. And on the bad ones when the spirit was roused and raging he put his back to the wind and the stinging pellets of rain and spume, sheltering his master’s petit dejeuner as the deck bucked and shuddered beneath his bare feet.


But still he loved it.


It was the greater part of his life and it had been since ever his fourteen-year-old brain could remember. Good memories. And as soft winds drove the Saint-Paul from Hong Kong east of the Philippines and down through the South Pacific into a darkening Bismarck Sea, Narcisse Pelletier leaned on the railing, with one hand hooked around the rigging, and played with the memories.


The best of them was Grand-père Babin, his mother’s father, with his curly salt beard, who took him sailing in the boat which he’d named after the boy himself, Le Jeune Narcisse. When he was just eight years old, his grand-père had fetched him from his home in their beloved village of Saint-Gilles to take a journey in the little boat, up and down the Bay of Biscay on the Côte de Lumière. They carried small cargoes from place to place and it had lasted several months. He wished it would never end and thereafter nothing would do but to return to the joy of it, avec grand plaisir.


His father’s profession – if you could call it that – held no attraction for him. Indeed, he knew that for Martin Pelletier himself, the role of bottier, or shoemaker, was barely endurable for the scion of a family that had fallen so far – from privileged and titled Pelletier de Saint-Gilles after the glorious revolution of 1789. That was when the people rose against the aristos and the Divine Right of kings and replaced them with the Rights of Man and the Tricolour. But though the Pelletiers had lost their land, they kept their heads and Narcisse knew his Père Martin as an honest toiler; he had trained his hands to mould the leather for workers’ boots and the polished hightops of the town’s merchants. And they too respected him.


Martin Pelletier married Narcisse’s mother, Alphonsine Babin, beautiful and younger by eleven years, in February 1843 and they moved into the first of the three houses in Saint-Gilles of the départment Vendée that the family would occupy. Only three months later she was pregnant with Narcisse. She named him for Saint Narcissus, the Catholic Bishop of Jerusalem in the century after the Lord Jesus walked the holy land.


When the voyage with Grand-père Babin was done, Narcisse returned to the communal school and his endless battle – his conflit – with his teacher, M. Palvadeau. So fierce did it become that when Narcisse was only ten the educateur had written to the mayor of the town complaining of the boy’s ‘insubordination et insolence’. The punishment for such offences was expulsion, but the authorities left it to Père Martin to mete out the penance. That was bad enough – he insisted Narcisse remain at school for two more years.1


But at least there was the consolation that after lessons he could hurry to the nearby rectory of the young priest known to the faithful as Monsieur le Curé. It was the priest’s task to teach him the Catechism, but mostly he told of the miracles of the saints, including Narcisse’s namesake who, he learned, had turned water into oil so the Easter lamps could be lit in the holy city. And that was but one of the wonders they performed. Theirs was a world of the spirit where everything was possible; and the Church, with its rich and mysterious rituals and its deep devotion to the Holy Spirit, soon became the other abiding presence in Narcisse’s world.


It was a good place, for all around him was the sea and the River Vie with its crowds of bobbing vessels, from ships of the line to fishing smacks moored in the sparkling estuary. Their home was right on the bank; and as Alphonsine produced two young brothers in the five years since his own birth, the littoral became the joyous playground – l’aire de jeu – for Narcisse, Élie Jean-Félix and little Alphonse. They watched and marvelled as the new lighthouse rose at the entrance to the port of Saint-Gilles. Their days were filled with the activities of the ships, marred only once when the wash of a passing fishing boat upset their little dinghy and Alphonse was lost, forever it seemed, in the deep current of the Vie.


Narcisse dived below in a frantic race to find him, and through the murk, the boue, of the river he glimpsed his feet. He drove himself forward and grabbed an ankle but was carried down by the current to the river bed. Once his feet touched the bottom he flexed his knees then drove upwards with all his strength. When he reached the surface he took a great gulp of air and found himself close in to the bank where Élie Jean-Félix, in a blubber of tears, reached out a hand and they wrestled Alphonse to shore.


Narcisse dragged himself on to the land where Élie was frantically slapping his brother’s face, imploring him to breathe, ‘Respire! Respire!’ It was no use. Alphonse was turning blue. Narcisse recovered himself and began to push on to his brother’s back. But then Élie lost all control and took Alphonse’s face in his hands and blew into his mouth, blew and blew and blew until Narcisse reached out to push him away. But then the little boy vomited the river water on Élie and took a very big breath of his own, opened his eyes and started talking.


It was a miracle. Saint Narcissus himself had been watching over them.


Narcisse endured his classroom for those two final years until Grand-père Babin finally persuaded Martin and Alphonsine to release him. Then the old sailor, whose son Jean would soon become harbour master and who knew the captains of half the ships of France’s flotte maritime, was able to secure him an apprenticeship as a cabin boy – a mousse – on the ketch Le Furet. So at twelve years old Narcisse said his solemn goodbyes to his father and Monsieur le Curé; he glowed in the eyes of Élie, two years below him, and felt a catch in his throat when little Alphonse kissed both his cheeks. But when he came to his mother suddenly he was drenched in her tears and though he tried his manly best to resist, his emotions had a mind of their own and the tears escaped him.


Finally, with his few clothes in a leather portmanteau crafted by Père Martin, Narcisse stepped aboard the small coastal trader.


He was back upon the sea.


There was little time to enjoy it. His duties were never-ending. And after Le Furet came a bigger vessel, the Eugénie. The work was not much different but now there was room to breathe and it felt like a promotion. When he wasn’t helping the cook in his hot and boisterous galley, he was either carrying buckets of food to the forecastle where the ordinary seamen ate; running messages around the ship; learning to handle the sails, lines and ropes in all weathers; or scrambling up the rigging into the yards when the sails had to be trimmed.


He would stand watch with other crewmen and, when he’d learned to box a compass and the going was calm and steady, he would even be permitted to take the helm and keep the ship on course. That was a special thrill. But nothing compared with setting the top gallant from the yard so far above the deck that the crewmen below seemed like midgets and the sea went on forever.


The climb up Jacob’s ladder was always a race, even if he was the only competitor. While others held back, he loved the excitement that rose from belly to chest and seemed ready to burst by the time he reached the top. Even with great swells amidships he held on and laughed into the wind. It made up for the times when he had to clean out the quartermaster’s cabin and work in the stinking bilges.


Narcisse was making his way in the seaman’s world and there was a camaraderie among the crew who included him in their jests – leurs sales tours – and their endless tales of shipboard escapades. But then in his second year he transferred to the Reine des Mers, for a voyage to Trieste, and for the first time he felt the rough, angry hands of seafaring.


The memory bit deep – the knife attack from the ship’s first mate and the pain that came with it. He was thirteen now and was beginning to develop his young muscles. He might have been of only medium height, but the mirror reflected his pleasing features. His eyes were large and brown. They were well set below a high forehead which was crowned by dark, glossy hair. His mouth was quick to smile and pout and he spoke the rapid patois of the Vendée. His manner was unforced and lively and he retained the bouncy spirit that had so enraged M. Palvadeau.


As the blood flowed from his wound, the mate’s excuse was a foolish one: that he ‘fell asleep while on watch’. No one truly believed it though they would not contradict the officer, even when he said he stabbed Narcisse to ‘wake him up’. The truth was never spoken but they knew it was his refusal to bend to the big man’s lustful demands as more timid cabin boys had done in the naval fleets from time immemorial. The stab wound would heal, but the memory would remain. And when the ship reached Marseilles on its return run in July 1857, Narcisse left it without a backward glance.2


By now he knew his trade and within a month he had signed on to the Saint-Paul under Captain Emmanuel Pinard. This was a real promotion. The 620-ton three-masted barque would cross the globe on a voyage all the way to Bombay with its cargo of Bordeaux wine. This was the sea in all her beauty and the spirit in all its moods.


When they reached the crowded bustle of the Indian port, they were surrounded by hundreds of jabbering locals all competing for the task of unloading half the precious cargo for the British colonial administrators and their memsahibs. It took a bevy of uniformed sepoys led by a red-faced British officer to bring order to the rabble.


Captain Pinard was a stern master with his broad chest, black hair and eyebrows above a pair of grey eyes, and a round, clean-shaven chin. He had been born in Nantes in 1816 and had made his career in la marine marchande, rising to capitaine in 1850. He decreed that the younger crewmen, Narcisse included, remain on board throughout their stay. So he watched as the older men left the vessel and were instantly surrounded by the eager harlots in their flashing red and green silk saris concealing and revealing their slim, sensuous bodies; and with their pimps – les souteneurs – negotiating the price. He would carry those visions to his hammock for many nights as they crossed the Indian Ocean, then negotiated the dangerous Straits of Malacca and set course north to Hong Kong.


There they discharged the remainder of their Bordeaux bounty while the captain and his local agent negotiated the loading of a new cargo. None of the crewmen knew what it was, though most said it would be tea or the chinoiserie that was beginning to be popular in Paris. Narcisse paid it little mind for Captain Pinard had relaxed his ban on shore leave for the cadets and apprentices.


He started out in a small party of shipmates but soon found himself alone among the crowded streets and byways of Wanchai as tough brown coolies became human ponies between the shafts of rickshaws. They pulled men lounging back in their seats and looking so much like pink walruses that he stopped and laughed aloud. He ate in tiny sidewalk cafés and marvelled at the tastes when finally they found a spoon for him instead of the impossible chopsticks. And while he always followed orders and returned to the Saint-Paul in the evenings, during the days that followed he retraced his steps and almost felt at home among the Chinese. They could speak no French but they understood his Gallic gestures and the friendliness of his smile.


On his fourteenth birthday, he made his way down the now familiar streets and in his shoulder bag he carried a bottle of the wine the crewmen had libéré from the cargo hold. When he reached his favourite café, he produced it and invited the happy, gap-toothed owner and his pretty daughter, who waited on the rickety tables, to share a glass.


The owner grinned and grabbed the bottle which he opened with an ancient metal corkscrew. The daughter produced three small glasses but when her father growled at her she blushed and put hers aside. Narcisse protested and the old man relented but took care to see that hers was no more than a taste. His own was filled to the brim and, to Narcisse’s amazement, was consumed in a single draught before he scurried back to his wok which fitted neatly into the hole above the glowing coals of his oven.


The meal seemed almost endless. Just as one steaming plate of delicious food was dispensed with, another appeared from le patron’s tiny kitchen. And as the afternoon turned to evening, the regular clientele arrived and were introduced to the shuĭshĭu Făguó de, which Narcisse took to mean French sailor.


‘Je m’appelle Narcisse,’ he said as each arrived and nodded uncomprehendingly but with grins that convinced Narcisse that he was welcome in their midst.


By now the bounty of Bordeaux had long been replaced by a rice wine of such alcoholic potency that he felt his eyeballs bulging from his head as it passed his throat and coursed down his insides. His reaction caused such hilarity among the onlookers that he couldn’t help but repeat the process and they all laughed the more.


Only when he finally rose to take a gracious leave did he realise – and then only dimly – that locomotion was quite beyond him. And the rumbling of his insides gave warning that all the hard work of le patron was in danger of returning unbidden.


Then it did.


Fortunately, he was able to stagger into the narrow alleyway-cum-drain at the side of the café before the explosion took place. When it was over he returned, deeply ashamed, to the small bamboo chair where he slumped and began a new struggle, this time to keep his eyes open as the darkness gathered round him.


The next he knew he was in a hard, narrow bed in almost complete blackness. As his eyes accustomed themselves, he realised he was in an upper room so small he could nearly touch the walls on either side. His throat was parched and as he turned on his side he became aware that he was totally undressed and on the floor beside him was a bowl of water. He buried his head in it and drank noisily before lying back again and listening for some clue to his whereabouts. It certainly wasn’t the ship with the groans and snores and farts of the crewmen, though the room felt no more steady than the Saint-Paul at anchor. And with that realisation came a ripple of fear for the consequences from Captain Pinard.


The time. What could it be? The darkness was not quite complete and when he scanned his surroundings a shadow separated itself from the rest and loomed towards him. As it took shape he knew immediately it was the daughter and she had a finger pressed to her lips. Without a word she slipped in beside him and he was instantly, painfully aroused. She was wearing only a thin cotton chemise and the touch of her body set his heart beating against his chest. She gave small birdlike chirrups and nibbled his neck and ear, then moved above him and guided him into the depths of her warm, clenching ouverture. As she moved slowly upon him, she placed her soft hand over his mouth, muffling his groans as he exploded.


For a long moment they rested. And then, still without a word, she left the bed and retrieved his clothes and shoulder bag from a corner of the room. He struggled to dress as his head whirled and she guided him out of the room and down the flimsy stairs, through the kitchen and into the grey pre-dawn of Wanchai. She smiled as she kissed his cheek and pointed the way back to the ship.


*  *  *


By the time Narcisse arrived at the dock the sun was up and, as he approached the Saint-Paul’s berth, he was astonished to see a crowd of Chinese coolies lined up before the gangway. Just as he reached them, the bosun yelled an order and they began filing up the gangway. The walk from his overnight billet had cleared his head and he joined the Chinese, lowered his gaze, and shuffled up the walkway in their midst.


Once aboard he dropped his bag and hurriedly resumed the role of crewman, joining the knot of sailors watching the Chinese being directed below. In all the excitement, his absence, it seemed, had barely registered. They were the mysterious cargo coming aboard for the next leg of the journey. It would take them south to Nouvelle-Hollande where for the last eight years the greatest goldrush the world had known had been drawing hopeful miners from around the globe. But while Narcisse found the prospect an exciting one, the twenty-one officers and crew were not happy, and the cook and his galley hands were at the point of revolt. ‘Three hundred and seventeen extra mouths to feed!’ cried the cook. ‘And they eat like savages!’


Narcisse made for his bunk, only to discover that sleeping arrangements were in chaos; his gear had been moved and the quartermaster’s mate was waiting. He had been missed after all and as punishment he would do double watches throughout the journey south. Instead of four-hour shifts, his would be eight; and long before they reached the Australian coast he would be exhausted and aching in every muscle. That would be a lesson to him.


He took the penance on the chin. At least in those long nights at sea he would have a memory to sustain him, an experience in that café’s upper room that capped all the others of his fourteen years.


By now the crew had joined with the cook in angry protest. The Chinese were eating their way through all the supplies. And the crew’s rage increased with every passing meal until, after four days under sail, the captain responded. The first mate called the crew together and Pinard made his announcement from le pont arrière. The Chinese, he said, were consuming more than expected, so it was necessary to plot a new course to the destination. Instead of the usual route through the South China Sea, they would reduce their journey by veering east of the Philippines and running due south through the Louisiade Archipelago, discovered and named by the great French navigator, Louis-Antoine de Bougainville.


It was received in silence. But at least it stilled the more activiste among them. And for several days the ship made good progress until now, when Narcisse unhooked his arm from the rigging, left his favoured place by the ship’s railing and made his way to the quarterdeck where he would spend the next few hours repairing torn sails. Then he would take his turn at the daily task of pumping out the water that seeped between the timber planking of the keel and the copper sheet that had recently been fitted to prevent marine worm.


Soon he noticed lightning flickering on the starboard horizon and the stars began to disappear behind a rolling bank of cloud. Then came a freshening wind from the same quarter and the rumble of approaching thunder. Narcisse watched as the swells rose. The spirit was waking from its slumber.


In the next few hours the swells became full-bodied waves and a curtain of rain swept in as Narcisse and his shipmates climbed the rigging and hauled in the sails. By now the lightning was all around and the thunder deafening. But it was not until the midnight hour that the storm unleashed its full fury on the Saint-Paul. It raised the waves to the height of the top gallants, lifted the ship to their dizzying peaks then flung the barquentine down their slopes, plunging it into the seawater that churned across the deck and swept the unwary off their feet, their screams lost in the roaring wind as they skidded on their backs into the safety rails.


For two days and nights, with varying degrees of intensity, the seas raged around the sailing ship and there were times, as the Saint-Paul groaned in its planking and screamed in its rigging, that Narcisse called upon his namesake for deliverance. On one occasion, as he threw his own weight to the helm beside that of the hulking sailing master, it seemed they were lost, that in the next moment the ship would finally capsize. And when, eventually, the Saint-Paul slowly righted herself and the water drained down the scuppers, he threw himself to his knees and thanked the Holy Spirit for their salvation.


At the height of the tempest he could sometimes detect the shouts and cris de panique from the Chinese below deck. And from time to time in ones and twos they put their heads above the hatches before retreating. When the worst was over, he visited them in the bowels of the ship. The stench was overwhelming, but they were all hard at work cleaning their shattered quarters with buckets and rags and anything else that came to hand. The next time he ventured below, order had been restored.


The one saving grace of the fearful episode was the food stores which were barely touched while the gale played itself out. But both passengers and crew made up for it in the next three days as the ship beat south through the first of the island chains on the approach to New Guinea’s eastern tip.


No sooner had they reached the Louisiade group than they were blanketed by a seemingly endless fog. In some ways this was worse than the cyclone since the captain could take no sextant bearings, and the stars of the southern sky were hidden from view. The compass was their only guide and even that was no real indicator of their position in a barely charted sea dotted with a thousand atolls and islets.


Narcisse was on the second half of his watch, standing in the bow and peering through the heavy mist on all sides, when tragedy struck. They were travelling at just over ten knots when a shadowy mass to port suddenly emerged from the fog. He called a warning and Captain Pinard came on deck. But no sooner had he arrived than there came a terrifying thud from the depths followed by a shocking clatter and banging as the Saint-Paul came to a shuddering halt and anything not tied down crashed on to the decks. Then the mainmast canted forward and split at the base, bringing down the foremast and the sails.


There followed a moment of terrible silence when Narcisse wished himself anywhere but on a ship where the watch-keeper had failed so appallingly in his duty. It didn’t matter that it would have happened to anyone else on watch at the time. It didn’t matter that his senior watch-keeper at the helm was also to blame. He knew with certitude absolue that he, Narcisse Pelletier, would be damned by his captain and crew as the culprit, le coupable, the begetter of their distress.


And so it came to pass.


As the officers burst upon the deck with Pinard shouting orders, their gaze lighted upon him. When they learned the worst, their anger and contempt paralysed him and he was roughly pushed aside. The younger crewmen were no more sympathetic. They ignored him. It was almost as though he ceased to be. There were no orders to follow. Nothing to do. Then the terrified Chinese rushed on deck and the captain turned his rage upon them. The officers forced them back below. There was nothing to do but wait until a pallid sun rose behind the fog to reveal the true horror of their plight.


It could hardly have been worse. They were hard aground on the tip of a coral reef from which, as the fog cleared, Narcisse could see an island rising to a peak about a kilometre to the south. They were almost 3000 kilometres from any of the regular shipping lanes or anything that passed for civilisation. And with the waves crashing against its timbers, the Saint-Paul was threatening to break up completely. The captain ordered all hands to prepare to abandon ship.3


What to do with the Chinese? The barque carried only one longboat and two smaller dinghies. Fortunately, those not able to find a place in the boats – including Narcisse – were able to clamber over the exposed reef to its tiny islet; only about twenty by thirty metres, it was little more than a patch in the great ocean.


Some of the crewmen remained to salvage what food and water they could find in the shattered hold. It was a miserable haul – a few barrels of water-soaked flour, two or three quarters of salted meat and a handful of tinned food – but no fresh water. Clearly, if the 348 souls crowded onto the tiny atoll were to survive, quick action was required.


Captain Pinard filled the longboat with some of his officers and men, together with a few Chinese, and rowed for the hilly outcrop which quickly became known as the Ilot du Refuge, Refuge Isle.† There, at least, they should be able to find water. Narcisse, still persona non grata, remained with the Chinese until a second, third and fourth journey of all three boats ferried the remainder to the tiny island.


By the time he arrived, a visiting party of Melanesians had made contact with the shipwreck survivors and according to the Chinese they had given the white men some coconuts. There was also a tiny stream running down from the hill and everyone had slaked their thirst. But it was clear that it would soon dry up and there was no food to be found but for a few coconut trees. The survivors shared some of the salvaged food in an evening meal then bedded down on the beach with several fires that burned until they exhausted the fuel they had gathered from the surrounding scrubland. But as the sun rose, the ‘hospitable’ natives mounted a fierce attack and several of the crewmen and Chinese were killed, until finally the Frenchmen fought them off.


Narcisse and another cadet joined Pinard and were ordered to row with the senior crewmen to the much larger Rossel Island, about four kilometres to the east. Narcisse put his back into the task, as if by his exertions he might make up for his failure. But Pinard gave no sign that he noticed or cared.


When they reached Rossel Island, Narcisse was at the rear of the party when they were attacked with ‘darts and stones’.4 At least two were killed and another taken captive. Narcisse was struck behind the ear by a rock as he and the apprentice ran to the longboat where the other officers and men were making their escape. Once aboard, he crouched behind the sheltering timbers trying to staunch the blood from his wound as arrows swept overhead or fell short of the retreating vessel.


By the time they returned to the others, unbeknown to Narcisse, the captain had decided on a course of action. That night when most of the camp was sleeping, the signal to depart quietly spread among the crewmen who gathered what clothes and other belongings they had salvaged before gathering at the longboat tethered by anchor to the sandy beach. In the silent night, an unfamiliar noise woke Narcisse and in the moonlight he made out the shadowy figures of his so-called shipmates preparing to push off in the only boat that offered a chance to survive. Fear gripped him and it turned instantly to action as he raced for the departing vessel. He reached it in the shallows and flung himself over the side.


Pinard and the crew let him stay – to do otherwise would have wakened the Chinese with his cries – and with muffled oars they made for the open sea. The date was 2 October 1858.


*  *  *


Pinard would later claim to the authorities that he ‘consulted’ with the Chinese before abandoning them on the Ilot du Refuge. If so, he had given them no choice. He had ordered his men to load the seven-metre longboat with some of the boxes of tinned food rescued from the wreck and whatever fresh water could be carried in the available vessels, including – in some reports – the seamen’s boots.5


The 300 Chinese, and at least one European, were left with very little food and water and only a few axes and firearms with which to defend themselves. Moreover, the guns were virtually useless. While they had powder and shot, the crewmen had not been able to rescue any of the percussion caps needed to fire the weapons. If attacked, a second man would have to use burning slivers of wood to touch off the firing mechanism in the way muskets were fired in the distant past.6


Nevertheless, they began organising to survive. They succeeded in making drinkable water by constructing a crude distillery made of big shells and a leather ‘channel’ salvaged from the Saint-Paul. They dug holes in the sand and lined them with canvas to conserve the water, but with such great numbers it was a losing battle. They had soon used up the meagre foodstuffs from the ship and foraged through the island for any game and plants that might still the pangs of hunger.


Two of their number died of starvation in those first weeks. But much worse was in store for the survivors. A month after their ordeal began, the Melanesians arrived in force from Rossel Island. By now the only European left was the ship’s carpenter and when the club-wielding Papua New Guineans attacked, he waded into the melee with a cutlass in one hand and an axe in the other. But he was quickly overpowered and disarmed; and as the attackers surrounded the Chinese they sued for peace.


This brought an apparent change of mood among the Rossel Islanders who laid down their arms and their chieftain, known as Muwo, promised to supply the castaways with food and water. Moreover, he would arrange for them to be transported to the ‘mainland’. But whether that referred to Rossel Island or distant New Guinea is unclear. In fact, he had no intention of permitting any of them to leave his domain alive.7


Muwo ruled his fellow islanders by fear. The son of a chief, his violent nature showed itself early when some dirt tossed by a playmate accidentally struck him on the face. Although the commoner apologised and made elaborate gifts in compensation, Muwo begged his father to kill the boy. Reluctantly, the chieftain agreed, even to Muwo’s plea that he should eat some of the flesh.


This was the beginning of a craving for human flesh that came to obsess Muwo when he succeeded his father as chief. In fact, cannibalism was part of a religious ritual on Rossel Island. Their hero-god, Wonajo, dictated that when a chief died, a selected tribal member would be killed and eaten at the funeral feast. Payments would be made to the victim’s family and they would be honoured for their sacrifice. However, Muwo’s lusts were of a different order – they extended to the wealth of his neighbours and he acquired no fewer than ten wives, ten houses, five ceremonial canoes, five sailing canoes, fishnets, money and other valuables.


No one dared defeat him in a canoe race lest he claim the canoe for himself and if the owner protested he would be killed – and eaten – the same day. Historian Col Davidson says, ‘Any excuse would do to satisfy his craving – being bitten by mosquitoes, his garden damaged by pigs, his hut by the weather. He would blame someone’s sorcery and send his men to kill him. The victim would then be eaten.’8


It was at this time – the height of his power – that the Saint-Paul landed on Muwo’s island doorstep. According to the single Chinese survivor, the canoes arrived with supplies to keep them alive and to take them, three at a time, across the water to Rossel Island. Once out of sight of their compatriots, they were stripped, bashed and their pigtails pulled out by brute force before they were butchered, cooked and eaten. The island became a grisly human abattoir, its sandy soil drenched in their blood, their skulls scattered among the palms and bushes fringing the beach. And the dying fires carried the stench of roasted flesh.


Remarkably, the European ship’s carpenter – believed to be Greek – was spared, together with four young Chinese who caught the fancy of Muwo’s lesser chieftains. However, for all but one, their reprieve was only temporary.


*  *  *


In the open boat under a blazing tropic sun, Narcisse was living through his own special hell. The sea was endless, its spirit sleeping in the cold depths far beyond the reach of prayer. After four days, hunger and thirst had become constant aches with never a moment’s rest. There was no place in the boat to find comfort or even to call his own. And never for a minute was he allowed to forget his part in the events that had brought his companions to their plight. If only he had cried a warning in time for the helmsman to spin the wheel and avoid the coral crag that had ripped open the belly of the Saint-Paul. If only he had stayed awake!


‘J’étais réveillé!’ I was awake!


‘Alors pourquoi?’ Then why?


‘Le brouillard . . . le brouillard . . .’ The fog . . . the fog . . .
 

‘Merde!’


And so it went. He was last to receive the few morsels of tinned beef, last to be passed the rag soaked in their remaining boot of water; and when he tried with all his strength to squeeze the final drops from it, they sneered and turned away. He would never forget them: second mate, Alphonse d’Adhemar de Cransac from Rouen; sailing master Adolphe-Charles Per, from St-Malo; the cook, François Garcin; the bosun’s mate, Pierre Lagnardette; seaman Jan-Michel Ovitali; and even his fellow novice Lauren Monteil.9


The captain had his dagger pistol and rounds of shot which he used to kill a seabird that landed on a rippled ocean just out of reach of the sailors’ outstretched hands. But Narcisse received no more than a bone or two with the remains of its meagre flesh. Then the sailing master fired at a circling shark but the great fish merely swam away. And on the seventh day they began to drink sea water mixed with their own urine.


Narcisse fought to keep it down. He found a small space by the starboard bow and cooled his face with the spray from the whitecaps. His wound from the rock thrown at Rossel Island was becoming painful and he bathed it in salt water as they travelled. He tried to be invisible. He had heard the stories told with relish in the galleys and in the hammocks of castaways turned cannibal; and the first to go under the knife was always the cabin boy.


The only ray of hope was their progress under a rough sail with a nor’easter that was pushing them steadily westward. Then early one morning a dozen seagulls arrived from nowhere and the crewmen grabbed three before the others took fright. But what little he was spared was raw and rank. When the bosun’s mate caught a decent sized fish, there was celebration all round. He scaled and gutted it before cutting the pieces grabbed by eager hands. And when Narcisse complained about the size of his portion, they offered him the guts.


On the tenth day they saw a smudge of land on the western horizon.


‘C’est la Nouvelle Hollande,’ said Pinard, and Narcisse prayed to his namesake that it was true. On the eleventh day they broached the coral barrier and knew in their hearts that deliverance was at hand. They steered for the land with its green foliage rising to a range of tall mountains. And on the twelfth day they landed on a long white beach. He would learn much later that they had travelled some 1200 kilometres.


Pinard divided the crew into two parties, one to travel north, the other south, in quest of water. Narcisse was assigned to the first mate’s party heading south and they set off at as brisk a pace as they could manage. And soon enough they found a tiny soak in scrubland back from the beach. The sailors drank first. Then when they were done Narcisse buried his aching head in the damp sand that remained.


They returned to the longboat and in the afternoon dark clouds from the northwest glowered teasingly above them until suddenly they gave up their liquid load in a mighty downpour. It was over as quickly as it began. But at least it had brought a temporary relief from their thirst and given them strength to resume their search for food. They found many small crabs on the rocks and after starting a fire on the beach they boiled them in the iron bailing dish, but they provided very little nourishment.


By now the cut behind Narcisse’s ear had become septic and the pain was unceasing.


As the sun was setting they saw black men emerging from the scrub further down the beach. They made threatening gestures with their spears before disappearing back into the stunted trees. Captain Pinard ordered a watch set and Narcisse was roughly excused. But he barely slept for the throbbing of his wound and the clouds of mosquitoes that feasted on the men until an on-shore wind peppered them with flying sand.


Early next morning they boarded the longboat and travelled south in search of a more safe and sheltered beach. When they arrived at a potential site, the routine was resumed – two parties, one north, one south – a vain quest for meat or fruit, a sad return to the boat, a downpour followed by a fishing session that barely filled their bellies, before they collapsed in sleep around a great fire on the beach. The inhabitants stayed away but the smoke from their fires gave notice of their presence.


On the fourth day everything changed. That was the day his second life began. Narcisse could never quite remember all the details, but he knew he walked a long way with his group, his bare feet cut by coral as he came and went from the boat, trying to keep up with them, crossing a shallow waterway and pleased when he saw they had stopped up ahead and were bending to drink. But by the time he reached them, the waterhole was dry.


They ignored his protests. They told him he could stay until it filled again and they left him to continue their search. There through the mid-morning he stayed and watched, but the water didn’t come. And when he tried to follow his group, the waterway they’d crossed had been filled by the turning tide. So he returned to the waterhole – still dry – to wait for their return. And in the afternoon sun he fell asleep.


When he woke, there was pain and dizziness in his head. There was no sign of the crewmen. He staggered to the waterway which had returned to its previous depth so he crossed it and headed in the direction of the boat. He walked until he fell to his knees. He rose again and walked unsteadily through the heavy sand. Now, he was sure, he had reached the place where the boat had come ashore. There were footprints in the sand, a furrow where the rope and anchor chain had held the boat fast to the beach.


It was gone.


Through swollen eyes he searched the sea, back and forth, all the way to the horizon. There was a small island straight ahead, but nothing else to catch the eye. He let himself fall to his rump and an unnatural darkness gathered around him. Only the throbbing of his head remained. Then that too faded to nothingness.


Time passed.


When he opened his eyes again, it was to the sound of soft voices and a vision of three round, dark faces bending over him. Then there was water on his lips and trickling down his throat . . . he coughed, and drank, and slept.


But not for long. Soon the muffled voices returned and he came fully awake. Two naked men holding long spears in their right hands were approaching. They spoke to him in words that sounded like pebbles rolling down a stream and he stood and responded, ‘Bonjour messieurs, bonjour . . .’ knowing immediately that it was meaningless to them. He sought some gesture, some gift, but all he had was a worthless tin cup. It would have to do. He picked it up from the sand and offered it to the bigger man. He took it gently and both men examined it minutely before the bigger man touched his chest. ‘Maademan,’ he said.


Narcisse understood. He tapped his own chest, ‘Je suis Narcisse.’ But it clearly meant nothing to the older man. He thrust his hand into his pocket and withdrew his only other possession, a ragged handkerchief. He offered it to Maademan. The man smiled and exposed glistening white teeth minus a big one at the front as he accepted the offering. Then he turned to the women who had been hanging back and uttered a sentence or two. One of them came forward with another gourd of water.


Maademan passed it to Narcisse and he drank. Suddenly a wave of dizziness swept over him and he staggered back. The natives reached him before he fell. Then, with their strong hands at his shoulders, the two men on either side supported him as they walked over the sand and into the bush. There was a moment when he thought that he should feel fear, but they were warm to his touch and he was reassured. When they spoke, the words were unfamiliar but there was no hostility in them. They could have been the voice of Monsieur le Curé telling his stories of the saints.


There was a fire in a clearing and they lowered him a small distance from it. And he slept again.





 


___________________


† Later Heron Island, not to be confused with Heron Island east of Gladstone.
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Australia


The Great South Land that we now know as Australia has always been an enigma to the rest of the world. From the time it broke away from the vast Gondwana supercontinent almost 100 million years ago, it has followed its own unique and confounding path. Its marsupial fauna bound across a timeless landscape; the broad grey-green leaves of its remnant rainforests rustle their secret messages in the shadowy warmth of their ancient canopy; the most toxic serpents the world has known glide through their grassy camouflage like the silent spirits of Eden. And when Homo sapiens arrived from their journey out of Africa some 70,000 years ago, they discovered a land where no human foot had trod. The biggest island and smallest continent on the globe was theirs alone.


Many, perhaps most, reached it, we believe, through the tip of Cape York, having traversed the islands of the Arafura Sea and the perilous jungles and escarpments of New Guinea. And from that northern beachhead they spread and multiplied across the land. It was a world within a world, protected by an oceanic moat and containing a seemingly endless banquet of natural provender.
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