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    Harry Thompson made his name as a television producer. He also wrote a number of highly acclaimed non-fiction books.                                                                     This Thing of Darkness







































































 is his first and only novel. After a brave fight against illness, Harry Thompson died in November 2005.

  




  




  

    ‘This Thing of Darkness







































































 is completely brilliant. It’s not just quite good – it’s stunning. It utilises all Harry’s gifts for travel writing and observation. As a single legacy, it would be pretty impressive, but look what else he accomplished as well. You look at his age and you see 45 and you can’t believe how much he achieved’ Ian Hislop

  




  

    ‘Thompson proves a master storyteller, whose vigorous command of character, period detail, weather conditions and fleeting emotions lifts the reader straight from his chair into the middle of a sudden storm, an intense argument, a mood of exhilaration or despair, a squalid street in New Zealand or a desolate landscape in Tierra del Fuego. What sensible reader wants a novel as engrossing as this one to stop?’ John Spurling,                                                                     The Sunday Times

  




  

    ‘Beautifully managed, pacy, gripping and vivid’                                                                     Independent on Sunday

  




  

    ‘This is a fascinating read’                                                                     The Times

  




  

    ‘As a devotee of that master of the sea story Patrick O’Brian, I can say this is definitely in the same league’ David Shukman,                                                                     Daily Mail

  




  

    ‘Harry Thompson catches the atmosphere, and the language, of Victorian Britain with much skill, and paints a vivid picture of the grim existence aboard’                                                                     Daily Telegraph

  




  

    ‘The meticulous research enriches this fascinating tale’                                                                     Sunday Telegraph

  




  

    ‘The spirit of Patrick O’Brian is not far away ... a superior adventure story’                                                                     Independent

  




  




  

    In 1831 Charles Darwin set off in HMS Beagle under the command of Captain Robert Fitzroy on a voyage that would change the world.  

  




  

    Tory aristocrat Fitzroy was a staunch Christian who believed in the sanctity of the individual in a world created by God. Darwin, the liberal natural historian destined for the church, went on to develop a theory of evolution that would cast doubt on the truth of the Bible and the descent of man. The staunch friendship forged during their epic expeditions on land and sea turned into bitter enmity as Darwin’s theories threatened to destroy everything Fitzroy stood for . . .

  




  




  

    TO MY FATHER

  




  

    without whose help this

  




  

    book could never have been written

  




  




  

    ‘This thing of darkness I acknowledge mine’

  




  

    The Tempest,



    








































































Act V, Scene 1

  




  




  

    This novel is closely based upon real events that took place between 1828 and 1865.

  




  




  

    Preface

  




  

    Port Famine, Patagonia, 1 August 1828

  




  

    An icy wind shouldered its way into the Straits of Magellan from the west, pummelling the cliff walls and scouring the rocks as it passed. Its thirteen-thousand-mile journey across open ocean completed, it sought out the ancient glaciers of its birth in anger. As a grimy late-morning light ahead signalled the dawning of the brief southern day, it funnelled at speed through the narrows at York Road, before sweeping left into the bay of Port Famine. Darting and jinking as it hunted for a target, it picked out the solitary figure of Captain Pringle Stokes where he knelt. It buffeted him and tore at his clothes. It tugged at his thinning forelock in mock deference. It cut through the sodden wool of his coat, turning his skin to gooseflesh and congealing the blood in his veins.

  




  

    Stokes shivered.                                                                     I am so emaciated,







































































 he thought bitterly,                                                                     I can feel my shoulder-blades almost touching each other.







































































 He shifted his weight as another furious gust did its best to hurl him to the ground. His knees jostled together in the cold gravel. His ceremonial scabbard, the badge of his rank, scratched uselessly at the smooth stones. He plastered the damp strands of hair back into place – a tiny, futile act of vanity – but the wind merely caught them again and flung them aside dismissively. This place, he thought.                                                                     This place constitutes the sum total of my achievement. This place is all that I amount to. This place is all that I am.

  




  

    Further down the beach, Bennet and his ratings, all drenched from the waist down, were still struggling to pull the cutter ashore; ants, going about their irrelevant business in the service of an unheeding monarch half a world away. A curse on His Majesty, thought Stokes, and a curse on His Majesty’s government, in whose service they found themselves marooned in this wretched place. As he inspected them, the bent, sullen figures seemed to be winning their little war. They were probably wondering where he’d gone. Curiosity, he had learned, is one of the few feelings that boredom cannot kill. As soon as Bennet had the boat secured, they would follow him up the shingle. He did not have much time.

  




  

    He had conceived his plan weeks ago, but today he would put it into practice. Why today? Nothing marked out this shoreline as different from any other. It was as wretched as the rest. Which was precisely why today was so apt. He had realized it, suddenly, when he had stepped out of the boat.                                                                     Today was the day.

  




  

    Stokes lifted his head heavenwards, as if seeking reassurance. As always, an obdurate black wall of rock met his gaze, shrouded in lifeless grey. Somewhere above him, hidden from view, was the snow-capped spur of Point St Ann, christened by one of his predecessors – Carteret, or Byron perhaps – in an attempt to imbue this place with spiritual familiarity, a sense of the proximity of God. Yet if ever God had abandoned a place, this was it. The ragged beech forest above the shoreline lay silent. There were no animals to start before a sudden footstep, no birds to soar and swoop, no insects even. Here was a scene of profound desolation. He and the men under his command were alone.

  




  

    The only man with whom naval etiquette would allow him to converse, that damned fool Captain King, was a couple of miles away at least, another stupid speck in the wilderness. King had spent the winter beating up and down the east coast in the                                                                     Adventure.







































































 At least the sun sometimes shone upon the east coast. This was truly a place where ‘the soul of a man dies in him’. For if the sharp point of St Ann herself was unable to tear a hole in the suffocating blanket of cloud, then what chance did human beings have of living and breathing in such confines? A curse on King, and a curse on that fat buffoon Otway as well.

  




  

    The time had come. His frail, icy fingers, lean from long months of low rations, reached down and grasped one of two pistols that hung from his belt. They were pre-loaded on board, of course, prior to any shore excursion, as per Admiralty orders. He couldn’t even shit without following Admiralty orders. Would the lords care, he wondered, would they be secretly impressed by his gesture, or would they take offence? Or had he already been forgotten, he and his men, their futile labours destined to be mislaid for ever in the ledger of some consumptive little Admiralty clerk?

  




  

    The pistol weighed heavy in his hand, and for the first time that day he felt nervous. For one tremulous instant he sought a friendly reflection in the gunmetal, but its dull gleam refused him even that consolation. Instead it offered only a reflection in time, of a sunlit September afternoon eight thousand miles ago, of himself in the doorway of Forsyth’s gunshop at number eight Leicester Street. A day when the piece in his hand had shone handsomely, speaking to him of foreign travel, of exciting times ahead, before his life’s path had narrowed and hemmed him in. The assistant had stepped out into the street to demonstrate the revolutionary copper-cap percussion system. Mock-aiming the weapon with (he had to admit) a dash of theatricality, the smartly attired young captain had attracted admiring glances from passers-by, or at least he had imagined so. What price those attentions now? It was half as reliable again as a flintlock, the assistant had said. Well, he would be needing that reliability today.

  




  

    With a deep intake of breath, Stokes rested the barrel carefully against his front teeth, and curled a tapering finger round the trigger. His lips, suddenly dry, closed painfully around the freezing metal. A warm gush of fear welled in his bowels. Another gust plucked mockingly at his hair, daring him to go ahead. He had to do it, really, if he was any sort of man. To pull back now would be the ultimate, the crowning failure. So do it then.                                                                     Do it now.







































































 His hand shook. Three. Two. One. Now.

  




  

    Whether it was a last-second change of mind that caused his hand to jerk sideways, or a surge of fear, Stokes never knew. At the exact moment that the powder flashed and the iron ball smashed upward through the roof of his mouth, his hand dragged the barrel round to one side.

  




  

    And suddenly, the wind was stilled. The crash of water on stone ceased. The clouds receded, and all the brutal discord of the Patagonian winter was gone, replaced by the purest, blinding agony. And then a tiny thought within made itself known: that if he could go through pain of such dazzling clarity and be conscious of it, he must still be alive.

  




  




  

    Part One

  




  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    Rio de Janeiro, 13 November 1828

  




  

    ‘It took Stokes twelve days to die.’

  




  

    Captain King’s voice carried the faintest hint of accusation. He sat forward, his eyes fixed upon the admiral.

  




  

    ‘The powder explosion blew away half of his brain. Never have I seen a man suffer so much. Such great agonies ... and yet he bore his fate with fortitude. He had’ – King paused, remembering the pitiful, mutilated creature brought squealing and snuffling back to the Beagle – ‘He had no eyes. He made little sense; he merely cried out. He became lucid again on the fifth and sixth days, even philosophical as regards his fate, in spite of the pain. Thereafter he lapsed into incoherence once more. He died on the morning of the twelfth.’

  




  

    Admiral Otway exhaled at last. ‘Poor Pringle,’ he murmured to himself, and sat back heavily. The manner of Stokes’s death disturbed him, rather than the fact of it.

  




  

    Sensing an advantage, King persisted. ‘It had become clear to me, from reports in the days preceding his death, that the balance of his mind had become disturbed. For instance, he stopped for four days to survey the gulf of Estevan, when the                                                                     Beagle’s







































































 supplies were very nearly exhausted, a survey that I had most emphatically not commissioned.’

  




  

    ‘The south has the strangest effect on a man,’ offered Otway apologetically.

  




  

    King held his ground. ‘I do not honestly believe, sir, that any of us had ever previously experienced such conditions. The weather was atrocious. The crew were incessantly employed. At Cape Upright, for instance, the Beagle was under way all night for four nights. Most of the crew were sick with rheumatic complaints. Four men drowned. Three died of scurvy. Conditions were little better aboard                                                                     the Adventure.’

  




  

    The accusatory tone of his remarks, King knew, served no purpose other than to provoke Admiral Otway to mild discomfiture. It was mere sport on his part, his meagre reward for months of back-breaking toil. He had no reason to fear Otway, no need to seek the admiral’s influence: this was his last commission, indivisible, unalterable, fashioned in Whitehall. His future was already out of Otway’s hands. Both men were aware, too, that King had given Stokes the tougher task, ordering him west into the teeth of the gales that howled up the Straits of Magellan. The sad fact was that Stokes had been a bad appointment, a mediocre captain crushed by the pressure of his responsibilities. Goading his superior now, King realized, helped only to ease his own frustrations.

  




  

    The close tropical atmosphere bore down stickily on both men, as Otway pondered how to put into words what he was going to say next.

  




  

    King monitored a bead of sweat as it made its way down the admiral’s neck, then dissipated suddenly into the stiff, high-necked woollen collar of his frock-coat. The contrast between Otway’s immaculate, starched uniform and his own, battered and salt-bleached, struck him briefly as absurd. Instinctively he raised his fingers to the thick, grey-streaked beard that had kept him warm in the south. He had not shaved now for over six months.

  




  

    Otway closed the book on King’s accusations with an expansive gesture, as if to sweep aside the accumulated disasters of the preceding six months. His action prompted King to refocus, to widen his angle of vision. Rio de Janeiro harbour spread itself gloriously behind the admiral, filling the stern-lights of the                                                                     Ganges:







































































 white sails dotted everywhere like a field of cotton in the sun, cormorants skimming home sleek with their day’s catch, the bright terracotta roofs of the new merchants’ mansions climbing the steep hillsides alongside their crumbling, mildewed predecessors. Otway had the air of a circus impresario, thought King, installed before this magnificent panorama in his shiny coat, looking for all the world as if he was about to produce a dove from a handkerchief. Abruptly, he realized that this was no idle simile. Otway was indeed on the verge of making a big announcement. The admiral’s fingertips met.

  




  

    ‘Clearly the Beagle requires a commander of considerable qualities. Someone whose powers of leadership are, er, commensurate with your own.

  




  

    Don’t bother flattering me, thought King. We both know I’m going back because I have to.

  




  

    ‘She needs someone who can inspire the men to hitherto unsurpassed levels of courage, fortitude and determination. Were the Service blessed with two Phillip Parker Kings’ – Otway squeezed out as much counterfeit sincerity as he dared – ‘I should have no dilemma. You have taken so much upon your shoulders, with so little support, that my gratitude to you knows no bounds.’

  




  

    King realized, uncomfortably, where the conversation was headed and decided to interject, although he knew as he did so that it would be futile. ‘Lieutenant Skyring has commanded the Beagle these last four months, sir. Considering the morale of the men and the state of the ship when Captain Stokes met his end, the transformation that Skyring has wrought is little short of remarkable. I can think of no one better suited to this commission than Lieutenant Skyring.’                                                                     Who should have had the job in the first place,







































































 he added to himself.

  




  

    ‘Indeed, indeed.’ Otway grimaced. ‘I have no doubt that Skyring is an extremely capable officer, and I am delighted to hear that he has made such splendid headway. However, the candidate I have in mind is a man of considerable capabilities. He’s my flag lieutenant here in the                                                                     Ganges.







































































 Only twenty-three, but the most—’

  




  

    ‘Twenty-three?’ King blurted out. ‘Forgive my interrupting, sir, but Lieutenant Skyring is one of my most experienced officers. He has knowledge of the area and the complete confidence of the men. I simply cannot recommend—’

  




  

    A little wave of the hand from Otway silenced the captain. ‘I have already made the appointment,’ he stated flatly, picking up a handbell and ringing it to attract his steward’s attention. The man entered. ‘Would you kindly request Flag Lieutenant FitzRoy to present himself forthwith?’

  




  

    The steward gave a slight nod and vanished.

  




  

    ‘A ship’s captain, at twenty-three?’ queried King, in more measured tones than before. ‘He must be a highly impressive young man.’

  




  

    ‘I shall only make him commander, of course,’ replied Otway. ‘He shall be acting captain of the Beagle.’

  




  

    ‘FitzRoy.’ King let the name drip from his tongue. ‘Commander FitzRoy would not, I wonder, be a relative of Admiral FitzRoy, or of the Duke of Grafton?’

  




  

    Otway smiled, sensing that King was now in retreat. ‘Let us simply confirm that Commander FitzRoy will have ample means to fit himself out. In answer to your question, Robert FitzRoy is in fact the son of General FitzRoy, the nephew of both Admiral FitzRoy and the Duke of Grafton, also of Castlereagh. He is a direct descendant of Charles the Second. But much, much more importantly, he is also the most successful graduate ever to pass out from the Royal Naval College in Portsmouth. Not only did he complete a three-year course in eighteen months, and take the first medal, he subsequently passed his lieutenant’s exam with full numbers.                                                                     Full numbers.







































































 The first man in the history of the Service to do so. And before you enquire about his practical experience, for I can see the question taking shape on your lips, he has been at sea for nine years, lately in the                                                                     Thetis.







































































 Bingham had nothing but praise. His record is nothing short of exemplary. I commend him to you, Captain King.’

  




  

    There was a sharp rap at the door. Even his timing is exemplary, thought King.

  




  

    Otway bade the young man enter. A slender figure appeared in the doorway, moved silently across the threshold, and seemed to glide into place opposite the admiral, where he dispatched the appropriate courtesies speedily but respectfully. There was nothing foppish about his elegance; King could detect physical resilience beneath his graceful manner, allied to a firmness of purpose. The young man’s features were fine-boned, his nose was sharp and his ears were too large, but the overall effect was a handsome one. His countenance was open and friendly, his long-lashed eyes dark and expressive.

  




  

    ‘Do you know Captain Phillip Parker King?’ Otway asked the new arrival.

  




  

    ‘I have not had the pleasure of Captain King’s acquaintance, sir,’ replied FitzRoy, meeting King’s gaze squarely with what seemed to be a genuine smile of admiration, ‘but few in the service could fail to be aware of his extraordinary achievements in mapping the western and northern coasts of Australia. Achievements for which’ – he addressed King directly – ‘I believe you have recently been awarded a fellowship of the Royal Society, sir. I am most honoured to make your acquaintance.’ FitzRoy gave a little bow, and King knew instinctively that the tribute had been sincere.

  




  

    ‘I have been discussing with Captain King your promotion to commander of the                                                                     Beagle,’







































































 boomed Otway, no longer able to conceal the showman’s grin plastered across his features, ‘and I am pleased to make you his second-in-command.’

  




  

    ‘You have obliged me very much by your kindness, sir,’ replied FitzRoy, with a knowing nod to King. He’s a bright boy, thought King. He’s assessed the situation perfectly. Still, that’s no reason to give him an easy ride.

  




  

    ‘Admiral Otway informs me that you were a college volunteer. Sadly, the benefits of such a formal education were denied to me as a young man. So what precisely do they teach you in the classroom at Portsmouth?’

  




  

    ‘A great many subjects, sir. The full list is an extensive one—’

  




  

    King cut him off. ‘I am eager to add to the stock of my own learning. Pray enlighten me.’

  




  

    FitzRoy took a deep breath. ‘I recollect, sir, that we studied fortifications, the doctrine of projectiles and its application to gunnery, hydrostatics, naval history and nautical discoveries—’

  




  

    King raised a hand. ‘Naval history,’ he said. ‘I’m interested in naval history. Tell me what you know of the history of your new command.’

  




  

    ‘The previous                                                                     Beagle







































































 was an eighteen-gun carrier,’ began FitzRoy, cautiously, ‘which won battle honours at San Sebastian and the Basque roads. Her replacement is a ten-gun brig, Cherokee class, two hundred and thirty-five tons burthen, three-masted. So she’s strictly speaking a barque, but commonly known as a coffin brig.’

  




  

    ‘Indeed she is,’ cut in King warmly. ‘And tell me, Commander, why the ten-gun brig is known throughout the service as a coffin brig.’ All three knew the answer, that more ten-gun brigs were lost every year than any other class of ship, just as they knew that King was looking for more than that. This was a technical test.

  




  

    ‘The ten-gun brig, sir, is a deep-waisted vessel – dangerously so, if I might venture to say so. The top of the rail, I apprehend, is just six feet out of the water, less when fully loaded. Without a forecastle to turn away a large bow wave, she’s liable to ship water ... large amounts of water, sir, which are then unable to escape on account of the high bulwarks. So she’s prone to wallow, or turn broadside on to the weather. In which circumstances a second wave, shipped before the first has had time to clear, might well finish her off.’

  




  

    ‘Absolutely, Commander,’ agreed King with grim satisfaction. ‘It’s like trying to sail a spoon. So tell me, Commander FitzRoy, how you would modify the Beagle to address such limitations?’

  




  

    ‘I’d build a poop cabin and a forecastle, sir, to deflect the heaviest seas.

  




  

    ‘An excellent answer, Commander. Indeed, the work has already been carried out by your predecessor. Captain Stokes added a poop deck and a forecastle deck level with the rail. Altogether I’d say he added a good sixty inches to the height of the ship. Then again, Commander, in the Southern Ocean it’s not uncommon to encounter sixty-foot waves, whereupon the poop and the forecastle make damn-all difference.’

  




  

    ‘Indeed, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Put bluntly, Commander, the greatest achievement of the late lamented Captain Stokes may well have been that the Beagle returned safely to Rio minus only one officer.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Do you feel you are up to the task of leading a crew of exhausted, half-starved and demoralized men through such conditions?’

  




  

    ‘I am determined, sir, that the men under my command will receive my full attention as regards to their physical and mental welfare,’ said FitzRoy, calmly.

  




  

    ‘The                                                                     Beagle







































































 was also your predecessor’s first command. The pressures of that command thrust Captain Stokes into such a profound despondency that he shot himself.’

  




  

    ‘So I heard, sir. An awful incident.’

  




  

    ‘And you are sure you will remain immune to such pressures?’ FitzRoy hesitated, and for the first time, King detected a note of uncertainty in his confident manner. To his irritation, Admiral Otway chose that moment to blunder to the young man’s rescue.

  




  

    ‘The south is a place “where the soul of a man dies in him”. That was the last entry in Stokes’s log. He was quoting Alexander Pope, I think – eh, FitzRoy?’

  




  

    ‘Indeed, sir.’

  




  

    ‘But then poor Stokes was a melancholy sort. Not like yourself. Hardly suited for such a lonely post. I blame myself,’ he added, in a manner that implied he did no such thing.

  




  

    ‘The men are convinced that Captain Stokes’s ghost still haunts the ship,’ King informed FitzRoy. ‘You have an interesting task on your hands, Commander.’

  




  

    ‘I’m beginning to see that, sir.’

  




  

    ‘A familiar face or two wouldn’t go amiss,’ offered Otway, ‘if you have any requests.’

  




  

    ‘I’d like to take Midshipman Sulivan from the                                                                     Thetis,







































































 sir, if that’s possible. We were together in the                                                                     Glendower







































































 as well                                                                     .







































































 He’s a capital fellow, and has the best eyesight of any seaman I’ve ever known.’

  




  

    ‘I see no reason why not – provided Bingham has no objections.’

  




  

    ‘You’ll need a new master as well,’ put in King.

  




  

    ‘May I take Murray, sir? He’s a fine navigator, and ready for his chance.’

  




  

    ‘Of course, of course,’ replied Otway generously. ‘You may take Mr Murray with you. Murray and Sulivan it is.’ The admiral produced a sealed package from his desk drawer. ‘I have your orders here. You are to complete the survey of the South American coast from Cape St Antonio around to Chiloé in the west, as directed by Captain King. You are to take particular note of all safe harbours, and all suitable refuelling and watering places. You are to observe weather patterns, tides and currents, the nature of the country inland and the people therein, remembering at all times that you are the official representative of His Majesty’s government. You and your officers are to avail yourselves of every opportunity of collecting and preserving specimens of natural history, such as may be new, rare or interesting.’ Otway slid the package across the table. ‘You can read the details at your leisure, Commander, but I would draw your attention to one significant instruction: the naming of topographical features. Grateful as I am to find myself honoured in perpetuity by the title “Port Otway”, there has been a tendency of late to ascribe names of a more frivolous nature. I’m thinking in particular of “Soapsuds Cove”, where you presumably did your washing. And “Curious Peak”. What the devil was curious about it?’

  




  

    ‘I have no idea,’ replied King drily. ‘You’d have to ask Stokes.’

  




  

    ‘Admiralty orders are quite specific on this point. The maps you are updating were compiled by Byron, Wallis and Carteret back in the 1760s, since when it has been something of an embarrassment that English charts contain such trivial identifications as “Point Shut-up”. The site of some unseemly squabble, no doubt. Try to confine yourself to practical descriptions, or if you must commemorate someone, I would recommend members of the government or the Royal Family. Of course you can commemorate yourselves, but I would suggest a limit for ship’s officers of one or two place names each. Understood?’

  




  

    FitzRoy nodded.

  




  

    Otway’s brisk tone softened. ‘The Beagle is on her way up from Monte Video. When she arrives, she will be hove down and repaired. Before then I would pay her a visit. Unannounced. That is to say, I think you should make your presence felt.’ He grinned conspiratorially, and gestured to indicate that the interview was over.

  




  

    Formalities completed, FitzRoy and King took their leave of the admiral’s cabin, stooping with the instinct of years to avoid cracking their heads as they crossed the threshold. Outside, King paused at the top of the companionway. ‘So tell me, Mr FitzRoy. Of all the captains under whom you have served, whom did you admire the most?’

  




  

    ‘Sir John Phillimore, sir,’ replied FitzRoy without hesitation. The ensuing pause made it clear that King meant him to go on.

  




  

    ‘We were escorting Lord Ponsonby to Rio as ambassador, sir. One of the younger midshipmen suffered a terrible injury to his arm, and was in danger of losing it. Sir John gave the Ponsonbys’ cabin to the boy, and himself slept in a cot outside the cabin door, giving instructions that he should be wakened immediately if anything were to befall the lad. We were all much impressed. It was Sir John who reduced the men’s daily rum ration from half a pint to a quarter. Which, I must confess, improved the efficiency of the ship considerably.’

  




  

    King raised both eyebrows. ‘Good luck with the rum ration.’

  




  

    FitzRoy smiled back, and King could not help but like his new second-in-command.

  




  

    ‘Skyring’s disappointment will be bitter, I confess. But he is not the sort to pay this off on you. He is a generous type. I will give him our supply schooner, the                                                                     Adelaide,







































































 which should help soften the blow.’

  




  

    ‘I hope so, sir.’

  




  

    ‘One more thing, Mr FitzRoy. That quotation in Stokes’s log – “the soul of a man dies in him”. Who really wrote it?’

  




  

    ‘Thomson, sir. It’s from                                                                     The Seasons.’

  




  

    ‘You’ll go far, Mr FitzRoy. I think you’ll go very far indeed.’

  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    Rio de Janeiro, 15 December 1828

  




  

    With a brisk, matter-of-fact breeze behind her, the little cutter slid easily through the choppy blue of Rio bay, a curious petrel or two in pursuit. Enlivened by the sunshine, the crew put their backs into it. Occasional flecks of foam from the oars flung themselves gaily into Robert FitzRoy’s face as he sat in the stern, but on such a day as this, the odd splash was hardly an imposition. It was a glorious morning to be alive; and, as it was certain to be one of the last such days he would see for a year or more, he should really have been able to enjoy it to the full. King’s challenge, though, continued to perturb him.

  




  

    They raced past a fisherman’s skiff, its silvery catch glinting in the sun. A large, muscly black stood balanced in the prow, holding aloft the pick of his fish as enticingly as he could, while the cutter skimmed by unregarding. FitzRoy felt a flash of pity for the man, who could never know the world and all it offered, who had not the opportunities provided by modern civilization to make whatever he wanted of his own life.

  




  

    Dropping behind them, resplendent, the                                                                     Ganges







































































 lay at anchor, the pride of the South American station, her jet-black pitch contrasting smartly with her blinding white sails, the Union flag fluttering from her jackstaff, the blue ensign rippling square from her mainmast. Ahead in the distance, dwarfed by the rounded symmetry of the Sugarloaf mountain, the squat shape of the Beagle could just be made out, low in the water like a lost barrel. His first commission. It was hard to keep the butterflies subdued. Make your presence felt, Otway had said.

  




  

    By his side in the cutter’s stern, Midshipman Bartholomew Sulivan, just turned eighteen years of age, chattered away about home, about matters naval, about the task ahead of them, about anything. He really did take the palm for talk sometimes, but a cheerier, more optimistic companion was not to be found anywhere. Guiltily, FitzRoy realized that he had not been paying attention for some minutes.

  




  

    ‘. . . and do you remember that Danish fellow, Pritz, who pressed three of our men for the Brazilian navy? And old Bingham telling him’ – here he adopted Bingham’s fruity tones – ‘“I hear my boat’s oars. You had better give me back my men.” And the look on the Dane’s face when we climbed over the rail and he realized he must knock under! And do you recall him all crimson, shouting at us as we rowed off? “Remember Copenhagen! Remember Copenhagen!”’ Sulivan’s face flushed with excitement at the memory.

  




  

    ‘We raced each other over the rail, as I recall,’ admonished FitzRoy, ‘and you were first over, even though you were supposed to be in the sick list that day.’

  




  

    ‘It was the devil of a spree!’ said Sulivan, and the ratings at the nearest oars grinned discreetly at the youngster’s high spirits.

  




  

    FitzRoy’s mind, though, could not settle.                                                                     I am now responsible for this young man’s life. His life and the lives of more than sixty others. Every decision I take affects their survival. Any misjudgement I make could kill us all.

  




  

    Had the commission been his four months earlier, this golden morning would have found FitzRoy his usual confident self, speeding across the waves towards his future. The depression that had overwhelmed Stokes would have seemed as distant a prospect as the wild channel where the poor fellow had surrendered himself to it. Four months earlier, however, there had occurred a ... disturbance: that was the only word for it. An isolated incident, which had filled FitzRoy with disquiet, and which now refused to be forgotten.

  




  

    It had been just such a day as this, the air at its sweetest, the sunshine clean and clear, and he had felt a sudden surge of elation as he prepared to order the signal to Wait for Dispatches. A kind of giddy excitement had seized him, a wild happiness, which led him in a whirling, mischievous dance. Glowing with joy, he had been struck by a tremendous idea. Why not run up all the flags in the locker in a splendid array? What a fine sight it would make! How in keeping with everyone’s mood on such a blessing of a day! Then, why not add all the night signals, the white lights, guns, horns, bells and flares, in a magnificent celebration?

  




  

    The midshipmen had laughed when he had described his plan, taking their cue from his own merry countenance, but their smiles had slackened and disappeared at the realization that he was not joking. He had tried to persuade them, pumping their hands, invoking their Christian names, urging them excitably to join in the entertainment. They had failed to understand, had assumed him to be drunk. There had been a scuffle – a vulgar push-and-pull, his uniform ripped – which had culminated in them locking him in his cabin, still flushed with fatuous excitement. The incident had been hushed up – Bingham had been told he was sick – and quickly forgotten by the others, but what the devil had he been thinking of? What malign spirit had taken control of his mind?

  




  

    The next morning had been even more inexplicable. He had woken in a state of what could only be called fear. A black despondency had suffocated him, squeezing all other thoughts from his mind, isolating him from the world outside his cabin. He had lain alone in his cot, shivering and frightened. In this state of overwhelming helplessness, there had seemed no point to his life, no point to his work, no point even to existence itself.

  




  

    Gradually, the darkness had seemed to take shape in his mind. As he was still in the sick list, his friends had presumed him to be battling the dog of a hangover, but this was a much fiercer beast. It slavered at him, mocked him.                                                                     You are completely in my power



































































, it seemed to say,                                                                     should I ever deign to visit you again.

  




  

    Within a few hours, however, the creature had stirred itself and padded away. He had emerged from his cabin shaken, cowed and deeply embarrassed. Since that day, everything had been as it should, but the incident continued to loom large in his consciousness. Had the creature really departed? Or was it merely biding its time, toying with him, waiting to return at a moment when men’s lives depended on his skill and judgement?

  




  

    He had thrown himself at phrenology, had turned himself into an expert on the subject, staying up late to study Gall and Spurzheim, had spent hours in front of the mirror feeling the bumps and hollows on the surface of his skull, but to no avail. He thought of his uncle: a formidable intellect, one of the foremost statesmen of his age. Castlereagh had taken his own life. He thought, too, of Stokes. Had he, Robert FitzRoy, come face to face with whatever those men had encountered in their final moments?

  




  

    Profoundly troubled, he realized that Sulivan had stopped chattering, and was looking at him with an expression of concern. ‘I say, FitzRoy, is everything all right?’

  




  

    ‘Of course. My dear Sulivan, you must forgive my inattention. It is not every day one is given a vessel of one’s own to fret about.’

  




  

    ‘And three cheers to that!’

  




  

    ‘Even so, my rudeness is quite inexcusable.’

  




  

    ‘Not a bit of it, old fellow, not a bit of it.’

  




  

    FitzRoy sat up in the boat. Loath as he was to dampen the young man’s enthusiasm, he felt obliged to make a little speech. ‘Look here, Sulivan ... now they’ve sewn a couple of stripes on my sleeve, we shall still be the best of friends, of course – the very best of friends – but you do understand that it would not be fair on the other officers, the other midshipmen especially, if I were to show any sign of special friendship towards you? A ship’s captain eats alone, reads alone, even thinks alone. I have to be fair and just. I’m determined to do the right thing, Sulivan, the right thing by everyone, even if I end up the loneliest old man on the ocean. I hope you understand.’

  




  

    ‘Oh absolutely, old chap, absolutely. I mean, it couldn’t be any other way. It will be a privilege to serve with you, sir.’ Sulivan looked up at his new commander, and could only see everything that he wanted to be.

  




  

    By now they were close enough to the                                                                     Beagle







































































 to hear the water’s slap against her sides, and to see the welcoming party gathering at the rail. Whatever Otway’s recommendations of surprise, King was not the sort to leave Skyring and his men caught unawares by the visit. FitzRoy could make out Skyring by his uniform now, taller than the others, perhaps thirty years of age, his face dominated by a Wellingtonian nose and topped by a shock of dark hair. As the cutter pulled alongside, the lieutenant’s leaning gait seemed to suggest that the fierce southern winds had left him bent permanently at an alarming angle.

  




  

    FitzRoy climbed gracefully up the battens, waving away offers of help, and shook hands enthusiastically with Skyring. His predecessor’s rueful smile indicated that no more needed to be said by either man, and that FitzRoy could consider the matter of his leapfrog promotion closed.

  




  

    ‘How do, Lieutenant?’ said FitzRoy, warmly.

  




  

    ‘Your servant, sir,’ replied Skyring. ‘May I introduce to you Lieutenant Kempe?’

  




  

    Kempe, a cadaverous, unsmiling man, whose teeth seemed to be fighting to escape his mouth, stepped forward and offered a calloused hand. On closer inspection the crew, like the ship, had a weatherbeaten aspect. Skyring had obviously done a good job during his brief tenure: the Beagle was freshly caulked, her decks white, her sails free of the tropical mildew that could take hold seemingly in hours – but there was no disguising the beating she had taken. Everywhere there was evidence of running repairs, in her rebuilt masts, repaired rigging and the fragile patchwork of her sails.

  




  

    ‘This is Mr Bynoe, our surgeon.’ A dark-haired, clean-shaven young man with a friendly countenance stepped forward and pumped FitzRoy’s hand rather more encouragingly. ‘At least, he has been acting as surgeon. He’ll be resuming his duties as assistant surgeon when Mr Wilson arrives,’ added Skyring, in wry acknowledgement of the parallel. A broad grin from Bynoe, to whom FitzRoy instinctively warmed.

  




  

    ‘This is Midshipman King,’ went on Skyring. ‘Midshipman Phillip King.’

  




  

    FitzRoy had no need of the warning, although he was grateful for Skyring’s gesture. The boy before him, no more than a child, was a scaled-down replica of Phillip Parker King. ‘I take it that you are related to the captain of the                                                                     Adventure?’

  




  

    ‘He’s my father, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Your father is a great man and a fine captain, Mr King.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir. He is, sir.’

  




  

    The younger King seemed harmless enough at first encounter, but this was an unexpected handicap all the same.

  




  

    And this is Midshipman John Lort Stokes.’ Skyring indicated a robust-looking youth with a military air and a correspondingly firm handshake.

  




  

    FitzRoy raised a quizzical eyebrow.

  




  

    ‘No relation to the late captain, sir,’ explained Stokes, briskly.

  




  

    ‘Mr Stokes hails from Yorkshire,’ said Skyring, as if that clarified the situation.

  




  

    FitzRoy breathed an inward sigh of relief.

  




  

    Further introductions were made between the two midshipmen and Sulivan, Stokes being deputized to show the new man the ropes, before Skyring moved on to the warrant officers.

  




  

    ‘Bos’n Sorrell, sir.’

  




  

    Sorrell, a square-framed man with thinning hair, who looked as if he had been fat in a former life, was clearly eager to talk. ‘The late captain was a fine man, if I may say so, sir, a fine man. He saved my life, sir, and many others.’ He bobbed uncomfortably before FitzRoy, as if in need of an urgent visit to the heads.

  




  

    ‘Mr Sorrell was formerly in the                                                                     Saxe-Cobourg



































































, a whaler that was wrecked in Fury Harbour,’ explained Skyring.

  




  

    ‘The captain, sir, he sent two boats to row eighty miles down the Barbara Channel to look for survivors, sir,’ said Sorrell, sweating with gratitude. ‘If it hadn’t have been for him, I wouldn’t be alive today. A fine man he was, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Well, Mr Sorrell, I hope I will be able to live up to Captain Stokes’s many achievements,’ said FitzRoy.                                                                     All except the last one.

  




  

    Coxswain Bennet, a ruddy-faced, flaxen-haired young man, was the final member of the welcoming party. He had preferred to keep his counsel throughout the previous exchange, and his blank expression, FitzRoy guessed, betokened an instinctive sense of diplomacy rather than any intellectual shortcomings. Skyring’s introduction of Bennet had been almost an afterthought.

  




  

    The formalities over, Skyring came straight to the point. ‘I’m afraid the damage below is far worse than anyone thought. The forefoot and the false keel have been torn clean off. A little run-in we had with the rocks at Cape Tamar. It’ll take at least two weeks to put right.’

  




  

    ‘Two weeks? My orders are to turn her straight round and head south again. The Adventure and the                                                                     Adelaide







































































 are to leave in four days’ time, and we are to sail with them.’ A collective groan escaped the assembled officers. ‘Mr Skyring here is to command the                                                                     Adelaide.’

  




  

    ‘Then it would appear I shall be leaving you behind. The copper bottom is absolutely shot to pieces and will need replacing. It appears you will be enjoying Christmas in Rio.’

  




  

    The officers’ expressions brightened a little. FitzRoy did his best to join in with the smiles, but levity did not come easily at this point. His first order as captain, and he would be unable to fulfil it promptly.

  




  

    ‘Shall we take the grand tour?’ offered Skyring, and motioned the others towards the rear of the tiny main deck. With the ship at anchor, the deck watch were mostly idle: sailors slouched here and there playing cards, or lay curled up asleep in coils of rope. They were a ragged lot, dressed in a battered mixture of slops and ducks, threadbare blue pea-jackets and patched-up canvas blouses. There was no singing, no laughter, no animation. These were hollow-eyed, exhausted, sullen men, observed FitzRoy, malnourished in body and soul. They observed him too, suspiciously and with barely concealed contempt. FitzRoy thought he heard the derisive whisper as he passed, ‘College boy.’                                                                     That’s all I am to them,







































































 he thought,                                                                     a boy just out of scbool. Nine tough years in the Glendower, the Thetis and the







































































 Ganges                                                                     mean nothing to them. I must prove myself from scratch. Perhaps they are right. Perhaps that is how it should be. I have experienced nothing like the ordeal they have been through. It is my duty to win them over.

  




  

    Sorrell blustered ineffectually, lashing out left and right with his rattan. ‘Look lively, lads! Jump up now! Make way for Captain FitzRoy!’

  




  

    The men shifted, but their movements were lifeless and perfunctory. After a few short steps the party arrived at Stokes’s new raised poop deck, in the centre of which stood a solitary door.

  




  

    ‘This is the poop cabin,’ said Skyring. ‘Captain Stokes preferred it to the captain’s cabin so he used it as his own. He built it himself, which may account.’

  




  

    FitzRoy lowered his head gravely, and stepped into the room where Stokes had died. It was cramped, extremely so, which was not unusual for a coffin brig: the distance from floor to ceiling could not have been more than four foot six. This cabin, though, appeared to be more uncomfortable than was strictly necessary. Not only did the mizzen-mast run straight through the middle of the room, but the steering gear was stashed under the chart table, taking up all the available legroom. A tell-tale noise from the other side of the wall informed FitzRoy that the officers’ water closet was right next door. A sparse selection of water-damaged volumes occupied the shelves that lined the back wall, for the cabin had also doubled as Stokes’s library. His cot still hung from the ceiling in memoriam, directly above the table and immediately beneath the skylight, as if spreading itself to absorb every ray of sunshine that filtered through the greasy glass.                                                                     That was why he wanted this cabin,







































































 FitzRoy realized instinctively.                                                                     He was reaching towards the light.

  




  

    ‘Sometimes there are only two or three hours of it,’ said Skyring, who had followed his gaze. ‘Daylight. Down south. In winter.’

  




  

    His eyes met FitzRoy’s. ‘Will you be wishing to keep this cabin? The men suppose it to be haunted.’

  




  

    ‘I presume the captain’s cabin is still below decks?’

  




  

    Skyring nodded.

  




  

    ‘Then I shall take the captain’s cabin as normal. Irrespective of any ghosts.’

  




  

    With Stokes’s spectre thus dismissed, they stepped back into the warm Brazilian sunshine, where the other officers stood waiting, then all proceeded down the dark hole of the after companionway to the lower deck. A familiar reek assaulted FitzRoy’s nostrils there: the concentrated smell of men who have not washed themselves in several months, mixed in a treacly stew with the wet scent produced by holy-stones, sand, water and wood, as the below-decks watch scrubbed halfheartedly on their hands and knees. Sorrell again tried to whip up some enthusiasm with his rattan, and one of the men, a grinning, red-haired Cornishman, wished FitzRoy a polite good morning that could have been either friendly or mocking, he could not tell which.

  




  

    The captain’s cabin, at the bottom of the companionway, proved marginally roomier than Stokes’s berth in the poop, but no taller and a good deal more gloomy. Despite the presence of a small skylight, it was impossible to see into the corners. On the wall in the half-light, like religious artefacts, hung Stokes’s three chronometers: scientific icons, without which measurements of longitude could not be taken, without which there could be no expedition, without which the world could not be captured on paper, tamed and subjugated in the name of God and King George. They were obviously government-issue chronometers, their glass foggy, their metal housing battered, and one of the dials disfigured by a deep, vertical crack, but they did at least appear to function. FitzRoy made a mental note to dismantle them, clean, oil and reassemble them before the ship headed south once more.                                                                     This tiny cabin



































































, he thought,                                                                     will be your home for the next two years



































































; and for a brief moment he allowed himself the indulgent realization that the flag lieutenant’s quarters on the                                                                     Ganges







































































 had been utterly luxurious by comparison.

  




  

    Having acquired a lantern, which seemed to make no difference whatsoever to the gloom, the party inspected the gun room and the midshipmen’s berth, and peered into the chain locker. FitzRoy could hear Sulivan chattering away behind him, befriending his fellow midshipmen with characteristic ease and rapidity, even though they could barely see each other. As they moved past a line of neatly spaced hammock hooks, however, FitzRoy was brought up short by the sight of two unstowed hammocks and their contents, a pair of ample Brazilian whores sleeping off their night’s exertions. For the first time in their tour of inspection, Skyring began to struggle. ‘The men have been away since the end of 1826. They haven’t seen a woman in two years – with the exception of a brief leave period last December. I thought ... well, you know, Admiralty regulations do permit women on board in port.’

  




  

    ‘Married women.’

  




  

    Skyring grimaced and indicated a cheap wedding ring, which adorned the fat hand spilling out of the nearest hammock. ‘It doesn’t actually state whom they should be married to,’ he offered.

  




  

    ‘Mr Bennet,’ said FitzRoy, ‘perhaps you would be kind enough to wake the two ... ladies, and arrange for them to be escorted back ashore in the jolly-boat.’

  




  

    ‘It’ll be a pleasure, sir.’

  




  

    Skyring attempted to look at the ceiling, but was already forced to stoop so low by the lack of headroom that he found himself staring instead at the back of Bennet’s head.

  




  

    FitzRoy said no more, and the party finally emerged, blinking, through the fore hatchway. As they arrived on deck and straightened their backs for the first time in a quarter-hour, FitzRoy turned, to be greeted by another unexpected sight. ‘What in heaven,’ he enquired, ‘has happened to your yawl?’

  




  

    Where the largest of the surveying boats should have been, bridging the gap between the foremast and the mainmast, was a crude, white-painted vessel cut from twisted timber. Inside it, where a smaller cutter should have resided, lay only a few tools.

  




  

    ‘Our original yawl was dashed to pieces by waves in the Gulf of Estevan,’ explained Skyring. ‘The one you see here was constructed by May, the carpenter, from driftwood. The cutter was stolen.’

  




  

    ‘Driftwood? Stolen by whom?’

  




  

    ‘The Indians. They’d steal the Beagle herself if you turned your back for an instant. The Fuegian Indians are the most degraded creatures on God’s earth – little better than animals.’ There was a murmur of assent from the company. ‘And if the Indians don’t take the boats then the elements will. Between the three ships we’ve lost eleven boats, all told. I’d say that of all the men on board –’ Skyring leaned further over than usual, and confided in FitzRoy ‘– May is the one indispensable man on the manifest. Lose May and you might as well set sail for home.’

  




  

    ‘I should very much like to meet him.’

  




  

    May was duly summoned, and proved to be a short Bristolian whose hair had apparently been cut by a blind man. His cheeks were permanently flushed and reddened by scores of tiny broken veins.

  




  

    ‘I must compliment you on your ingenuity, May.’

  




  

    ‘Sir.’

  




  

    ‘This boat of yours is a remarkable achievement.’

  




  

    Silence from May, who appeared taciturn to the point of mulishness.

  




  

    ‘Don’t worry about him,’ said Skyring, when May had returned to his duties. ‘He rarely obliges any of us with conversation.’

  




  

    FitzRoy shifted his attention to the nearby rigging, which enmeshed the foremast in a thick tracery of blackened rope. He gave it a spirited tug. First impressions were encouraging, but then he took a closer look at what appeared to be a repair and picked at the tar covering with a fingernail. Something caught his eye. ‘Would you come here a moment, Mr Sorrell?’

  




  

    The boatswain bobbed forward uncertainly.

  




  

    ‘Take a look at this, please.’ Sorrell peered at the exposed fibres. ‘Now tell me what you see.’

  




  

    ‘It – it’s not hemp, is it, sir?’

  




  

    ‘No, Mr Sorrell, it’s not. It’s sisal.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir. Most definitely sisal. God’s my life, sir, I have no idea how this happened.’

  




  

    Skyring and Kempe exchanged glances.

  




  

    ‘Who carried out this repair?’ asked FitzRoy.

  




  

    ‘Able Seaman Gilly, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Fetch him here.’

  




  

    Within a few seconds Sorrell had scurried back with a reluctant Gilly, who proved to be an oldster, as grimy and wiry as any of the crewmen FitzRoy had seen so far. Gilly eyed his new commander suspiciously.

  




  

    ‘Did you carry out this repair, Gilly?’

  




  

    ‘Aye aye, sir.’

  




  

    ‘How long have you been in the Service?’

  




  

    ‘Nine year or thereabouts.’

  




  

    ‘And how many years an able seaman?’

  




  

    ‘Six.’

  




  

    ‘And have all those years not taught you that sisal is insufficiently strong for rigging?’

  




  

    ‘Couldn’t find no hemp, could I?’

  




  

    FitzRoy’s voice was iron. ‘I cannot look over this, Gilly. You have endangered your fellow crewmen’s lives. Once my commission has been read, you will be flogged at the gangway at six bells of the forenoon watch.’

  




  

    Gilly said nothing, but gave FitzRoy a look of contempt.

  




  

    ‘You may return to your duties.’

  




  

    The man turned on his heel without a word and walked away.

  




  

    ‘Shall I make it a batty, sir?’ Sorrell, relieved to have escaped a tongue-lashing, was now attempting to distance himself further from the crime by recommending a severe punishment.

  




  

    ‘Mr Sorrell, you know as well as I do that more than a dozen lashes are expressly forbidden, and have been for as long as you or I have been in the Service.’

  




  

    ‘I know, sir, but Captain Stokes always—’

  




  

    ‘Captain Stokes, God rest his soul, is no longer with us. You will carry out a sentence of a half-dozen lashes at six bells. Furthermore, Mr Sorrell, when the                                                                     Beagle







































































 is hove down, you will personally inspect every rope, every inch of her rigging and every link in her chains. Is that clear?’

  




  

    ‘Aye aye, sir. I’ll do it most zealous, sir,’ said Sorrell, shifting his weight from one foot to the other and back again.

  




  

    ‘Tell me, Mr Sorrell, how many minutes does it take the Beagle to make all sail?’

  




  

    ‘In good conditions, sir? From reefed? I’d say about a quarter-hour, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Well, Mr Sorrell, let’s see if you and I can get that down below twelve minutes, shall we?’

  




  

    Sorrell, who had not dared breathe for the past minute or so, emptied his lungs at the prospect.

  




  

    ‘And now, if you will oblige me by mustering the ship’s company aft, with Lieutenant Skyring’s permission I should like to address them.’

  




  

    The order was piped and men began to emerge, from the lower deck, from the hold, from the magazine, from coalholes, lockers, store-rooms and even – limping – from the sick bay, until it seemed impossible that the narrow deck would hold them all. They formed themselves into a ragged square, the red-coated ship’s marines to the left, while Skyring read FitzRoy’s commission.

  




  

    FitzRoy himself stood on the poop, flanked by his officers in their peaked caps, dark coats and white trousers, until Skyring had finished. Then he stepped forward. He placed his hands on either side of the compass housing as if it were a lectern and spoke in a clear, firm voice. ‘My name is Robert FitzRoy. I am directed by my lords commissioners of the Admiralty to take charge of this vessel. My orders are to complete the survey of the South American coast begun by Captain Stokes, from Cape St Antonio in the east to Chiloé Island in the west, under the direction of Captain King in the                                                                     Adventure.







































































 Lieutenant Skyring is to accompany us in the                                                                     Adelaide.







































































 We shall make sail in approximately two weeks, after the ship has been hove down and repaired. Most of you, I know, will not relish so hasty a return to the south, but we may consider ourselves fortunate in some respects. The service is decreasing in size every day, as the war becomes no more than a memory. Ships are being broken up, commissions are not being renewed. The ports and taverns of England are packed with men who clamour for a berth. I know – I have been home recently. We are the lucky ones. And we have an opportunity not just to sail one of His Majesty’s ships, but to do so for the benefit of future generations. To survey unexplored territory, to map it and to name it, is to contribute to history. This is the chance offered us today.

  




  

    ‘I have learned from Captain King and Lieutenant Skyring of the hardships borne on your first voyage, of the inclement conditions, the sickness and the lack of food. The weather that we encounter will, of course, be a matter for our maker. But I give you my word, as God is my witness, that the health of every man on board, and the sufficiency of victuals and provisions, shall be my prime concern.

  




  

    ‘There shall – as a consequence – be new regulations. For the avoidance of ship fever, every man is to wash himself thoroughly a minimum of once a week. All clothing is to be boiled every two weeks. All decks are to be scrubbed with vinegar every two weeks.

  




  

    ‘For the avoidance of scurvy, there will be an antiscorbutic diet, which will be compulsory for all those on board. No man is to go more than three days without fresh food caught locally. Hard tack, salt meat and canisters of preserved food are not sufficient. Every man is to take a daily dose of lemon juice. Lime juice is not sufficient. I shall also be asking Mr Bynoe to supply extra rations of pickles, dried fruit, vinegar and wintersbark. The daily wine ration is to remain at one pint, while supplies can be maintained. But for the avoidance of drunkenness, the daily rum ration is to be reduced from half a pint to a quarter of a pint.’

  




  

    FitzRoy paused to let this sink in. The shocked gasp at the prospect of weakened grog was audible across the deck.

  




  

    ‘No man under the age of sixteen is to receive a rum ration.’

  




  

    Another pause, punctuated this time by a smaller, higher-pitched gasp.

  




  

    ‘There will be no gambling. There will be no women in port. Before divine service on Sundays, all officers and men who can read and write, and I include myself in this, will be expected to contribute to the education of those who cannot. This will be a modern ship, run along modern lines. But the punishment for anyone who disobeys any of the new regulations, or any order for that matter, will be of the most old-fashioned sort. In particular, anyone who by his laxity endangers the ship, or the life of anyone aboard, will be flogged, as Able Seaman Gilly has discovered.

  




  

    ‘The refit will make the next two weeks a busy time for all of us. Nonetheless I shall ensure that every man is granted a period of shore leave. I trust that you will enjoy yourselves ashore. I trust also that you are all familiar with the penalty for desertion.

  




  

    ‘When you return to the ship, your work will begin in earnest. I intend to make the Beagle the best-drilled, best-handled vessel on the ocean. My object is that every one of her people shall be proud of her. That is my task, and yours too. Thank you for your time. You may go about your business.’

  




  

    The crew milled about for a few seconds, murmuring among themselves, then disappeared back into the myriad hatchways and crevices of the ship. FitzRoy released his grip on the compass housing.

  




  

    ‘Well done, sir,’ breathed Sulivan.

  




  

    ‘At least they didn’t come charging up the quarter-deck waving cutlasses and crying, “Liberty”,’ said Skyring. ‘Now, if you will permit me, Commander, I’ll go and gather my effects. The very best of luck to you. They’re not the best crew that ever sailed the ocean, but they’re not the worst either. There is potential in them. I am sure you will unlock it.’

  




  

    ‘You oblige me with your kindness,’ smiled FitzRoy politely, and the two men shook hands once more.

  




  

    There remained only the matter of Able Seaman Gilly. As was normal custom, the ship’s company reassembled before the gangway at six bells to witness the flogging. Gilly was stripped of his rough canvas jacket and tied down. It was clear from the scars that laced his back that he had aroused the ire of Captain Stokes – and, no doubt, various predecessors – on numerous occasions. Sorrell, eager to impress, laid it on thick from the first blow, but Gilly clamped his teeth fast together, determined not to make a sound.

  




  

    As the second blow fell, FitzRoy’s gaze shifted from the errant sailor towards the shore. In the distance, proceeding slowly away from the ship as it lifted and fell on a freshening breeze, he could just make out the jolly-boat, and in it, Bennet’s distinctive flaxen mop, almost hidden behind the wide backs of the two plump Brazilian women seated side by side. He turned back to observe the deck again, and the sea of watching faces under his command; only to become aware, uncomfortably, that every man jack of them was staring not at the flogging, but directly at him.

  




  




  

    Chapter Three

  




  

    Maldonado Bay, Uruguay, 30 January 1829

  




  

    It was a glorious evening. A damp tropical breeze behind the Beagle nudged her softly towards the south-west. She slid silently into the mighty estuary of the river Plate, where the fifty-mile-wide sweep of warm brown river water gushes into the dark, welcoming depths of the Atlantic. A sliver of black-and-white on a shining sea, she navigated the divide between river and ocean, milky tea to her right side, port wine to her left. Giant columns of cloud marched across the landward horizon, golden shafts of sunlight angling between them, as if someone had lit a fire in the temple of heaven.

  




  

    Robert FitzRoy stood by the wheel, Lieutenant Kempe a mute presence at his shoulder, and allowed his senses to bathe in the grandeur of the scene. In the distance ahead he could see the sharply curved promontory of Maldonado Island, the only interruption in the otherwise level plane of the horizon, jabbing up like a thorn from the flat stem of a rose; and in the shelter of Maldonado Bay beyond, he could just make out the spars of the                                                                     Adventure







































































 at anchor. The glimpse of stitched canvas and carved wood promised friendly faces and welcome reunions for the                                                                     Beagle



































































’s crew after a month alone at sea. FitzRoy’s orders were to rendezvous with King in the                                                                     Adventure



































































, Skyring in the                                                                     Adelaide







































































 and Admiral Otway in the                                                                     Ganges







































































 at Maldonado before the day was out. The                                                                     Beagle







































































 was only just on schedule, but she had been handling increasingly well for such an ungainly little vessel, and would arrive before dusk. He could take justifiable pride in the changes he had wrought during the preceding weeks.

  




  

    They had hove her down off Botafogo beach, to the south of Rio de Janeiro, the crew camped along the shore in tents. Naturally enough it was Sulivan who had volunteered to inspect the damage to her false keel, who had dived again and again into the shimmering water. Finally he had been hauled back aboard exhausted, the skin on his back lacerated by the jagged copper below. FitzRoy had been forced to take over the task himself, to prevent his shattered subordinate flinging himself back into the sea. The youngster had paid for his exertions, though, with a bout of dysentery, and now lay weak in a sick-bay cot with a high fever and a chamber pot for company.

  




  

    They had hauled the                                                                     Beagle







































































 out of the water using ropes, her fat belly ripped and encrusted with barnacles, gasping and glistening like a landed whale as the seawater streamed off her in a hundred cascades. They had laid her down by hand on a platform constructed from four large market-boats. They had re-payed the cracked pitch in her seams and sealed it with hot irons; they had cleaned out her bilges, oiled her blocks, blacked her meagre armaments and painted the gun-carriages; they had polished her brightwork to a mirror finish with brick dust. And then she had been lowered snugly into the water again, to be welcomed back by the warm waves lapping around her hull.

  




  

    Between Rio de Janeiro and the river Plate he had drilled the men relentlessly: reefing and furling sail in all weathers, sending down sails and yards for imaginary repairs, or waking the crew in the middle of the night to fix non-existent leaks. They had performed gun drill at all hours, summoned to action stations without warning by the drums pounding out the rhythm of ‘Heart of Oak’. Piped orders were practised again and again. Orders that had needed to be yelled through the speaking trumpet at first were now kept to a minimum. The boatswain had only to bark, ‘Make sail!’ and the bare trees of the Beagle’s masts would bloom white within minutes. She would always be an ungainly little brig, her decks awash even in the lightest seas; she would never dance adroitly to the tune of her captain like one of the elegant ships-of-the-line. But she was at last assuming a sturdy reliability that did her company credit. FitzRoy was beginning to feel proud of his sailing-spoon.

  




  

                                                                          


  




  

    ‘It begins to look very dirty to leeward, sir.’ Lieutenant Kempe was one of those perverse customers whose smile – half grin, half grimace – carried a hint of satisfaction at unfortunate developments. But he was unquestionably correct. The giant pillars of cloud on the western horizon were filling and darkening, and appeared to be increasing in size – which did not make sense, as the warm, gentle breeze that half filled the Beagle’s sails was blowing from the north-east.

  




  

    ‘Barometer reading?’

  




  

    ‘Steady, sir, 30.20. That’s up from 30.10 half an hour ago.’

  




  

    Everything was as it should be. The barometer said so. But tiny alarm bells rang in FitzRoy’s mind. Most of the crew didn’t hold with barometers – he’d had a hard job, in fact, persuading his officers that such gadgets had any part to play in modern seamanship – preferring their captain to handle the ship by instinct. A good captain, of course, was capable of marrying science and nature in his deliberations. The barometer may indeed have been adamant that nothing was wrong, and the nor’-easterly behind them may have contained barely enough vigour to ruffle the milky sheen of the estuary, but this, he was keenly aware, was no ordinary estuary. More than twice as wide as the English Channel at Dover, the river Plate was notorious for its sudden                                                                     pampero







































































 storms. None of the crew had ever seen one, but they had heard the stories. Their instincts tensed like violin strings.

  




  

    A long dark roll of cloud had curled into being on the horizon, filling the spaces between the vapour columns and blotting out the setting sun. Should they cut and run for the shore, he wondered? Or should they drive ahead to the sanctuary of Maldonado Bay? The former would involve disobeying orders. The latter risked being caught in the open, if this was indeed a                                                                     pampero.

  




  

    ‘Barometer reading?’

  




  

    ‘Steady, sir, 30.20.’

  




  

    This simply didn’t make sense. If a storm was indeed in the offing, the barometer should have been sharing his alarm. He resolved to stay on course for Maldonado.

  




  

    ‘No, wait a minute, sir. The quicksilver is dipping. 30.10, sir ... it’s dipping fast, sir. It’s dipping really fast, sir. 30 dead, sir. It’s dipping really fast, sir.’

  




  

    Even as the master relayed the bad news, the nor’-easterly wind behind them dropped away to nothing. The sails fell slack against the masts. Only the creaking of the rigging betrayed the                                                                     Beagle



































































’s presence in a world of silence. There was a moment of hush on deck, as officers and crew stood in awe and watched the cloud columns grow, thousands of feet high now, grotesque black billows at the core of each pillar like the smoke from a cannonade.

  




  

    FitzRoy’s ribcage constricted.                                                                     It’s so easy to know what action to take when you are only the subordinate. I have to take charge. Now.

  




  

    ‘Barometer reading 29.90, sir. The temperature’s dropping too, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Take her into the shore, Mr Murray. Any shelter you can find.’

  




  

    Murray made a quick calculation. ‘Lobos Island is only a few miles off the coast, sir, but there’s no breeze.’

  




  

    ‘I believe we shall have a sufficiency of wind before very long, Mr Murray.’

  




  

    ‘Aye aye, sir.’

  




  

    The master relayed the instructions to the helmsman. ‘Larboard – I mean, port – a hundred and thirty-five degrees.’

  




  

    The cadaverous half-smile continued to divide Lieutenant Kempe’s bony features. The crew were still learning to use the word ‘port’ instead of ‘larboard’, at FitzRoy’s insistence: ‘larboard’ could sound uncommonly like ‘starboard’ in the middle of a storm.

  




  

    The helmsman swung the wheel down smoothly with his right hand, and the ship inched slowly to starboard, reluctantly answering the call of her rudder.

  




  

    ‘Double-reefed topsails, Mr Sorrell, and double-reefed foresail. Batten the hatches and put the galley fires out.’

  




  

    The boatswain piped the orders to the crew, and within seconds the rigging swarmed with figures: younger, lighter hands in the tops and out on the yard-arms, burlier sailors in the centre, wrestling with the heavier, more uncooperative shrouds of canvas.

  




  

    A few seconds, and the adjustments were made. Now all they could do was wait like sitting ducks, and hope that the storm, when it came, would fill their reduced sails sufficiently to drive them towards the darkening shore.

  




  

    ‘Barometer reading 29 dead, sir.’

  




  

    ‘That’s impossible,’ breathed FitzRoy. He had never known the quicksilver fall so far so fast. Swiftly, he crossed the deck to check for himself. There was no mistake. You could actually see it falling with the naked eye.

  




  

    ‘Hold on to your hats,’ murmured little King, somewhat unnecessarily. They were clearly in for the blow of their lives. Hands closed silently around ropes, rails and brass fittings – anything that looked securely screwed down.

  




  

    ‘Look, sir,’ said Bennet, ruddy-faced under his flaxen mop. He’d come up on deck as the ship had changed course, and was now leaning over the port rail and squinting upriver to the west. All eyes followed the direction of his gaze. Before the rolling black cloud lay a lower bank of what appeared to be white dust, skimming across the silken brown waters towards them at incredible speed.

  




  

    ‘What is it? A sandstorm?’

  




  

    FitzRoy reached for his spyglass. Even at closer quarters, the white band across the horizon was difficult to make out. ‘Great heavens ... I think it may be ...                                                                     insects.’

  




  

    As he breathed the last word, the vanguard was upon them. Butterflies, moths, dragonflies and beetles arrived by the thousands, a charging, panic-stricken battalion, driven helplessly by the surging winds at their back. They flew into blinking eyes and spluttering mouths, snagging in hair and ears, taking refuge up nostrils and down necks. They clung to the rigging and turned the masts white. The sails disappeared beneath a seething mass of tiny legs and wings.

  




  

    Even as the crew fought to clear their faces of these unwanted guests, the sea did it for them. Thick spume arrived in a volley, borne on a wall of wind that smacked into the port side of the Beagle with a shudder. Suddenly the sails filled to bursting, the wind squealed through the rigging, and the little brig darted forward as if released from a trap, keeling violently to starboard as she did so. The spume thickened into dense white streaks of flying water, the ocean itself shredded and torn as the elements launched their frenzied attack, raking the ship’s side like grapeshot. The sound of the wind raised itself into an indignant shriek, and then, beneath it, came something FitzRoy had never heard before: a low moan like a cathedral organ.                                                                     How appropriate,







































































 he thought – for this was indeed shaping up to be a storm of Old Testament proportions.

  




  

    Straining under the press of sail, and foaming in her course, the little brig drove crazily forward, her masts bent like coach whips.

  




  

    ‘Another hand to the wheel!’ shouted FitzRoy. No one heard him, but no one needed to: already two or three men were moving forward to assist the helmsman, who grappled with the wheel as it bucked first to port and then to starboard in his grasp. Like a burst of artillery fire, the fore staysail, the thick white triangle of sturdy English canvas that led the ship’s charge, flayed itself to ribbons as if it had been a mere pocket handkerchief.

  




  

    ‘Storm trysails, close-reefed!’ FitzRoy screamed from an inch away into Sorrell’s ear. Again, the crew barely needed the boatswain’s frantic attempts to relay the instruction. Figures swarmed back up the masts like monkeys, into the rigging and out on to the violently swaying yards. Even though they were close-reefed, the sails flapped madly, fighting like wild animals to cast aside their handlers, but gradually, steadily, they were brought under control. The storm trysails were FitzRoy’s only remaining option. Too much sail and the wind would rip the canvas to pieces. Too little and the ship would lose steerage, leaving the elements free to batter her to destruction.

  




  

    The sea was heavy now, the ship rolling, the decks swept every few seconds by several feet of thick, foamy water. The sky had turned black, but incessant lightning flashes were now illuminating the scene, both from above and below.                                                                     It’s



    like an immense metal foundry, thought FitzRoy. God’s machine room. If just one of these lightning bolts strikes a mast, we’re all dead men



































































. A flash illuminated Kempe’s skeletal face to his left, and he could read the fear written there. The lieutenant’s smile was frozen mirthlessly on his face.                                                                     I must not give in to my own fear. If I do they will smell it. They will know.

  




  

    Hanging grimly to the taffrail behind them, Midshipman King stood open-mouthed in wonder.                                                                     Even during two years in the south, he’s never seen a storm like this



































































, FitzRoy marvelled. Then he followed King’s gaze. Then he saw the wave. And then all of them saw it, illuminated in a white sheet of electricity. A wall of water as big as a house – forty feet high? Fifty? Sixty? – towering above the port beam, a sheer brown cliff frozen in the lightning’s flash.

  




  

    ‘All hands down from aloft!’ he tried to shout, but the words died in his throat as he realized there wasn’t time. Every man on deck slid his arms and legs deep into the rigging, each desperately trying to sew himself into the very fabric of the ship, muttering prayers that the ropes would hold fast. FitzRoy looked up and saw the topmen scrambling in from the yards to the crosstrees on the mast. Another lightning flash, and his eyes locked with the terrified gaze of the Cornishman who had greeted him on his first day aboard. The man was clutching for dear life to the main-topmast cap.

  




  

    A moment later, and the wave took the weather quarter-boat, effortlessly crumpling the little cutter to matchwood. Four brisk rifle shots snapping across the wind indicated that the windward gunports had blown in. Then the wave slammed across the deck, illuminated stroboscopically by the lightning, bulldozing into the men tangled in the rigging, pulverizing everything in its path. It felt like being hit by an oxcart. The Beagle tipped at an alarming angle, the whaleboat on the lee side dipped momentarily under the surface, instantly filled to the brim with water and was gone.                                                                     She’s going over on her beam-ends. Dear Lord, we’re going down.

  




  

    As the wave passed, FitzRoy looked back up for the Cornishman, but the entire main-topmast was gone, the main-topsail and the crewman with it. The fore-topmast was gone too, and the jib-boom, while the maindeck bow gun, which had been lashed abreast of the mainmast, had jack-knifed in its lashings, carriage upwards. Most of the remaining sails were flying free of their stays, flapping insanely. The lee side of the deck was still under water. The ship sagged helplessly, seemingly uncertain as to whether to right herself or give up the ghost and slide silently into the depths. FitzRoy could see the drenched figure of Midshipman Stokes, up to his waist at the lee rail, hurling the life-buoy into the surging waves. Beyond him two figures in the surf struck out powerfully for the                                                                     Beagle



































































’s side, only to be swallowed by the darkness. When the lightning flared again, there was no sign of either man.

  




  

    Even as Stokes performed his vain rescue act, FitzRoy screamed and gestured to Murray, who had lashed himself to the wheel, to bring the stern round into the wind; but it was clear from the helpless look in the master’s eyes that the                                                                     Beagle







































































 would no longer answer her helm. And yet agonizingly, unwillingly, the natural buoyancy of the little ship began to assert itself over the weight of water that had flooded her below decks. Like a cask she rose, and slowly regained her trim. As she climbed gradually towards safety, a second big wave cascaded across the decks. Stokes, caught in the open, slipped to the floor and was slammed against the lee rail, a mass of broken spars and tangled ropes piling after him, but somehow the water pouring through the sluices pinned him there, bruised and bloodied. Again the                                                                     Beagle







































































 fought to right herself.

  




  

    This is my ship. I must do something, before the next wave destroys us.







































































 FitzRoy slithered across the incline of the deck, grabbed a hatchet and hacked through the stern anchor-rope. Kempe, frozen to the compass-housing, looked on in horrified confusion, clearly thinking his captain had gone mad – but one or two of the seamen cottoned on, and stumbled across to help him. Between them, they grabbed the biggest fallen spar, lashed it to the rope-end, and hurled it overboard. Then FitzRoy hauled the dazed and bleeding Stokes back up the planking by his collar, just as the third wave made its pulverizing way across the deck. The waves were coming every thirty to forty seconds now, the crest of each peak level with the centre of the Beagle’s mainyard as she floundered her way through the troughs.

  




  

    Curled in a dysentery-racked ball of pain in his cot below decks, Bartholomew Sulivan was shaken by the sight of the sick-bay door slamming open, forced off its catch by a waist-high tide of green water, even as the ship lurched and threatened to pitch him into it. Outside the door he could see crewmen, those who would normally have been resting between watches, bailing furiously for their lives. There was no time to feel for his uniform in the guttering flame from the oil-lamp, so he plunged through the cabin door in nightshirt and bare feet, and waded towards the companionway leading to the upper deck.

  




  

    Gradually, the                                                                     Beagle







































































 began to slew round. The anchor cable had run right out to the clink, and the lashed-on spar, acting as a huge rudder, was pulling her stern round into the wind. Sulivan took in the scene at a glance, his white nightshirt flapping madly in the wind. One or two crewmen froze in astonishment. Was this the ghost of their former captain, come to claim their souls?

  




  

    FitzRoy froze too, but for different reasons.                                                                     I’m not running a damned kindergarten here, you young idiot! Get back inside!







































































 He gestured angrily for Sulivan to retreat, but the youngster was not to be deterred. He had the best eyesight of any on the ship, and a lookout was needed. Barefooted, adrenaline dulling the vicious pain in the pit of his stomach, he sprang into the mizzen-mast rigging, and clambered up into the wildly swaying tops. Shorter and stouter than the other two masts, the mizzen-mast was the only intact vertical remaining on the Beagle’s deck. With the ship’s stern into the wind, it would now be taking the brunt of the waves. In the circumstances, it was an almost suicidal place in which to locate oneself.

  




  

    Sulivan did not have long to wait. The first really big sea to approach from the stern thundered up underneath the rudder, like a horse trying to unseat its rider. As the little brig’s stern climbed towards the crest, her bow wallowed drunkenly in the trough. Broken spars and torn canvas shrouds cascaded down towards the bowsprit, some fifteen feet below the wheel. Then, with a smack, the wave broke over them from behind, punching the air from the sailors’ lungs and flooding the maindeck to waist height. Such was the weight of water that the                                                                     Beagle







































































 slewed off course, her stern drifting to starboard; and FitzRoy, Bennet and Murray fought the wheel, every sinew straining, to prevent her broaching. FitzRoy barely dared look up at the mizzen-mast, but look he did, and there, sheened by lightning, was the wild, drenched figure of Sulivan, his face flushed with excitement, punching the air by way of a return greeting.

  




  

    Another mighty sea came billowing over the stern, and another, and it became clear to the exhausted men at the wheel that they must soon lose their battle to keep the ship in line with the wind and the waves. All but one of the storm trysails were gone now, ripped into convulsing shreds by the banshee winds. With insufficient sail to guide her, it was only a matter of time before the Beagle slewed beam-on to the weather again.

  




  

    FitzRoy fought to clear his mind.                                                                     If the steering chains or the rudder quadrant snap we’re finished anyway.







































































 He gripped the wheel ever more tightly with cold, shaking fingers.                                                                     We’ll have to bring her head round into the wind. It’s our only way out of this. I’ll have to take a gamble with our lives.

  




  

    There must, he calculated, be about thirty-five seconds on average between waves. To bring the                                                                     Beagle



































































’s head right round would take longer than that. If she was caught beam-to between waves in her battered state, she would certainly be rolled over. But if she stayed where she was, with big seas breaking repeatedly over her stern, the end would only be a matter of time. FitzRoy took a decision. Prising his fingers from the wheel, he grasped the hatchet once more, fell upon the anchor rope, and severed the rudimentary rudder that was keeping her in position. Then he seized the wheel from the bewildered Murray and waited for the next wave. Lieutenant Kempe, long past understanding, stood like a statue, clinging bedraggled to one of the uprights of the poop rail. Little King, open-mouthed, sea-battered and frozen in shock, no longer a naval officer but a stunned child, seemed barely to know where he was.

  




  

    Another big breaker reared up behind them. FitzRoy could not see it, but he felt his knees give way as the deck surged up beneath his feet. As it did so he swung the wheel down violently to his right. The ship yawed to starboard, surfing down the rising face of the wave as the wind caught the tattered remnants of her canvas.

  




  

    Of course, thought Murray, who suddenly understood. FitzRoy had used the force of the wave to accelerate the Beagle’s about turn to gain her a few vital extra seconds. It was an extraordinary gamble, for as she swung round, she rolled exaggeratedly to port, almost on her beam-ends once more. The lee bulwark dipped three feet under water, all the way from the cat-head to the stern davit. Foaming eddies of water barrelled across the deck, thumping into the chests of the crew, grabbing at their clothing, inviting them down into the depths.                                                                     The skipper’s mistimed it. She’s going down.







































































 The main-topsail yard blew right up to what remained of the masthead, like a crossbow fired by a drunkard who’d forgotten to insert a bolt. Incredibly, tiny figures still hung from each yard-arm, tossed about like rag dolls but somehow still clinging to braces and shrouds. Up on the mizzen-mast, like a gesticulating lunatic on the roof of Bedlam, Sulivan swung far out above the boiling sea, the mast dipping so low over the water it seemed as if he would be pulled under by the next wave.

  




  

    But somehow, slowly, ever so slowly, the Beagle rose again, her prow swinging, inch by inch, round into the gale. Water sluiced through her ports as her decks emerged once more from the angry foam. A flash of lightning illuminated the next monstrous peak. It was some way off, but it was coming in fast. The little ship seemed to be taking an age to manoeuvre herself into the wind. FitzRoy could only pray now.                                                                     Come round faster. For God’s sake, come round faster.







































































 It was as if the little brig herself was rooted to the spot in fear. Imperceptibly, she felt her way by degrees to port, painstakingly precise in her movements, a frail, unwilling challenger turning to face a champion prizefighter.

  




  

    The lower slopes of the wave slid under her bow, feeling her weakness, hungrily seeking the leverage to roll her over. The                                                                     Beagle







































































 began to climb, but she began to roll too. Higher and higher she climbed; further and further she rolled to port. And then the peak of the wave furled over the prow, to deliver the final, killer punch. The                                                                     Beagle’







































































s bowsprit pierced the wave’s face at an insane, impossible angle; then she took the full impact three-quarters on, a foaming maelstrom powering unstoppably across her decks.

  




  

    FitzRoy could see nothing. Surging white water filled his eyes and mouth. He no longer knew whether he was facing upwards or downwards. He merely fought for life, the breath sucked from his lungs by the thundering impact of the wave. Was this it? Was this to be his death, here, off the South American coast, at the age of twenty-three? Then, suddenly, there was air, and with a wild surge of elation he knew that she was through, that the                                                                     Beagle







































































 had gone through the wave, that she had come round into the wind.

  




  

    And then he saw Sulivan, like an extra sail tangled in the mizzen-tops, screaming soundlessly and pointing to the stern. He followed the line of Sulivan’s jabbing finger but there was nothing there, only blackness. Another big sea furled over the prow. The                                                                     Beagle







































































 shuddered and backed off, but she had ridden the wave sufficiently to hold her course. By now Sulivan was positively frantic. FitzRoy’s eyes tried to follow his wild signalling once again, and there, framed by an encompassing sheet of lightning, he saw what Sulivan had been trying to warn them of: the sheer rock face of Lobos Island, not eighty yards off the stern. Gesticulating for all hands to follow him, he lunged across the deck and fell upon the larger of the two remaining bower anchors, still attached to the ship by thick iron cables. Other crewmen fought with the second anchor, and with a clanking rush that in ordinary circumstances would have been deafening, but could barely be heard above the crash of the storm, several hundred pounds of cast iron disappeared over the side and into the water. The anchors bit immediately. Just how shallow the water was became apparent as another wave slammed into the prow, and the                                                                     Beagle







































































 juddered back again, her hull actually scraping across the smaller of the two anchors as she did so. The chains began to pay out, and they could all now see the face of the island rearing behind them, maddened white surf thrashing about the rocks at its base. It was a matter of yards now. The Beagle shipped another towering sea, which forced them to give yet more ground, towards the solid wall at their backs. To have come this far, to have fought against such odds, only to be dashed to pieces against the shore!

  




  

    Then, a shuddering sensation, which ran the length of the deck, announced that the cable had run to the end of its scope. Now it was up to the anchors to hold them. FitzRoy thanked God he had ordered the boatswain to inspect every link of her chains, and hoped to Christ that Sorrell had done his job properly. Another wave thumped into the prow, and all of them felt the rudder scrape against shingle; but the                                                                     Beagle







































































 gave no more ground. As long as the cables did not part, they might yet be safe from destruction. FitzRoy stared back up into the mizzen-tops once more, hoping to acknowledge Sulivan’s presence, hoping to let him know that he had saved them all, but there was no sign of life from the young midshipman.

  




  

    Exhausted, every drop of energy spent, Sulivan clung, barely conscious, to the swaying rigging, a shapeless white bundle of rags flapping against the night sky.

  




  

                                                                          


  




  

    ‘By the looks of it you were knocked about like peas in a rattle.’

  




  

    Admiral Otway chuckled to himself, while FitzRoy wished he had moored somewhere else. Once more, he found himself standing to attention in the admiral’s cabin, this time with the Beagle clearly visible through the stern-lights. She did, he had to admit, look a sorry sight: not only was she battered almost beyond recognition, but what remained of her rigging was festooned with drying clothes and hammocks. Ragged wet sails hung limp from her booms.

  




  

    ‘The locals say it was the worst storm for twenty years. You must have enjoyed a pretty half-hour.’

  




  

    Half an hour?







































































 FitzRoy’s mind reeled. It had felt like eternity.

  




  

    ‘If you ask me, it’s your own deuced fault, Mr FitzRoy, for cutting matters so fine.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘So, what damage to report?’

  




  

    ‘Both topmasts were carried away, with the jib-boom and all the small spars. I didn’t even hear them break. We lost the jib and all the topsails, even though they were in the gaskets. Two boats were blown to atoms – just shivered to pieces – and ... and two men were drowned. Another two were crushed by a falling yard, and another badly cut by a snapped bowline.’

  




  

    ‘A couple of matlows are neither here nor there. You can have some of mine. But the damage to the ship is more serious. You’ll have to put into Monte Video for new boats and running repairs.’

  




  

    Otway’s tone mellowed, as he sensed FitzRoy’s distress. ‘Would you care for a glass of madeira? It’s a devilish fine wine.’

  




  

    FitzRoy demurred.

  




  

    ‘Don’t censure yourself unduly, FitzRoy. The                                                                     Adventure







































































 was laid right over on her side and lost her jolly-boat, and she was safe in harbour. The                                                                     Adelaide







































































 didn’t go undamaged either. Sailors die all the time.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t understand it though, sir. The barometer gave no indication there was going to be such a blow.’

  




  

    Otway grunted. ‘Still taking the advice of the little gentleman and lady in the weather-box? That machine of yours is little more than a novelty, and the sooner you appreciate it the better.

  




  

    

      “When rain comes before the wind,



      




      Halyard, sheets and braces mind,



      




      But if wind comes before rain,



      




      Set and trim your sails again.”

    


  




  

    That’s the only wisdom I’ve ever needed in thirty years.’

  




  

    FitzRoy remained silent.

  




  

    ‘Now. One other matter. This Midshipman Sulivan of yours. What sort of fellow is he?’

  




  

    ‘He’s a trump, sir. I never saw his equal for pluck and daring. He can be eager and hasty, it’s true, and he is, well, not the neatest of draughtsmen. But I’d say there’s not a finer fellow in the service, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Excellent, excellent.’

  




  

    ‘He’s a Cornishman, from Tregew, near Falmouth. He has the most extraordinary powers of eyesight. He can see the satellites of Jupiter with the naked eye. He’s also an exceptionally devout officer, sir.’

  




  

    ‘What sort of “devout”?’

  




  

    ‘Midshipman Sulivan is a sabbatarian, sir.’

  




  

    A harrumph from Otway. ‘Can’t say I hold with evangelicals myself. The Church of England should be good enough for any civilized man. Still, he sounds just the fellow. A vacancy has arisen for an officer of the South American station to study for a lieutenant’s examination back in Portsmouth. He can join the                                                                     Ganges







































































 for a week or two, then transfer to the                                                                     North Star







































































 under Arabin. She’ll give him passage home. It’s a splendid opportunity for the boy.’

  




  

    FitzRoy bit his lip. ‘Yes, sir. Yes, it is.’ As weary and exhausted as he felt, the spirit drained from FitzRoy more profoundly than it had at any point during the previous evening’s ordeal. They were taking away his only friend.

  




  

                                                                          


  




  

    Sulivan found FitzRoy seated at the table of his tiny, sopping cabin, adrift on a sea of home-made charts and diagrams scribbled across salt-damp paper. The young man ducked his head to enter and rested his hand on the washstand; his body was still weak from the effects of dysentery.

  




  

    FitzRoy gestured for him to sit. ‘You are supposed to be in the sick list, Mr Sulivan. I’m surprised the surgeon has allowed you up and about.’

  




  

    ‘He ... I didn’t really feel it necessary to tell him, sir. I’m really very much better.’

  




  

    ‘You don’t look it. But, as it happens, it was necessary for me to pay you a visit. The entire vessel owes you a vote of thanks for your bravery. Your foolhardy bravery, I should attest.’

  




  

    Sulivan coloured. ‘Not a bit of it, sir. That’s why I came to see you ... I felt you should know that the crew are saying you saved their lives. The officers and the men. Nobody else could have navigated us through that maelstrom.’

  




  

    ‘I didn’t save anybody’s life. I cost two sailors theirs by my own incompetence.’

  




  

    ‘That’s not true!’ Sulivan blurted out.

  




  

    ‘At the first sign of those unusual cloud formations, I should have stood in to the shore, reefed the sails, struck the yards on deck and sat tight. I made a serious mistake.’

  




  

    ‘You had orders to follow!’

  




  

    ‘Orders set out a month previous, with no foreknowledge of the weather that was to befall us. I should have had the courage to act by my own initiative.’

  




  

    ‘Orders must be obeyed. You know that – sir. You did the only thing you could do.’

  




  

    ‘Did I? I misread all the meteorological signs. The state of the air foretold the coming weather, but I did not have the experience to diagnose it.’

  




  

    ‘Nobody can foretell the weather, sir. It’s impossible.’

  




  

    ‘Come, come, Midshipman Sulivan. Every shepherd knows the value of a red sky at night.’

  




  

    ‘Those are old wives’ tales, surely.’

  




  

    ‘I grant you they have little obvious basis in natural philosophy. But they are valid observations all the same. Look at this.’ FitzRoy indicated a pencil sketch of what looked like a small white cheese wedged beneath a large black one. ‘Remember the conditions before the storm hit us? Warm air blowing from the north-east, barometric pressure high, temperature high. Then the conditions when the tempest began – cold air from the south-west, the temperature right down, pressure collapsing. This white wedge is the warm tropical air from the north. The black wedge is the cold polar air from the south. The cold air was moving so fast it dragged against the surface of the land, so the forward edge of it actually flowed over the warm air and trapped it underneath. Hence all those giant clouds. And it trapped us underneath with it.’

  




  

    Sulivan’s mind raced to keep up.

  




  

    FitzRoy’s eyes were alight with enthusiasm. He flung out a question. ‘What causes storms?’

  




  

    ‘High winds.’

  




  

    ‘No. High winds are the                                                                     result







































































 of storms, not the cause of them. That storm was caused by warm air colliding with cold air. Where are the stormiest locations on earth?’

  




  

    ‘The Roaring Forties. The South Atlantic. The North Atlantic ...’

  




  

    FitzRoy let Sulivan arrive at his own conclusion.

  




  

    ‘... The latitudes where the cold air from the poles meets the warm air from the tropics?’

  




  

    ‘Exactly. The barometer didn’t get it wrong yesterday. I did. The barometer stayed high because we were at the front of the heated air flow just before it was overwhelmed by the colder air above.’ Excited now, FitzRoy warmed to his theme. ‘What if every storm is caused in the same way? What if every storm is an eddy, a whirl, but on an immense scale, either horizontal or vertical, between a current of warm air and another of cold air?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know ... What if?’

  




  

    ‘Then it could theoretically be possible to predict the weather – by locating the air currents before they collide.’

  




  

    ‘But, FitzRoy – sir, there must be a myriad uncountable breezes ... The Lord does not make the winds blow to order.’

  




  

    ‘Every experienced captain knows where to find a fair wind or a favourable current. Do you think the winds blow at random? Those two poor souls who died yesterday – was that God’s punishment or the result of my blunder?’

  




  

    ‘I know it was God’s will.’

  




  

    ‘Mr Sulivan, if God created this world to a purpose, would He have left the winds and currents to chance? What if the weather is actually a gigantic machine created by God? What if the whole of creation is ordered and comprehensible? What if we could analyse how His machine works and foretell its every move? No one need ever die in a storm again.’

  




  

    ‘It is too fantastical an idea.’

  




  

    ‘What if the elements could be tamed by natural philosophy? What if the weather is really no more than a huge panopticon? It’s not a new idea. The ancients believed there was a discernible pattern to the weather. Aristotle called meteorology the “sublime science”.’

  




  

    Sulivan looked amiably sceptical at the notion that pre-Christian thinkers might have had anything valid to say about the Lord’s work. ‘But even if you could predict these ... these air currents, how could you communicate with the vessels in their path?’

  




  

    ‘What is the prevailing direction of storms?’

  




  

    ‘From the west.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know.’

  




  

    ‘Neither do I. Perhaps it is something to do with the rotation of the globe. But if the winds and currents in one place could be logged and analysed, and the results sent hundreds of miles to the east ... Think about it. The Admiralty can get a message from Whitehall to Portsmouth in thirty minutes by semaphore telegraph. Surely it might be possible to get a message to every fishing fleet in Britain in advance of any impending storm. Think of the lives that could be saved!’

  




  

    ‘From the middle of the Atlantic? How?’

  




  

    The runaway carriage of FitzRoy’s enthusiasm came to a juddering halt. He laughed, and released his grip on the pencil that he had been waving about like a magic wand. ‘I don’t know.’

  




  

    Sulivan grinned too, and despite his objections FitzRoy could see the excitement in the boy’s eyes, dark and shining in his pale, drawn face. Not the excitement of discovery, but the excitement of friendship.

  




  

    And then he remembered what he had to say to him. ‘Mr Sulivan, I’ve been across to the                                                                     Ganges







































































 to see Admiral Otway.’

  




  

    The youngster grinned conspiratorially. It was as if their old friendship had been revived, refreshed, allowed to resurrect itself here in the private confines of FitzRoy’s cabin. ‘What did the old goose want?’

  




  

    ‘The “old goose” wants to send you to England, to make of you a lieutenant.’

  




  

    Silence. Sulivan froze in his seat as if a dagger had been plunged into his back. Eventually, he spoke. ‘How did you respond?’

  




  

    ‘I coincided with him. It is an opportunity you cannot afford to turn down.’

  




  

    Sulivan’s eyes filled with tears. ‘No, you cannot. Hang me if I shall go—’

  




  

    FitzRoy interrupted softly: ‘Sulivan, I don’t set up to disappoint you – I am as wounded as you are. But this is the best step for you, as we are both well aware. I would not have acceded to his request without it were so.’

  




  

    ‘I will not go.’

  




  

    ‘Orders must be obeyed. You know that.’

  




  

    Sulivan’s face was sheened with wet. He dragged back his chair, raised himself to his feet and fled, the door slamming shut behind him.

  




  

    With a heavy heart, FitzRoy returned to his meteorological calculations. The clouds that had advanced so menacingly on the Beagle had been hard-edged, like Indian-ink rubbed on an oily plate ... Hard-edged clouds always seemed to presage wind ... It was no use. He could not concentrate. He thought of putting down his pencil, and going in search of Sulivan. He need not have bothered, however, because a moment later a gentle knock announced that Sulivan had returned. ‘Commander FitzRoy, sir. I wondered ...’ Sulivan hesitated. ‘When I first went to sea, sir, my mother made me promise to read from the psalms daily, and to pray the collect. I have never omitted that duty. She also gave me this. I have read from it every day.’ He pushed a battered red copy of the scriptures across the captain’s table. ‘I’d like you to have it.’

  




  

    ‘I cannot accept. Your mother meant for you to have it.’

  




  

    ‘I’d like you to have it, sir. It would mean a deal to me.’

  




  

    ‘My dear fellow, every lonely old captain on the seas turns to God or the bottle. It is considerate of you to drive me away from the latter prospect but ...’ FitzRoy tailed off.

  




  

    Sulivan summoned up all his resolve, more than he had required to climb the mizzen-mast during the previous night’s storm, and addressed his captain. ‘“Be strong and of good courage; be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the Lord thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest.” Joshua one, verse nine.’

  




  

    And with that, tears stinging his eyes, he turned and left FitzRoy’s cabin for the last time.

  




  




  

    Chapter Four

  




  

    Dungeness Point, Patagonia, 1 April 1829

  




  

    The three motionless figures stood sentinel on the shore, drawn up on horseback in line abreast. Some twenty feet up the beach, a lone horse stood to attention, riderless, without a saddle, but perfectly still.

  




  

    ‘They’re Horse Indians. Patagonians.’

  




  

    FitzRoy took the spyglass from Lieutenant Kempe. It was difficult to make out many details of the distant trio and their solitary companion, but it was clear from their attitude that they were an advance guard, posted to greet the ships.

  




  

    ‘Whoever named this place Dungeness was spot on,’ piped up Midshipman King. ‘I’ve been to the real Dungeness with my father. This is the living spit.’

  




  

    It was indeed. A deep indigo sea smeared against a beach of rounded shingle, backed by a low, thorny scrub. The sky was a pale cornflower blue. It could easily have been a beautiful, breezy autumn day on the Kentish coast, except for two crucial differences. First, the beach was dotted with penguins: fat, fluffy ones moulting in the sunshine, downy feathers floating off them like dandelion seeds puffed in the wind; and sleek, more confident black-and-white birds, slithering down to the sea on their bellies and launching themselves into the surf. The shallows were thick with bobbing penguin heads. The three statuesque sentries and the riderless horse, who provided the second aberrant note, now came into focus.

  




  

    ‘Either their horses are very small, or the Indians are extremely big,’ observed FitzRoy, squinting through the lens. ‘The giants of Patagonia, perhaps?’ he murmured.

  




  

    ‘I beg your pardon, sir?’ enquired Kempe.

  




  

    ‘I’ve been reading about the Patagonians in one of Captain Stokes’s books. A Jesuit missionary called Faulkner met one chief who was seven and a half feet high. Admiral Byron apparently met a man so tall he couldn’t reach the top of the fellow’s head. And Magellan reported giants here too. When he saw their footprints in the sand he exclaimed,                                                                     “Que patagones!”







































































 What big feet. Hence the name of the place.’

  




  

    ‘I can’t say we ever encountered any that big, sir, but they certainly average more than six feet. You should converse with Mr Bynoe, sir. He’s interested in the savages.’ Kempe’s tone made it clear that he found Bynoe’s interest a trifle eccentric.

  




  

    Midshipman Stokes attracted FitzRoy’s attention. ‘The                                                                     Adventure







































































 is signalling, sir.’

  




  

    All hands looked across to King’s vessel, a hundred yards away across a field of white horses, where a line of little flags was in the process of being hoisted. King was back in charge now, with the admiral gone to do His Majesty’s business at Monte Video, and would remain so for the rest of the expedition.

  




  

    ‘Captain King wants you to lead a shore party, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Very well. Mr Bennet, if you’d care to prepare the whaleboat and select six men. We’ll need firearms and ammunition. And ask Mr Bynoe if he would be good enough to join us.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll go below and get the medals ready, sir,’ offered Kempe.

  




  

    ‘Medals?’

  




  

    ‘Presents for the savages. They have a moulding of Britannia on one side, and His Majesty on the other. Savages love shiny things, sir.’

  




  

                                                                          


  




  

    ‘I am told you are something of an anthropologist.’

  




  

    Bynoe’s earnest young face flushed slightly. They were bouncing towards the shore in the                                                                     Beagle’s







































































 whaleboat, pulled along by six pairs of wiry arms. ‘I wouldn’t say that, sir. That is, I’m interested in all areas of natural philosophy but I have no great learning. Stratigraphy is what really interests me, sir, but I know so little.’

  




  

    ‘Well, you’ve had ample opportunity to study the coast of Patagonia as it hasn’t changed one whit these last thousand miles. How would you diagnose it?’

  




  

    Bynoe stared across at the featureless plain that stretched hundreds of miles into the interior, which found its end here at the southern tip of Dungeness Point. There were no hills to break the monotony, no trees, not even a solitary thicket. There had been only salt flats, low, spiny bushes and tufts of wiry, parched grass since the last white settlement at the Rio Negro; and no sign of life either, other than a few grazing herds of guanaco and the occasional disturbed, flapping ibis. ‘It’s not very interesting, is it, sir? Well, not to the other officers. They don’t reckon it much of a hobby to have the steam up about a lot of rocks.’

  




  

    ‘Is it not part of the officers’ duties to take a keen interest in the surrounding landscape?’

  




  

    ‘Well, yes, I suppose so, sir, but that rather became pushed to one side when we reached Tierra del Fuego. Conditions are so tough there. It’s just me interested now, sir – and Mr Bennet, of course, sometimes.’ Bynoe hastily added the last part, having noticed a cloud of panic pass over the coxswain’s normally sunny countenance.

  




  

    ‘And your stratigraphic diagnosis?’

  




  

    ‘I’d say there were three layers to the coastline, sir. Gravel on top, then some sort of white stone – maybe a pumice, I don’t know – then a layer of shells in the ground. I’ve had a look on a shore expedition. I couldn’t identify the white stone but I’ll tell you a curious thing about the shells. They’re mostly oyster shells, but there are no oysters hereabouts. So it looks as if the oysters have become extinct since the shell beds were laid down.’

  




  

    ‘That’s very good, Mr Bynoe, very good indeed. Has it occurred to you that the central white layer might also consist of shells, but shells that have been crushed to a powder and compressed into stone?’

  




  

    ‘Crushed by what, sir? There’s only a thin covering of gravel above.’

  




  

    ‘By the action of the water, perhaps. Why is the land hereabouts covered in salt flats? I would hazard a guess that this country was once submerged under a great many feet of seawater. A sudden inundation, perhaps, that deprived the oysters of the oxygen needed to sustain their life.’

  




  

    ‘By Jove, sir, I do believe you’ve got it!’

  




  

    ‘I wouldn’t go that far, Mr Bynoe. I am only hazarding a guess, but tell me what you know of our friends on the shore there.’

  




  

    ‘They’ll be from the settlement at Gregory Bay, sir. We stopped there in ’twenty-seven. They’re led by a woman called Maria, who speaks a little Spanish. The Horse Indians have been trading with the sealing-ships for hundreds of years, so they’re well used to Europeans. I doubt we’ll be needing those.’ He indicated the Sea Service pistols, the bag of shot, the wad cutters, rammers and the box of flints in the bottom of the boat.

  




  

    ‘A few hundred years ago they were hostile, and armed with bows and arrows. Sarmiento built two settlements, called San Felipe and Jesus. I believe there were three hundred settlers at Jesus, but the Indians left no survivors. Then in San Felipe there were about two hundred settlers, who starved to death for the most part. There were only fifteen left when Thomas Cavendish sailed by. They being Spaniards, he ... well, he put the rest to death. He renamed the bay Port Famine. You can still find a few ruined walls in the beech forest. It’s where Captain Stokes took his life, God rest his soul.’

  




  

    ‘We must thank God that we live in civilized times.’

  




  

    ‘Absolutely, sir.’

  




  

    FitzRoy sat back. Inquisitive penguin heads surrounded the boat now, craning to look over the side as it passed, then darting forward to the prow to get another look. On the beach, the three sentries were close enough to examine in more detail. There were two men and a woman, tall, muscular and broad-shouldered, each over six foot in height, with long, luxuriant black hair divided into two streams by metal fillets at the neck. What was visible of their skin was dark copper, but their faces were daubed with red pigment and divided in four by white crosses, like the flag of St George reversed. Their flesh was further ornamented by cuts and perforations. Their noses were aquiline, their foreheads broad and low beneath rough black fringes. The woman’s eyebrows were plucked bald. About their shoulders they wore rough guanaco-skin mantles, the fur turned inwards. They were armed with bolas and long, tapering lances pointed with iron. They carried an air of lean strength and wary pride. Their horses, by contrast, were small, woebegone, shaggy creatures, controlled by single reins attached to driftwood bits. Rough saddles and spurs cut from lumps of wood completed the rudimentary trappings. For FitzRoy, the comparison with Don Quixote was irresistible.

  




  

    As the whaleboat scrunched into the shingle, scattering penguins, he stepped lightly ashore. One of the horsemen broke ranks, trotted forward and gravely handed him a stained piece of paper. He unfolded it with what he hoped was comparable gravity and read:                                                                     

      

        ‘To any shipmaster:

      




      

        From Mr Low, master of the                                                                                                                                         Unicorn







































































 sealer. I write hereunder to emphasize to him the friendly disposition of the Indians, and to impress him with the necessity of treating them well, and not deceiving them; for they have good memories, and would seriously resent it.

      




      

        I beg to remain, Sir                                                                                                                                         








































































Wm. Low                                                                                                                                         








































































Master, the                                                                                                                                         Unicorn



        








































































6 February 1826

      


    


  




  

    FitzRoy refolded the paper and returned it with a nod that indicated he had understood. The horseman spoke in a low, guttural language – rather as if his mouth was full of hot pudding, thought FitzRoy – and produced a spare guanaco skin from under his saddle. Leaning forward, he proffered it to the Englishman. FitzRoy could smell him at close quarters, a deep, pungent animal smell.

  




  

    ‘                                                                    ¿Agua ardiente?



































































’ the man asked, in Spanish. FitzRoy shrugged his shoulders to indicate that he had none.                                                                     ‘Bueno es boracho.’

  




  

    ‘¿







































































abla                                                                     español?’







































































 FitzRoy asked.

  




  

    ‘Bueno es boracho,’







































































 the man repeated.                                                                     It’s good to get drunk.







































































 With that he turned and galloped away with his two companions. The lone, riderless horse further up the beach remained, as before, utterly motionless. Only then did FitzRoy and Bynoe notice that the animal was quite dead. And, furthermore, that it had been stuffed.

  




  

    ‘They’ve gone without their medals,’ murmured Bynoe.

  




  

                                                                          


  




  

    Dungeness was drawing round to the                                                                     Beagle’s







































































 quarter when the ship caught the first gust of the howling gale that blows perpetually through the Straits of Magellan. Funnelling through the narrows, where the rocky banks are so close that it seems as if a passing vessel cannot but scrape her spars against one side or the other, the winds exploded from their constricting bottleneck and swept at high speed across the shoals and sandbanks of Possession Bay. Windbound, with topmasts struck, the                                                                     Beagle,







































































 the                                                                     Adventure







































































 and the                                                                     Adelaide







































































 approached the narrows in tight formation, jinking delicately between the underwater obstacles: not just sand and rock, but huge tangled gardens of giant kelp, whose strands can grow to twenty fathoms long in just fifty feet of water.

  




  

    ‘Apart from the westerlies, there’s an opposing tidal stream of eight knots,’ explained Kempe. ‘The tide here is above seven fathoms. Last time out it took us more than a week to get through the first narrows.’

  




  

    FitzRoy was painfully aware that, as the lead vessel of the formation, the                                                                     Beagle







































































 must be first to attempt the narrows. She was already making ever shorter tacks in an attempt to zigzag against the head-wind and the current. It was hard to see how she could possibly manoeuvre through the pinched opening ahead in the face of such a gale. At least the crew were putting their backs into the process of tacking. The lower sails were clewed up and the lee braces slackened, while the weather braces became the lee braces and vice versa, and the whole process began again. It was back-breaking and repetitive work, and for every ten yards they gained against the wind, nine were lost to the current. The sailors sang as they hauled.

  




  

    

      ‘When beating off Magellan Straits, the wind blew strong and hard,                                                                                                      






































































	While short’ning sail two gallant tars fell from the topsail yard;                                                                                                      






































































	By angry seas the lines we threw from their weak hands was torn,                                                                                                      






































































	We had to leave them to the sharks that prowl around Cape Horn.’

    


  




  

    ‘I do wish they wouldn’t sing that particular shanty,’ FitzRoy murmured.

  




  

    ‘They have a song for every occasion,’ said Lieutenant Kempe, with his death’s head smile.

  




  

    ‘Would it please you if I started off a different one, sir?’ offered Boatswain Sorrell.

  




  

    ‘No, thank you, Mr Bos’n. I do believe I should be well advised not to interfere in such a matter.’ FitzRoy made a mental vow.                                                                     I will not let the elements dictate to me this time around. I will make my own luck.

  




  

    As the afternoon wore on the                                                                     Beagle







































































 made repeated attempts to tack through the narrows, but a breakthrough proved impossible, and eventually the weary afternoon watch had to admit defeat. During the dog-watches of the early evening the                                                                     Beagle







































































 stood off the narrows instead, making short tacks merely to stand still, the wind too strong for her to heave to and drift. As the sun settled, the breeze finally fell away, and the dusk was dotted like starlight by the fires of the Indians along the northern shore. The curious shrill neighs of the guanaco herds sounded from far off in the darkness. Where the deck had earlier been a scene of frantic, sweaty activity, now the dim light from the binnacle illuminated only the men at the wheel. The night lookouts took up their positions at the four corners of the ship. FitzRoy, frustrated, stalked the starboard side of the poop deck. ‘We could have made it through the narrows in this light breeze.’

  




  

    ‘It’s too dark now, sir,’ said Bennet, self-evidently, eager to please. It was his turn at the wheel.

  




  

    ‘If there’s a seven-fathom tide flowing eastward through the narrows during the afternoon,’ pondered FitzRoy, ‘then presumably it flows back west during the night.’

  




  

    ‘I suppose so, sir.’

  




  

    ‘And this dip in the wind speed. Does it occur every night or is it an aberration? Last time you were here, trying to fight your way through for a week, did the wind speed drop every evening?’

  




  

    ‘I can’t rightly remember, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Mr King, fetch me Captain Stokes’s weather book, if you please.’

  




  

    The youngster scurried off importantly, and returned with the volume. The late captain’s weather book did not really do justice to its title. It was supposed to contain all the readings of the day and the hour – wind direction and force, sympiesometer and barometer values, air and water temperatures, latitude and longitude readings – but the details recorded were sporadic at best. On this occasion, however, fate had been kind. There, in the entry for December 1826, with early-voyage enthusiasm, Captain Stokes had recorded calm evening after calm evening at the blustery exit of the First Narrows.

  




  

    ‘Pass the word for the bos’n,’ ordered FitzRoy. Duly summoned, Sorrell scurried on deck. ‘Mr Sorrell, bare poles, if you please.’

  




  

    ‘B-bare poles?’ Sorrell could hardly believe his ears.

  




  

    ‘You heard me, Mr Sorrell. Furl all the sails. We are going to ware through the narrows under bare poles. There’s eight knots of tidal stream that will take us through.’

  




  

    ‘But it’s pitch black, sir.’

  




  

    ‘The current can see where it’s going, Mr Sorrell.’

  




  

    ‘But we could hit a shoal, sir, or – or—’

  




  

    ‘Surely you are not questioning Mr Bennet’s skill at the wheel?’ A grin from Bennet found an answering smile. ‘Those who never run any risk, who sail only when the wind is fair, are doubtless extremely prudent officers, Mr Sorrell, but their names will be forgotten. I do not intend the name of the                                                                     Beagle







































































 to be forgotten.’

  




  

    ‘Lord preserve us. Aye aye, sir.’

  




  

    Sorrell piped the order to a disbelieving crew. There was activity, too, on the                                                                     Adventure,







































































 where King and his officers came to the side with nightglasses to try to make out what was afoot on board the                                                                     Beagle.







































































 Across the water came the characteristic creaks of the capstan turning, as the soaking anchor cable began its journey up the maindeck and back into the cable tier, the ship’s nippers darting here and there to straighten its passage as royal pages would shepherd home a sozzled master. Almost silently by comparison, the great dark sheets of the sails were furled up into the yards, revealing a mass of glittering stars through the                                                                     Beagle



































































’s rigging. And then, slowly, she began to drift on the tide, gliding between the shoals, riding the stream towards the dark gate ahead.

  




  

    Nobody made a sound on the                                                                     Beagle’







































































s decks as she slid through the chasm, the coxswain at the helm applying the deftest touch here and there to keep her aligned with the current. The rocks to either side appeared as misshapen silhouettes, black spaces where the starlight had been sucked away into nothingness. All ears were strained for the sound of tearing copper or splintering wood that would presage disaster. It never came. The                                                                     Beagle







































































 ghosted through the narrows with some elegance, as if guided by an invisible pilot.

  




  

    After perhaps twenty minutes the hemming rocks on either side took a step back, conceding defeat, and the channel widened out into the flat bowl of Gregory Bay. As the narrows gradually fell astern, it seemed that nobody would dare be the first to speak. Finally, Bennet broke the silence. ‘Well                                                                     done







































































 , sir,’ he breathed.

  




  

    ‘What                                                                     will







































































 my father say?’ wondered King.

  




  

    Out on the gloom of the maindeck, some unknown voice raised a hurrah.

  




  

    ‘Three cheers for Captain FitzRoy!’ And the crew gave a rousing hip-hip hurrah that brought a broad smile of relief to FitzRoy’s face, and set the dogs barking out by the campfires on the northern shore.

  




  

                                                                          


  




  

    A week later, the                                                                     Adventure







































































 and the                                                                     Adelaide,







































































 their crews no doubt flogged with exhaustion, were still battling miserably to break the wind’s stranglehold on the narrows. From the maindeck of the                                                                     Beagle







































































 it was possible to catch occasional glimpses of them tacking back and forth at the entrance, desperate to force a passage but unwilling to emulate FitzRoy’s risky experiment. The delay was becoming a matter for concern, as only two days’ supply of fresh water was left on the                                                                     Beagle,







































































 the rest being sealed and stored in the                                                                     Adelaide’







































































s barrels. There would be plenty of fresh water further south, amid the glacial streams of Tierra del Fuego, but here there was precious little: water was the one commodity that the Horse Indians were reluctant to trade. There was no shortage of food, however, and the crew had dined on fresh guanaco meat, mussels and limpets, and an unfortunate pig brought from Monte Video, which had been killed and roasted. The cook had even proudly announced the preparation of a special feast for the captain, of baked shell-pig, in honour of his navigational daring: FitzRoy had eaten the entire baby armadillo upside-down in its carapace. To ward off scurvy, the men had been sent to gather cranberries and wild celery, much to the mystification of the Indians, who seemed to subsist entirely on a diet of lukewarm guanaco meat without suffering the slightest ill effects.

  




  

    FitzRoy had also dispatched the officers to record their surroundings, dividing them rather arbitrarily by subject on the basis of any slight inclination or aptitude he had been able to discern. Bynoe had been appointed ship’s stratigrapher; Midshipman Stokes, who was revealed to have been a keen huntsman in his native Yorkshire, became the                                                                     Beagle'







































































s naturalist; the new surgeon, Wilson, rather reluctantly took on the role of collecting and recording sea life; Kempe was put in charge of all meteorological observations; FitzRoy himself concentrated on the anthropology of the native peoples. Midshipman King, desperate to become involved, was appointed general assistant to everybody. No animal, fish or shellfish could be eaten until it had been logged, examined and recorded on paper, preferably in colour. FitzRoy’s cabin was already disappearing under piles of King’s badly illustrated fish. Stokes had made the startling conjecture that the two types of penguin they had seen, distinguished as Patagonian and Magellanic penguins under the ‘Aptenodytes’ section of the ship’s natural encyclopedia, were actually adult and young forms of the same bird. The Indians of the Gregory Bay settlement were becoming used to the sight of FitzRoy and his officers poking about their tents and asking questions using sign language: strange, inquisitive white men, quite unlike the seal-catchers, who only wanted to trade, or purchase women. The investigators from the                                                                     Beagle







































































 had also solved the riddle of the stuffed horse: the animal marked the grave of a                                                                     cacique



































































, or chief. All great men, it was discovered, were buried sitting up in the sand, with their favourite horse stuffed and mounted facing the spot, to watch over them.

  




  

    ‘Mr Kempe says that the savages are a different species from us. On account of their dark skin.’

  




  

    ‘Does he, indeed.’

  




  

    FitzRoy had taken Bynoe, who seemed to be the most intelligent and eager of the officers, on another tour of the Indian camp.

  




  

    ‘Whereas Mr Wilson says they are the same as us. They are only brown because of the smoke and ochre particles incorporated into their skin.’

  




  

    ‘With all due respect to the surgeon, I feel that the absence of a qualified natural philosopher on board leaves us all somewhat in the dark.’ Really, this was too much. Even King’s fish paintings put such nonsense to shame. But the racial origins of the Patagonian tribes presented a conundrum: why were the Horse Indians such wiry giants, while a few miles to the south, across the water in Tierra del Fuego – the                                                                     Beagle’







































































s eventual destination – the Canoe Indians were by all accounts sleek, fat midgets? Every day posed new questions that FitzRoy was desperate to answer.

  




  

    The Gregory Bay encampment smelt like a penguin colony. Groups of Indians sat amid their tents, spindly affairs constructed from brushwood stakes and guanaco skin, which shuddered in the strong breeze that gusted off the bay yet somehow managed to stay upright. One circle of men passed round a clay pipe; another group played cards with painted squares of guanaco skin; a woman, naked but for decorative smears of clay, grease and animal blood, breast-fed an eight-year-old child. All ignored the two white men. FitzRoy selected an isolated group of three, whom he found sitting in a huddle, combing each other’s hair and munching any lice they found. He reached into his pocket and drew out three of the fruits of European technology: a whistle, a small music-box and his pocket watch. The whistle produced delight; the music-box, curiously, was of little interest; the ticking of the watch, however, left the Indians both fascinated and thunderstruck.

  




  

    Good relations established, Bynoe produced a notebook and pen from his satchel.

  




  

    ‘¿Habla espanol?’







































































 asked FitzRoy.

  




  

    The men looked blank. The sailors had found few people at the camp who spoke any Spanish. The celebrated Maria appeared to be absent.

  




  

    FitzRoy resorted once again to sign language. ‘Englishmen.’ He pointed to himself and Bynoe. One of the Indians heaved himself on to his haunches. His face was dramatically daubed with animal blood and charcoal streaks, an apparently martial design offset by the laconic manner with which its owner now produced a fist-sized block of salt and helped himself to a large bite. Eventually he spoke.                                                                     ‘Cubba.’

  




  

    ‘Cubba?’

  




  

    Another bite of salt.

  




  

    ‘Cubba.’







































































 White men.

  




  

    They had the first entry for FitzRoy’s dictionary. ‘Indians.’ He gestured to the trio.

  




  

    ‘Yacana.’

  




  

    Bynoe made another entry. The Indians were incurious about this: they appeared to know no system of writing or hieroglyphics. FitzRoy pointed at the tents. These were                                                                     ‘cau’.







































































 A dog was a                                                                     ‘wachin’.







































































 A fur mantle was a                                                                     ‘chorillio’.







































































 And so on, until Bynoe had some fifty everyday words listed.

  




  

    Now FitzRoy changed tack, and pointed across the bay to the southern horizon where a heaving swirl of grey cloud masked the rain-soaked mountains of Tierra del Fuego.

  




  

    ‘Oscherri.’

  




  

    With a flat hand, he gestured to indicate a short man from ‘Oscherri’. A Canoe Indian. The men laughed derisively.                                                                     ‘Sapallios.’

  




  

    One spat into the dust. Others of the tribe had gathered round to watch now, and FitzRoy noticed that one individual wore a tiny crucifix on a chain round his neck, presumably a gift or trade from the sealers. He pointed it out, and gestured at the sky. It was time to widen his linguistic horizons.

  




  

    ‘God,’ he said, adding a quick mime of thunder and lightning for good measure.

  




  

    The man nodded that he understood.

  




  

    ‘Setebos.’

  




  

    FitzRoy gripped Bynoe’s arm in excitement.

  




  

    

      ‘“His art is of such power



      




      It would control my dam’s God Setebos.”

    


  




  

    ‘Mr Bynoe – that’s Caliban, from                                                                     The Tempest



































































! If Shakespeare employed such a word in 1611, it must have been furnished by a matlow from Drake’s expedition – perhaps even by Drake himself!’

  




  

    The Indian with the crucifix began to speak, jabbing a finger at FitzRoy, then indicating the heavens to the west. Bynoe offered a diagnosis. ‘I think he’s asking if we’ve been sent by God. Or if we know God.’

  




  

    FitzRoy shook his head at the man, but it seemed to make no difference. The Indian beckoned for the two Englishmen to follow him, and the crowd parted to show them a way through.

  




  

    ‘Let us follow this Caliban, and see where he takes us,’ suggested FitzRoy.

  




  

    And so, obligingly, they allowed themselves to be led across to a nearby tent. The flap was pulled aside, releasing a thick plume of smoke, and they crawled in. A brushwood fire occupied one corner, which poured smoke into the interior of the tent, although there appeared to be no means for it to escape. Through red eyes they made out a frightened, naked woman crouched over the prone figure of a sweating baby, which was daubed with clay. On the other side of the sick child, a priest or medicine man was waving a rattle in the air, and muttering prayers or incantations over a neat pile of dried bird sinews. He looked at the new arrivals with resentment.

  




  

    ‘They want us to cure the child,’ breathed Bynoe.

  




  

    ‘Then by good fortune they have invited the appropriate person into their tent. What can you do?’

  




  

    Bynoe placed his palm across the child’s forehead.

  




  

    ‘It seems to be a simple fever, sir. Normally I’d recommend a calomel purgative. Failing that, a draught of hot port wine and a wintersbark tonic. I have tonic and wine with me – the port is cold, but it could be heated easily enough over the fire.’

  




  

    The young assistant surgeon decanted a measure of port into a small glass vessel, which he laid briefly in the embers, before administering it to the shivering patient. Then he slid the draught of wintersbark down the child’s throat. It was accepted with a hiccuping cough. Coughing himself at the thickness of the woodsmoke, and wiping his streaming eyes on his sleeve, FitzRoy gave quiet thanks for the efficacy of modern medicine. The two phials were passed round the crowd of Indians which had assembled at the tent flap, most of whom took an exploratory sniff. A faint murmur of scepticism seemed to pass among them. Finally, the owner of the crucifix – the father, perhaps? – indicated that he would like to borrow the captain’s pocket watch. FitzRoy obliged. The man took the watch reverentially, and passed it back and forth across the child’s face. The loud ticking filled the tent, seeming to still the buffeting breeze outside, and a whisper of approval passed between the Indians.                                                                     If only they knew how useless that is,







































































 thought FitzRoy.

  




  

                                                                          


  




  

    A steady, sleeting rain had set in by afternoon, persisting into the evening, and blotchy watercolour clouds obscured the fires on the shore. As usual the breeze died with the passing of daylight, enabling the                                                                     Beagle







































































 to let go its anchors; the hustle and bustle of the afternoon was replaced by the ceaseless, soothing rattle of the chain cable as it passed back and forth over the rocks below. The officers had spent the afternoon teaching the alphabet to the illiterate men. Then FitzRoy had ordered painted canvas awnings to be set up to keep the decks dry, for the official ‘song and skylark’ period during the last dog-watch. Conducted by the ship’s fiddler, this was a compulsory session of horn-pipes and sarabands for the entire company, by order of the Admiralty. As Bynoe earnestly explained, the increased blood-flow generated by dancing helped to combat scurvy.

  




  

    A perfunctory divine service had rounded off the afternoon’s activities. FitzRoy’s prayer was a standard fair-weather imprecation, but the theme of the Noachian flood had served to bring together the concerns that occupied his mind:                                                                     

      

        ‘O Almighty Lord God, who for the sin of man didst once drown all the world, except eight persons, and afterward of thy great mercy didst promise never to destroy it so again: we humbly beseech thee that, although we for our iniquities have worthily deserved a plague of rain and waters, yet upon our true repentance thou wilt send us such weather as that we may receive the fruits of the earth in due season; and learn both by thy punishment to amend our lives, and for thy clemency to give thee praise and glory; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.’

      


    


  




  

    Now FitzRoy paced the damp decks, a solitary figure, trying to thread together the Patagonians, the beds of extinct shells and the events of the Old Testament into a coherent whole.                                                                     Who for the sin of man didst once drown all the world.







































































 Was this the deluge that had crushed a million shells to white powder on the Patagonian shore?

  




  

    The night watches had been colder of late, as the freezing Falklands current brought the sea temperatures plunging, and he pulled his oilskin about him. Below decks, everything had been battened down to keep the warm tobacco fug trapped inside. Through the streaming skylights, smoky oil-lamps swung invitingly on their gimbals. In the fetid, sweaty atmosphere, the men talked about life and drowning and money and women. FitzRoy paused as he paced by the mess-room skylight where the sound of Master Murray telling a joke issued forth clearly into the night.

  




  

    ‘So Smith, who stutters, is on the tops’lyard. And he shouts to the mate below, “Me w-w-whatnots are j-j-jammed in the block of the reefing tackle.” “Yer what?” shouts the mate. “I said me w-w-whatnots are j-j-jammed in the block of the reefing tackle.” So the mate shouts, “If yer can’t speak it, me bucko, sing it.” So Smith sings out, clear as you like,                                                                     

      

        ‘“Slack away yer reefy tackle, reefy tackle, reefy tackle, Slack away yer reefy tackle, me whatnots are jammed!”’

      


    


  




  

    A pent-up explosion of masculine laughter greeted the final lines, and FitzRoy was overcome with a desire to join in, to bathe in the atmosphere of camaraderie and warmth. He descended the after companionway and opened the mess-room door; but the instant he did so, the atmosphere died as if asphyxiated.

  




  

    ‘Good evening, sir,’ said Murray politely.

  




  

    ‘Evening, sir,’ from Bynoe.

  




  

    Drinks were hastily put down, and pipes and snuff were laid on the table. Stokes was there too, and Wilson and Kempe.

  




  

    FitzRoy did his best to muster an urbane smile. ‘Good evening, men.’

  




  

    ‘Anything we can do for you, sir?’

  




  

    ‘No, thank you, Mr Stokes. I am much obliged. I merely came by to thank you most kindly for all your efforts today, and to bid you all goodnight.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you, sir. Goodnight, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Goodnight.’

  




  

    And with that FitzRoy withdrew, outwardly unruffled, but inwardly smarting that he could make such a fool of himself. On the                                                                     Thetis







































































 or the                                                                     Ganges,







































































 of course, he would have been part of such an evening’s entertainment; not by any means the most gregarious part but an integral part nonetheless. Now he was excluded by his rank. That was the way of the world, and he must accept it. Never again must he entertain such absurd emotional disarray.                                                                     I may guide them and shepherd them through difficulty and help them learn, but I cannot engage with them. I am not allowed to be their friend.







































































 He shut the mess-room door, crossed the planks, and made his way into his own cramped cabin. There he sat at his table, lit a lantern and drew the salt-stained volume of Admiral Byron’s voyages from the shelf.

  




  

    Byron had been shipwrecked in Tierra del Fuego on the                                                                     Wager







































































 half a century before, one of four to make it home to England from a ship’s company of some two hundred men. Something FitzRoy had read in Byron’s account stirred in his memory now, and he leafed restlessly through the pages to find it. There it was:                                                                     

      

        ‘What we thought strange, upon the summits of the highest hills were found beds of shells, a foot or two thick.’

      


    


  




  

    Beds of shells. On the summits of hills. Higher than those on the Patagonian shoreline. Higher than the salt crystals of the inshore salinas. Shell beds actually on the summits of hills. He took down the copy of the scriptures that Sulivan had presented him, and turned to Genesis 6: 7: ‘And the Lord said, I will destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth; both man, and beast, and the creeping thing, and the fowls of the air; for it repenteth me that I have made them.’ Was this not proof, then, of Genesis? How else did shell beds come to be on mountaintops, unless the mountains themselves had been inundated by floodwaters? There had been just eight survivors, according to the weather prayer. Had eight survivors really repopulated the entire planet? His eyes were drawn across the page, as if invisibly guided, to Genesis 6: 4:                                                                     

      

        ‘There were giants in the earth in those days ... mighty men which were of old, men of renown.’

      


    


  




  

    Giants in the earth in those days.







































































 The giants of Patagonia? Eagerly, he began to devour the verses that followed, dealing with the repopulation of the earth by Noah’s sons Shem, Ham and Japheth: how Shem begat the Semitic people, how Ham begat the Egyptians and Libyans and Cushites – the blacks – and how Japheth begat the Greeks, Parthians, Persians, Medes and Romans. How, a generation or two later, Esau married a daughter of Ishmael and begat the copper-coloured men. The red men of Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego.

  




  

    Why, then, the disparity in height between the seven-foot Patagonians and the tiny fat Fuegians they so despised? The Fuegians apparently resembled the Esquimaux and Laplanders of the north. Perhaps the exposure to cold, wet and wind, the long winters cocooned in their tents, had shortened the legs of the Fuegians and increased their body fat. Perhaps the Patagonians, like the Swahili tribesmen of Africa, had grown tall and wiry because of the fine climate, the flat terrain and the enormous distances they had to cover in following the herds. Was it really possible that humans, originally cut from the same divine template, had adapted into a score of different varieties at the behest of the climate and of their surroundings? He had so much to discuss, and no one to discuss it with. He would have given so much, at that moment, to engage in conversation with a skilled anthropologist, mineralogist, or even a priest. Did Noah, he wondered, have anyone to converse with? How unimaginably great would have been the pressures of a divine command!

  




  

    A commotion outside woke him from his reverie, and there was a knock at the cabin door. It was Boatswain Sorrell, perspiring slightly. ‘If you please, sir, I think you may care to come up on deck.’

  




  

    FitzRoy ducked out of his cabin and leaped up the companionway to the maindeck. It took his eyes a moment or two to adjust to the darkness, but he could already guess what had transpired from the sounds of cheering about him. Across the bay to the east, two small dark shapes had emerged from the gloom and the drizzle of the first narrows. After a week of fruitless, back-breaking toil, the                                                                     Adventure







































































 and the                                                                     Adelaide







































































 had taken a leaf out of FitzRoy’s book, and had slithered through the rocky gates – thankfully unscathed – on the tidal current.

  




  




  

    Chapter Five

  




  

    Desolate Bay, Tierra del Fuego, 4 February 1830

  




  

    ‘Are there any news, Mr Kempe?’

  




  

    ‘None, sir. The search parties have found no traces.’

  




  

    FitzRoy clamped his teeth in exasperation. Murray was now more than a week overdue. He had taken a party in one of the two whale-boats to survey Cape Desolation and the south-western side of the bay. Their provisions would have run out four days ago. It was a wild, surf-pounded coast, exposed to all the moods and frustrations of the Pacific Ocean, which made it all the more dangerous for men in a small open boat.

  




  

    Up to this point, everything had gone as smoothly as FitzRoy could have hoped. The ships had sailed south from Gregory Bay towards Tierra del Fuego, the scenery changing dramatically as they did so. Ahead of them stood a battalion of sombre mountains, their sides plunging sheer into the sea, their summits white-capped, shrouded by mists and swirling storms. Gloomy beech forests, some of the trunks a good twelve or thirteen feet across at the base, clung in a tangled, yellow-green mass to the leeward shores. Wherever one looked, the mountain wall was riven with inlets; islands dotted its feet, mere crumbs of stone, as if the cliffs had been hewn by a giant with an axe. Here and there, in isolated coves, slender crescents of shingle provided the only flat land. Low clouds raced and tore themselves into strips against the bare rock. Once, just once, through a ripped coverlet of grey, a glittering, frosty peak had revealed itself, towering above its fellows. This was the awesome ‘Volcan Nevado’ recorded by Pedro Sarmiento in the sixteenth century. Captain King had seen it too, in the early days of the expedition, and had renamed it Mount Sarmiento. Nowhere in all this forbidding vista was there any sign of life. If the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego were observing the ships, they gave no indication as yet of their presence. Instead, the dark channels that sliced through the mountains appeared to lead beyond the confines of the world of men, to the far ends of the earth.

  




  

    King had split the three ships up. He had turned east in the                                                                     Adventure.







































































 Skyring in the                                                                     Adelaide







































































 had been sent into the labyrinth ahead, to explore and map the Cockburn channel as it wound between sheer rock walls to the south coast. FitzRoy in the                                                                     Beagle







































































 had been ordered to follow the Straits of Magellan, turning west at Point Shut-up, then beating north-west towards the Pacific. There were inlets and channels leading off the north side of the straits, recorded a half-century before by Byron, Wallis and Carteret, that still had not been explored, surveyed or named; or, as in the case of Point Shut-up, renamed. They would keep the mountain wall of Tierra del Fuego to their port side, tacking up into the westerlies, while they explored the flatter, barren tundra of southern Patagonia to starboard. FitzRoy was looking forward to the task with enthusiasm; the only sour note was that King had transferred Bynoe to the                                                                     Adelaide



































































, where Skyring was in want of a surgeon, leaving FitzRoy to the conversational mercies of Mr Wilson in his place. Once again he had been denied the company of a potential kindred spirit.

  




  

    He had sought solace in the solid efficiency of Midshipman Stokes. Crop-haired, compact and muscular, the Yorkshireman belied his eighteen years with a performance of almost metronomic reliability. Once an order had been given to Stokes, it could be safely forgotten. Swiftly, he became FitzRoy’s most trusted surveyor. Although taciturn by nature – he was not one for a mess-room chat about the finer aspects of stratigraphy or anthropology – he was unfailingly even-tempered, and stuck by his captain through thick and thin.

  




  

    As autumn had turned to winter, FitzRoy and Stokes – the former commanding the whaleboat, the latter towed behind in the yawl – had set out with a month’s supplies to investigate the Jerome Channel, a narrow opening on the north side of the strait. They were well prepared: every man in their party carried a painted canvas cloak and a south-wester hat like a coal-heaver’s cap. In the absence of fresh food they packed the boats with tin canisters of Donkin’s preserved meats, which made an agreeable mess when mixed with the occasional wildfowl – any bird unlucky enough to have delayed its winter migration found Stokes an unerring marksman. But despite all FitzRoy’s precautions the weather tested their powers of endurance to the limit. Sometimes icy rain would set in for days; in the mornings their cloaks would be frozen hard about them. The winds whipped up short, awkward seas, which frequently threatened to capsize them, and made it impossible to land in the high-breaking surf; on occasions they had to row all night just to keep the two boats aligned with the waves.

  




  

    Then there was the time-consuming, exhaustive work of the survey itself. This was modern, scientific map-making, not the broad guesswork of old. Soundings had to be made in every bay using the yawl’s leadline, while the whaleboat foraged in the shallows rudder up, making transects with the leadline at various angles. At every land station, heavy theodolites had to be manhandled up hills, small portable observatories had to be set up, and the ship’s chronometers had to be rated. It was a thankless task, but the men set to it with vigour.

  




  

    And what discoveries they made. To their astonishment, the Jerome Channel widened out into a vast inland sea some sixty miles wide, hitherto unsuspected, which FitzRoy named Otway Water. A side-channel was named Sulivan Sound in honour of his departed friend; the celebrated Mr Donkin’s preserved meats were commemorated at Donkin Cove, while bays were named after Lieutenant Wickham of the                                                                     Adventure







































































 and FitzRoy’s sister Fanny. At the far end of Otway Water, a narrow, twisting passage opened in the hills, which led, astonishingly, to another vast inland sea sixty miles long by twenty miles across. Frozen blue Niagaras of ice marked its western terminus, riven by serrated channels, where improbably shaped icebergs barged and jostled each other with silent grace. FitzRoy named this second reach Skyring Water, in honour of that gentleman’s steadfast good humour in accepting his situation. Their provisions ran low before they could ascertain whether or not there was any exit from Skyring Water to the sea; so they made their way back to the                                                                     Beagle,







































































 their thick winter beards streaked with ice. FitzRoy himself had lost two toes through frostbite; but no man had uttered a word of complaint, and their commander burned inside with a fierce pride. He would turn the                                                                     Beagle







































































 into the best, the most efficient survey packet the Royal Navy had ever sent forth.

  




  

    The rest of the winter had been taken up with following the straits to their conclusion, searching for channels in the cold rain and sparse daylight. Sulivan had been remembered again at Cape Bartholomew; King had been commemorated thrice in one vista at Cape Philip, Cape Parker and King Island. They had seen seals teaching their pups to swim, supporting them with one flipper, then gently pushing them away into deep water to fend for themselves. At a dark reach lined by black cliffs, now for ever entered into posterity as Whale Sound, Boatswain Sorrell had screamed ‘Hard a-port! There are rocks under the bows!’ which had revealed themselves instead to be a passing school of humpback whales. The beasts had accompanied the ship for some miles before peeling off to the south, at which juncture one had performed a graceful leap of farewell across the                                                                     Beagle’







































































s stern.

  




  

    The human inhabitants of the straits had revealed themselves rather more cautiously at first. Not that they could hope to hide themselves from the strangers – far from it. The continuous fires – the most precious possessions of each Fuegian family, which were never allowed to go out – signalled their presence on the hillsides in the dark of night, like ascending banks of church candles. Theirs was a world revealed by darkness, when their dogs barked and their drums spoke. In the daytime the Indians fell silent, and followed at a careful distance in their boats. These canoes were curious, collapsible little vessels, sewn together from tree bark and invariably split into three sections: women, children and dogs in the rear, the women paddling; men at the front, armed with sticks, stones, wooden spears or daggers, the points beaten from shipwrecked iron; and taking pride of place in the centre, the divine, unceasing fire on its bed of clay. Alongside the fire, invariably, green leaves would be piled high for making smoke signals, so that the                                                                     Beagle’s







































































 progress was tracked and monitored by all as she passed slowly up the straits. Occasionally, naked men would come to the shore in brave little clusters, shouting the single word ‘                                                                    Yammerschooner!



































































’ and waving ragged pieces of skin at the strangers; but whenever FitzRoy put down boats to establish contact, the Indians would flee into the trees long before the shore party made the beach.

  




  

    These men were nothing like the ‘noble savages’ of Patagonia. They were short, round, oily creatures, four feet fully grown, who seemed to spend as much time in the icy water – which could not have been more than a degree or two above freezing – as they did on land. They could hold their breath for several minutes at a time, before emerging from the cold black depths with the mussels and sea-eggs that seemed to comprise the bulk of their diet. It was hard to connect them with any other tribe on earth. Indeed, they seemed more like porpoises than men. They were, thought FitzRoy, like a satire on humanity.

  




  

    At Mount de la Cruz, in that part of the western straits that Cook had christened ‘The Land of Desolation’, they made contact. A group of men appeared furtively on the shore, waving skins and shouting,                                                                     ‘Yammerschooner!’







































































 as ever. One was painted white all over, another blue, another bright red. The rest were daubed with white streaks. FitzRoy gave orders for the ship to pull in to shore. It had been sleeting heavily for days, her yards and rigging were icebound, and the men’s fingers were blue with cold. The                                                                     Beagle







































































 pirouetted slowly round, like a fat ballerina. Despite the temperature, the natives on the shore were quite naked, except for the occasional tattered fox pelt thrown about their shoulders.

  




  

    Bennet squinted through a spyglass as the Indians began to jabber and gesticulate excitedly.

  




  

    ‘My eye! That crimson fellow reminds me of the sign of the Red Lion on Holborn Hill.’

  




  

    ‘Red, white and blue,’ pointed out Kempe. ‘They’ve run up the Union flag to greet us.’

  




  

    ‘It looks a regular crush on that beach, my boys,’ laughed Murray. ‘Do you reckon that shore is Terra del’s equivalent of a fashionable saloon?’

  




  

    ‘And what would you know of fashionable saloons, Mr Murray, hailing from Glasgow?’

  




  

    A chuckle ran around the poop deck.

  




  

    ‘Do you think I could hit him from here?’ pondered King, raising his gun to the port rail. ‘That would light a fire under the red savage’s tail!’

  




  

    ‘Put that down!’ snapped FitzRoy. He strode across the deck, eyes blazing, and grabbed the weapon. ‘What the deuce do you think you’re about?’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry, sir.’ King was smarting, bewildered. ‘I was only going to fire over his head, sir. You should see the savages scoot, sir, like ducks. It’s funny, sir. Captain Stokes always permitted gun amusements, sir. I wasn’t really going to shoot him, sir.’

  




  

    ‘So I should think not. They are not animals, put on God’s earth for our sport! I’m ashamed of you, Mr King.’

  




  

    ‘But – but they ain’t human, sir.’

  




  

    ‘They most certainly are men, just as you or I. Unfortunate men, maybe, forced by accident of circumstance to inhabit this Godforsaken spot, but they are our brothers nonetheless. They do not look like us because their physiognomy has adapted itself to the cold and rain. Were I to cast you ashore, Mr King, and were the good Lord to take pity on your soul and spare your life, then within a generation or two your progeny would very likely be short, plump and jabbering away like the lowliest Fuegian.’

  




  

    ‘But it doesn’t mean anything – does it, sir? Those noises they make?’

  




  

    ‘How do you know? To the best of my knowledge, no Dr Johnson has ever taken the trouble to compile a dictionary of their language. An omission I intend to remedy personally. Instead of waving a loaded gun about the maindeck, Mr King, you would be better advised to improve your intelligence of such matters. I suggest you consult the scriptures, commencing with the Book of Genesis.’

  




  

    With that, FitzRoy turned on his heel and stalked away, leaving a silence both uneasy and amused in his wake.

  




  

    ‘They say the bottle is a strict master,’ murmured Lieutenant Kempe, ‘but the good Lord is far stricter, and no easier to turn aside from.’

  




  

    They put the boats down, but by the time they reached the shingle, the natives had fled. In a clearing amid the first few trees of the wood, they found abandoned wigwams: not the spindly, elegant constructions of the Patagonians, but clumsy, squat affairs made from branches, leaves, dung and rotten sealskins piled into rounds. Carefully, FitzRoy positioned two empty preserved meat canisters at the entrance to one of the tents, then withdrew.

  




  

    The next few hours, all that remained of the short southern day, were spent climbing to the frost-shattered summit of Mount de la Cruz to survey the land around. Even though the peak was only two thousand feet above the shore, it was a hard slog. All of Tierra del Fuego’s lowlands seemed to be covered by a deep bed of swampy peat: even in the forest, the ground was a thick, putrefying bog, overlaid with spongy moss and fallen trees, into which the party frequently sank up to their knees. Finally, they reached the sleet-scoured rock above the treeline, took their round of angles, and left a soldered canister – containing a crew list and a handful of British coins – beneath a cairn for posterity.

  




  

    When they clambered back down to the beach, there was still no sign of the Fuegians, but the canisters were gone. FitzRoy took another two, placed them in the same location, and retreated to the edge of the clearing. Then, with the exception of Midshipman King, he sent the sailors back to the boats. With precautionary pistols loaded, he and King sat on their haunches, their breath condensing in the evening gloom, and waited silently for night to fall.

  




  

    After a long, cold half-hour, the dark rectangles between the tree trunks were brought into focus by smoky torches. There was a whispering in the forest, a strange, guttural confection of clicks and throat-clearings. King, nervous, edged closer to FitzRoy. Finally, the red-painted man appeared at the far edge of the clearing, tentative, wary. They could see him better now. He had the eyes of a Chinee, black, slanted at an oblique angle to his nose, which was narrow at the bridge but flattened at the point, where his nostrils flared against his face. Beneath these two black holes his face was split in two by an exceptionally wide, full-lipped mouth. His teeth, bared in his nervousness, were flat and rotten, like those of a badly tended horse; no sharp canine points disturbed their even brown line. His chin was weak and small, and retreated into the thick muscular trunk of his neck. His shoulders were square, his upper body tremendously powerful under its broad coating of fat, weighing down on the short bow legs beneath it; his feet were turned inward, his toes levelled off in a perfect rectangle. As the Indian paused, considering flight, FitzRoy could see that the backs of his thighs were wrinkled like an old man’s; presumably from a lifetime of squatting on his haunches. He was like no other creature, man or beast, that FitzRoy had ever seen.

  




  

    The Fuegian advanced slowly and cautiously towards the two canisters, keeping his eyes on FitzRoy and King throughout, inching forward until his fingers closed on his prize. His fellows watched from behind tree trunks and flaming brands, poised for a general evacuation. But just as he was about to dart for the safety of the woods clutching his reward, FitzRoy spoke in a calm, clear voice:                                                                     ‘Yammerschooner.’

  




  

    The man bared his horse-teeth again, not from nerves, this time, but in a smile. Then he seized the two canisters and darted back a pace or two, but stayed poised there, half lit on the edge of the clearing.

  




  

    Slowly FitzRoy extracted a box of Promethean matches from his pocket, with a small glass bottle containing the ignition mixture of asbestos and sulphuric acid. He unscrewed the lid and dipped the match head into the liquid. It ignited instantly, and a gasp ran round the clearing to see fire flare so mysteriously from one end of a tiny wooden stick. FitzRoy held the flaming Promethean aloft.

  




  

    ‘Yammerschooner,’







































































 he repeated.

  




  

    Curiosity overcame the red-painted man’s fear, and he edged forward.

  




  

    ‘Mr King,’ whispered FitzRoy, ‘do you have any tobacco about your person?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Slowly now.’

  




  

    Gingerly, King removed his tobacco pouch from his pocket, extracted a pinch and held it forward.

  




  

    ‘Tabac, tabac,’







































































 said FitzRoy. It was a word the Patagonians had learned. Perhaps it had filtered this far south as well. Certainly the sight of the dried leaves seemed to interest the Fuegian. A few clicks with his tongue and he beckoned the white-painted man and his blue colleague into the clearing.

  




  

    ‘He’s got something in a sack, sir.’

  




  

    The white-daubed Indian was indeed holding a sack sewn from animal skin, which appeared to be wriggling in his grasp. The man edged forward, gestured eagerly at King’s full tobacco pouch, then opened the sack to reveal the wet eyes and bemused face of a month-old puppy. From the Indian’s gestures it was clear that he wanted to trade.

  




  

    ‘Shall I give him the tobacco, sir?’

  




  

    ‘Well, we might benefit from a ship’s dog. Why not?’

  




  

    King poured the tobacco into the proffered sack, keeping the leather pouch back for himself, and took the puppy from the Fuegian by the scruff of its neck. There were friendly grins all round.

  




  

    King, however, wrinkled his nose in disgust. ‘The stench is frightful, sir.’

  




  

    It was indeed. On close inspection, it became clear that the Indians, as well as decorating themselves in outlandishly bright colours, had smeared their naked bodies from head to toe with an insulating coat of rancid seal fat. King had to restrain the puppy from licking its former owners.

  




  

    ‘Keep smiling, if you can bear to,’ said FitzRoy, through a fixed grin.

  




  

    The white-painted man gestured for the pair to enter the wigwam. King looked enquiringly at FitzRoy, who nodded, and they crawled beneath the tent-flap, into a close, dark world, which reeked of stale smoke and rotting sealskin. The men followed, extinguishing their flaming brands, and more men after them, then women and children, until the tent was heaving with Indians, and curious faces filled the triangle left at the open flap. Brushwood was brought, and before long the wigwam was filled with leaping flames and eye-watering clouds of smoke. Again, FitzRoy mounted a match-lighting demonstration to the amazed crowd, before making a present of box and bottle to the red-painted man.

  




  

    ‘Prometheans,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Prometheans,’ repeated the Fuegian, remarkably accurately. FitzRoy placed a finger to his own chest.

  




  

    ‘I am Captain FitzRoy.’

  




  

    The red man pointed to his own chest and repeated gravely: ‘I am Captain FitzRoy.’ The watching crowd in turn indicated themselves and murmured that they, too, were Captain FitzRoy.

  




  

    FitzRoy smiled, genuinely this time, and gestured to indicate King and himself. ‘Englishmen,’ he announced, and then, pointing to the red man, he added: ‘Indian.’

  




  

    ‘Englishmen,’ repeated most of the Fuegians, each indicating his or her fellow, before pointing out FitzRoy and announcing, ‘Indian.’

  




  

    ‘Did you fetch the notebook?’ FitzRoy asked King, whereupon a chorus of Fuegians also enquired whether King had fetched the notebook.

  




  

    ‘They’re first-rate mimics, sir. It’s why nobody has ever learned their language,’ King explained, handing the book across.

  




  

    ‘Why nobody has ever learned their language,’ added a small boy.

  




  

    ‘They’re first-rate mimics, sir. It’s,’ said a fat lady helpfully.

  




  

    ‘Look,’ said King, shoving a finger up one nostril and crossing his eyes.

  




  

    ‘Look,’ repeated the Fuegians, and every Indian in the tent pulled the same face.

  




  

    ‘This is getting us nowhere,’ sighed FitzRoy.

  




  

    ‘This is getting us nowhere,’ sighed the blue man.

  




  

    So FitzRoy took the pen, and started to sketch a nearby woman instead. Eagerly, the Indians gathered round to look. A reverential silence settled upon the tent. Emboldened, FitzRoy produced his handkerchief and wiped the white streaks from the woman’s face. She did not object, but adopted the air of a dignified hospital patient. When the sketch was finished, to general approbation, FitzRoy was rewarded by his model, who ornamented his face with white streaks in turn. There were murmurs of approval all round.
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