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CHAPTER ONE


To Botany Bay

On 2 January 1788 the first ship of the First Fleet sighted Terra Australis. The fleet was fifty landless days from the Cape, eight months from England. With a fair to stiff wind behind them, the Supply, the Alexander, the Friendship and the Scarborough moved towards the coast at a good speed; the Friendship had broken her own record that day, making 191 miles. Cloud raced overhead, petrels rode or fought the wind, lumps of spume broke from the choppy sea and flew about the ships. By the last lunar observation Captain John Hunter and Lieutenant William Dawes had made, the position of Van Diemen’s Land recorded in Cook’s journal was entirely accurate.

William stood on deck with a glass, checking the distant shoreline as it gradually gained depth, colour, shape, solidity. It was not the end of the journey, but it was the sailors’ first sighting of the continent they had come to settle. And after the voyage from the Cape, through the most inhospitable seas William had ever encountered, its appearance here – in just the spot recorded and predicted – had the quality of a miracle; or rather, of a figment which their collective desire for an end to their journey had willed into being.

A chart was a magical document. William had thought so on his very first voyage, aboard the Merlin, sailing from Portsmouth for North American waters. Magical, to find that precisely shaped coast materializing at the other side of the Atlantic. It was a whole stage better than learning to read, because what you read and imagined was also allowed to be physically real.

The voyage from the Cape had brought them across the southernmost parts of the Indian Ocean, almost into the Antarctic circle, and east to the southern coast of Van Diemen’s Land. The line of their progress could be drawn on a chart; indeed, was recorded daily, the ship’s position by latitude and longitude, verified by use of the sextant in lunar observation (on the fleeting occasions when the moon was visible) in conjunction with Maskeylene’s lunar tables, and the readings of the Timekeeper. But for all its precision, William had a sense that this record was pure fantasy; fantasy and almost incredible audaciousness of the intellect, to force into factual existence a direct journey across unknown seas, out of mental calculations and crosses on a piece of paper. For the reality of the voyage – the last stage of the voyage – was wilderness and chaos.

Not another ship had been sighted; it was not human territory. For days the fleet had rolled in a heavy sea with no wind, the ships swinging about with their heads different ways, chickens and goats washed overboard, and whales in the water all around them. Then strong easterlies had sprung up, driving them off-course, with rain, and albatross and petrels riding above the masts like sails broke loose; and huge seas that swamped the decks and wet everything below – clothes, bedding, and worst of all Maskeylene’s tables that William had wrapped in canvas and locked in his chest; even they were wetted, so that the pages stuck together and tore easily, and brown stains blotted the fine figures and made them harder to decipher.

The ship’s crew began to show symptoms of scurvy. The Timekeeper itself, which provided the basis for all their calculations and had been kept faithfully wound, with attendant rituals, at every midday since departure from England, was unaccountably let down: for which William knew he must blame himself above all others, and which omission of memory argued that his very mind was overwhelmed by wet black chaos. Sheep and hogs died nightly. For six days a gale kept the Supply almost constantly under water, shuddering, battling, moving up towards the air; then dumped on by the next great wave, pouring down the masts and deck, running between decks, into food and bedding, eyes, mouths, nostrils – over and over and over again. Men’s flesh was pitted, shrivelled with wet, and white as lard with cold.

But it grew colder still. Bitter weather, dark with hail and snow, low clouds that met a rising, filthy sea: black fog and no visibility from ship to ship, the lamps muffled in brief halos of flurrying illumined snowflakes, so they had to sound their guns to avoid running foul of one another or drifting off into infinite blackness. In the ice-grey daylight the lookout on the Supply called out rocks under the bows, at which the helm was put alee – but instead of rocks the men on deck made out, humping out of the white froth, two huge black whales, so close to the ship men could have stepped from the gunwale on to their backs, and men below felt the beasts’ tails beneath the wood as the ship moved over them. That wet, that darkness, that roaring of waves and heave of non-human life and creaking of the labouring ship and snap and crack of canvas, shouts of sailors, cries of sea birds, and endless tearing howl of wind: William knew that was the reality of where they were, tumbled about by elements that could as easily send them five hundred fathoms down to the glassy black world at the bottom, or five hundred fathoms south towards waters infested with ice-floes and freezing stillness, as five hundred fathoms east along their projected course.

How could they dare to imagine that on a plane between the heaving sea and the whipping twirling howling sky, they, in their brittle wooden shells, could choose to move so many miles south, so many miles east, and arrive at a place determined by themselves, where the sea would end and a land begin, where they might shelter in an already imagined harbour (the outward rocks charted in Cook’s journal, whose flimsy pages had twice made this impossible journey), and set foot on an unknown land which was ordained by their government, 12,000 miles away, to be their home?

On such a voyage, so far from England, the dots on paper, the lines and numbers on a chart, were blind faith. And so when you came in to land, like this, and found it where it should be, at the other side of the sea’s incalculable wildness, faith was substantiated; the imagined made real; like proof of the existence of God (which indeed it was – proof of His eternal bounty and kind guardianship of their voyage).

William, turning from the blotted, faded chart, the diagram, the dream of land, to the physical, rocky, spray-crested shoreline, the regular land crash of waves beating huge and slow in his ears, felt his stomach convulse with an elation he had ascribed to and envied in sea-birds: felt inside that moment when, in a high wind, a gull suddenly lifts from the topsail yard-arm, hangs weightless in the gale, then plummets sheer to its prey. Without a breath. Without a doubt. Motion.

*

STEPHEN

I wrote ‘motion’ then bracketed it, and inserted ‘action’. On a read through, crossed out the brackets and ‘action’, leaving ‘motion’. But now prefer ‘action’. Of course. Action. What William does: go forth, conquer, explore – boys-own stories, action. As opposed to my – inaction.

The problem with ‘action’, though, is its military connotation, which I can’t pretend he wouldn’t think of. As a marine, he has seen action in North American waters against the French; on the high seas against Malaysian pirates. ‘Action’ – an engagement, a grappling, a fight. Guns, bayonets, blood. That’s action. Killing people is action. I can’t imagine he would have enjoyed it or found it thrilling; he’s too burdened with conscience to be elated by a fight. I may be wrong, but at the moment I don’t see him relishing ‘action’ of that kind; and so, with regret, must forgo the word.

*

Hunter, ever wary of running on to a lee shore, gave the signal for the ships to lay to well before dark. This was as close to land as they would go for now; their voyage lay to the east, following the coast round, then north for Botany Bay. As far as William could make out, the land, which was high and rocky, was covered in scrubby bushes. In the distance were hills where the green was interrupted by odd patches of white, like snow. The darkness of the overcast sky deepened to night, and fires began to be visible on the land. How many natives around each one? Using Governor Phillip’s glass, William counted twenty-six fires dotting the black land mass.

When he came on deck after dinner the wind had blown itself out, taking the clouds with it. Fires still glinted and twinkled from the land; overhead, closer-seeming than the fires, the southern sky’s heavy crop of stars dangled almost close enough to pluck. The new moon, showing only a pared and delicate crescent of light, seemed to stand back from competition, allowing first place to the brilliance of the stars. Using the sextant, William took a careful reading of the moon’s position at 1 p.m. Greenwich time, by the Timekeeper; then sat back with the charts he had obtained at the Cape to try again to make sense of the southern stars. The constellations were familiar shapes, but upside-down. His concentration was blurred by tiredness.

Next morning Van Diemen’s Land had gone, melted away in the night. The sea was grey with a queasy irregular swell, and they were battling on to the north-east, against a gusty head wind.

They must be within a week, even if this wind kept up – say ten days at most – of Botany Bay. But even ten days would be too long for the sheep, because all the hay was finished. There was nothing on board for them to eat; the sailors mixed up a paste from flour and water, but it was too fine for the animals’ stomachs and passed straight through. There was no wood left, and only a week’s supply of coal. They had been on a three pints per day water ration for weeks, but now even that must be reduced. Some bundles of wood were brought over in the long boat from the Alexander – Governor Phillip was determined not to put ashore before Botany Bay, and William sympathized entirely with his view. They were all, from time to time, looking over their shoulders to see the Sirius and the rest of the fleet catching up; their own time had been so bad, the others could not be far behind – and yet the plan had been for the flying squadron to land early at the Bay, and prepare accommodation so that the convicts could be landed straight away.

He was glad to be running ahead of the fleet. More than glad; he thought that if the Governor had not picked him to be one of the advance party, his heart would have dried up. If he had not been of the first party who would set foot in the new colony… He thought of Cook with envy; a ship of scientifically knowledgeable men, free to follow their own inclinations in putting in to land, charting, exploring, voyaging on – without the leaden cargo of convicts which determined and hobbled the First Fleet’s movements.

And yet – and yet, he reminded himself, it may be that more good would be achieved through the efforts of the First Fleet, than through twenty voyages of scientific discovery. They were bringing this sad cargo as seed to plant in a new world; might the convicts not grow and flourish and produce a harvest better than their own poor selves? This is, William reminded himself, a very great social experiment and may lead to real improvements in the happiness of humanity – both by removing these unfortunate parasites from England, where at best they are confined in prison to plan new crimes, and at worst let loose to perpetrate them upon an undeserving public; and by bringing them to a new land where, if they choose to raise themselves by their own exertions, their pasts may be forgotten. It is a kind of rebirth, he thought with satisfaction, this long and difficult voyage is the labour that delivers them, fresh-hatched as it were, on to a new shore.

He hoped they would be reborn. Ralph Clark’s stories of the women on the Friendship showed that they needed it. Ralph had described to him their abominable sluttishness, their swarming up to the seamen’s quarters if ever opportunity arose, their mocking, cackling calls to the men. ‘And worse,’ Ralph had added. ‘Much worse.’

‘Worse? How?’

Ralph leaned closer to him. ‘They show,’ he whispered. ‘They lift their skirts and show themselves – they touch themselves, to taunt the men. It is the most nauseating, depraved spectacle …’

A hot shudder of revulsion ran through William. These convict women were below. In the decks below the officers’ mess; these women with their hot, sweating bodies, with their private parts that they made public display of – and touched. He got up quickly from the little table, and so far forgot himself as to give his head a real crack on the beam, although it was in exactly the same position here as in the Sirius, which he was used to. He wished Ralph would not speak, but Ralph was warming to his subject. ‘In that week after we crossed the Line – you recall, when it was so hot and close – such numbers of them fainted down there in the hold that Master Gilbert sent for Surgeon White to take a look at ’em. And he said they were sick for lack of air and we must leave the gratings off. But do you know, then, in heat which made it an effort to stand, to sit, to raise a drink to your parched lips, they gathered themselves up from swooning on the floor and came up through the open gratings like monkeys hot for the sailors, and were found going at it in every corner of the ship. I came upon one myself with two sailors, up against the water-butt, and one had his –’ William put out his hand, to say enough. And Ralph paused, then nodded, and sank his head on to his hands. ‘I wonder such creatures can be dignified by the name of women. They are animals, worse. I never thought to be so sickened. I wish to God I had never left dear Alicia and England.’

Ralph was a sensitive man; William did not wish himself back in England, but he did sorrow in his heart for the degraded appetites and lost souls of these poor, forsaken women. He did pray that they might be reborn.

The journey up the coast was wretchedly slow, battling against the same stiff north-easterly and with a constant stream of clouds overhead. The air was warm and moist, almost steamy. They could not see the land, away to the west; but knew when they were drawing near to Botany Bay not only by calculations of latitude and longitude, but also by the strength of the current opposing them, which had been recorded in this place by Cook.

Then on the seventeenth the skies cleared and the sun rose yellow in the east, and land rose green in the west. As the ship tacked forward against the current, every man with a glass strained to peer at the land, making out at last trees, rocks, low hills, and the heads and entrance to Botany Bay – and small stick-like figures ranged along the shore. Phillip commandeered his own telescope, so William was obliged to use the Board of Longitude’s eighteen-inch glass; it became clearer and clearer, as they approached, that these dark figures were unwelcoming. They appeared naked, and were waving sticks or spears in gestures of defiance. At last the ship was near enough for the shrill sound of their voices to be heard over the creak and flap of the rigging and the slap of the waves against the prow.

‘Warra! Warra! Warra!’

William listened again, then took his notebook out of his pocket. He opened it at the back and, turning it upside-down, wrote the heading ‘Language of the Indians of New South Wales’, and made the following entry:

‘Warra warra – Go away.’



OLLA

I have a child. Who will be remarkable. He will change the world.

Faith is the key to miracles. Though he seems weak, he is strong. Though he cannot speak, he knows all tongues. Though his eyes are closed, he sees into men’s hearts. He is small, but mighty.

I am his mother. I bore him, I will raise him. Feed and clothe him, shelter and defend him, answer his every need. All the energy of my being is his; he will take and use it.

And when he has taken every scrap of me, when I am transformed into him, as water is sucked up and absorbed by the roots of a growing tree, as wood is consumed and transformed by the fire it feeds; then he will stand alone, and they will see. Everyone will see then, what Daniel is. His power will melt wickedness, rage blazing through corruption and darkness, he will conquer and purify the world back to its innocent beginnings. All the shady stagnant places where light cannot break through the canopy—he will burn. Prisoners will spring from dungeons, and the sick from their confining beds. The face of the earth will be razed, and then new. Tender green shoots, tender and soft as the down on a child’s head, downy new growth will flourish, covering the naked earth with its extraordinarily brilliant green. He is gentle but he will be pitiless, in the destruction of evil.

Because Daniel is powerful, I must be cunning. There are many who would wish him dead. Of course, because he would destroy them, wipe out their crimes and the sources and profits of those crimes. War and sickness would be finished, and those parasites who batten and grow on their pelts would be crushed, like so many insects.

That is why he has come in this form, appearing most weak, most un-able, most powerless: so as not to arouse their suspicions. I am the custodian of his secret.

It’s true, if they knew, Daniel would have more enemies than anyone on earth. The evil, naturally. But also the good. The good even more than the evil. The good are as selfish, as hungry for power as the others. Stephen, my good husband. Married me out of pity, to show his goodness. Taught the children in his school, trying to impart his goodness. He wanted them to be as he thought they should be. He fought to impose his vision on them. They fought back for their identities, for their lives. As he will, when Daniel comes to power. He will not be able to see the greater good that Daniel brings to earth, nor will he see that purifying fire is needed, for the green shoots to grow. His vision is circumscribed. Violence is outside it. He cannot destroy. And therefore, he cannot create.

The new world will grow from the ashes of the old, as the phoenix rises from the flames that consume her. And even the good, if their minds cannot embrace that huge transformation, if their hopes and goodness are petty, like Stephen’s, even they must burn. Only the innocent good – who remain open as the naked earth to all weathers, who do not struggle – only the innocent good will be spared.

I cannot answer everything that will happen, that is not my role. My role is to deliver a saviour: to prepare, to nurture, to guard. He is more than what I put into him. He enlightens me, not I him.

From the moment of his birth a hundred things have become clear to me. All doctors and medical experts are destroyers of life. Everything is the opposite of what it seems; once that key is applied the world springs forth translated, no longer puzzling to understand. Doctors destroy life through grim materialism. Through their belief that all flesh is tissue; that a human being is a skeleton, two hundred bones, a few organs and eight pints of blood. We are meat, and they carve.

Daniel, they said (‘Oh, have you named him already? That’s nice’) is severely handicapped. Brain-damaged. Possibly blind. He may never walk, or perform coordinated movements. Damaged meat.

What is alive – the spirit, the miracle – they do not see. ‘His quality of life will never amount to much, Mrs Beech. I’m sorry, that is very harsh, but you and your husband have to face it now and decide whether you want us to operate or whether you think it would be kinder, really, just to let him… slip away. I can promise you he won’t feel any pain.’

‘Slip away?’

‘Normally it is our practice, in those cases where there is very little – no hope – of the child ever enjoying – to the smallest degree – a normal life; usually it is our practice not to sustain life artificially.’ He frowns at me. ‘Your English – it seems very good – you do understand?’ I watch him. He chooses his words. ‘Yes. It is usual, in such a case, to abstain from medical intervention, and let nature take her course.’

‘Let him die?’

‘Exactly.’

‘When you could keep him alive?’

‘Yes, but the point I’m making Mrs Beech, is that even if we perform the operation – which he may not survive, incidentally, the statistics are in the region of 65 per cent, I believe – if we perform the operation, we cannot reverse or diminish the level of handicap he has been born with. And it would be very unusual indeed for a child with this type of problem to – to live beyond the age of five. I’m very sorry, Mrs Beech, to have to tell you this. But you need to have all the facts before you. Sometimes I’m afraid we just have to accept that certain things are not meant to be …’ ‘Thank you.’

‘What I would like to do is to talk this through fully with your husband and yourself together –’

‘Thank you.’

‘If you could ask him to be here at three this afternoon?’

‘Thank you. He’ll be at work.’

‘But surely he would want to be involved in a decis –’

‘Thank you. I understand.’

‘Mrs Beech –’

‘Where’s Daniel?’

‘He’s in the nursery, he’s in good hands.’

‘I want to see him.’

‘Now that would be very silly, you need to rest, you’ve got twelve stitches that must heal up nicely –’

‘I want to see him.’

‘Well I’ll see what sister says –’ making for the door.

‘I want to see him!’

‘You mustn’t get excited, Mrs Beech. I’ll send sister in –’

And then I make myself be cunning and calm because they would use their needle again, put me to sleep. So calmly quietly smiling I say to sister, ‘I would so much like to see my baby, sister. I’m sure I would sleep, if only I could see him. It would put my mind at rest.’ And she smiles at me, and sends a little girl in green with a wheelchair to fetch me, and they wheel me to the babies’ room. They lie tiny and naked, red, in plastic boxes, like the vegetable compartment in the fridge. Daniel lies outstretched, peaceful, with those dreadful tubes in his nose and arm. He sleeps.

‘He’s very calm,’ the nurse tells me, but she looks frightened. I sense that she can tell, she can guess who he is. I stare at him, and I can see the minute shudder of his heart beneath his ribs. He is wound, he ticks. Nothing on earth will stop him now. Unless I make a mistake.

Stephen is back within half an hour, with flowers, fruit, juice and chocolates.

‘How is he? Have you seen the consultant? How are you feeling – oh my poor Olla.’ He puts his arms around me, he is crying. He buries his face in my shoulder and sobs. Now he can pity not only me but also himself, and the child. There should be satisfactions for him in that. I meanwhile, am calm. At last he lifts up his head, and wipes his eyes and nose.

‘The consultant hasn’t been, has he? Sister told me between nine and ten –’ He glances at his watch, it is 8.50.

‘Yes, he came early. He explained it all to me.’

‘What? What did he say?’

‘There is damage. They can’t say exactly – of course, it would be dangerous to do tests on a new baby. But there is an operation which they must do immediately, to give him a chance. This is routine, many babies have this operation. Then we must wait and hope, they can tell us more as he gets older.’

‘But – will he be – normal? I mean, is his brain –?’

‘How can they tell, Stephen? You want them to open his head? He is alive, I have just seen him, he sleeps peacefully, he wants to live. He cannot live without this operation, so he must have the operation and we will see.’

‘Is he… deformed?’ He is crying again.

‘No. Go and see him. Ask the nurse to take you.’ He is afraid but he goes, like a man to his punishment.

At 2.30 I send Stephen out with a shopping list of baby clothes, and ask him to choose me new library books. He will be gone for a couple of hours. When I see the consultant I tell him we have discussed the matter fully; my husband and I want everything possible done to save the child.

He opens his mouth to argue with me but I smile calmly. I have such reserves of strength now; such calm, cunning strength. I am a vixen and they will kill me a thousand times before they harm my child.

‘Do you know what happened to my other children, doctor?’

He looks embarrassed, flustered, makes to reach for the notes in the envelope at the end of the bed, then thinks better of it.

‘The miscarriages? Well often an early miscarriage is nature’s way of disposing of an unviable – a damaged – foetus.’ He gives in and does check the notes. ‘Of course – you have had one full-term normal baby, there’s no reason at all why you should not try –’

‘You know my son Timothy died?’

He pauses, blinks. He does not know; why should he? Timothy was not even born in this hospital. It was nine years ago.

‘I – yes –’

‘He was normal,’ I say. ‘Perfectly healthy. For seven weeks. Then he stopped breathing. The ‘cot death’ as you call it. So I believe – don’t you? – that while there’s life, there’s hope.’

He stares at his hands.

‘We are not afraid of looking after Daniel. I will look after him, my husband has work. We want you to do everything in your power – I beg you, everything – to keep our son alive.’

He nods, he is ashamed now and I am glad of it. He nods and leaves my room.

And from now on my task at every turn, at every move of theirs, is to defend him. Conceal their death-mongering tales from Stephen, who would believe them; select from their armoury of skills those that will help my son, and reject those that degrade and stultify.

I know my role and what I can do. I do not take the tablets to suppress my milk. I ask the kindly little nurse for a breast pump and extract it. In the nursery he is being fed intravenously. But soon he will need my milk; it will nourish him better, give him more protection from disease.

*

After his operation, he makes a good recovery. On the third day they let me hold him. On the fourth day the sister says she’s going to try him with a bottle.

‘I will breast-feed him.’

‘But –’

I show her my large milky udders. The little green-uniformed nurse will get into trouble, sister’s nose is very out of joint. ‘When you are given medication, it is in your own best interests to take it. You need to build up your strength.’

I do not reply.

‘Have you breast-fed before?’ she asks callously.

‘Yes.’

‘Well it won’t be the same with a baby like this. He won’t have the normal reflexes; he may have no sucking reflex at all. We’ll need to feed him with a teat with a very large hole in it, that’s the way to encourage him to suck. And the difficulty is, he won’t have the same responses as a normal baby, he won’t know when he’s had enough. We feed them with a bottle so we know how much they’ve had, there’s no telling with breast is there?’

Well yes, of course there is. My breasts are tight and hard as drums; when he has fed they will be soft and slack and empty. Surely I can be expected to tell as much, from my own breasts, as a farmer who milks a cow. He can tell at a glance if her udder is empty. Does she think me stupider than that? But I do not answer, cunning is important. I simply say, ‘Let me try. It can’t do any harm.’ She plonks herself on the end of the bed to watch. But Stephen arrives, thank goodness, so I can ask her to go away.

I hold Daniel’s mouth to my nipple but his mouth does not close. Stephen watches us intently. I am afraid I might begin to cry, when I should be cunning, cunning as a vixen. Suddenly the prickling at the top of my nose and in my eyes reminds me of that moment when the flow of milk is triggered – yes, it is the moment you are about to burst into tears, or sneeze, it is that same moment – of – of – . If the milk begins to flow into his mouth he will suck. He will swallow. I am sure of it. If I started the flow with the breast pump – or –?

‘Stephen – can you – it’s because he’s been on that beastly tube, he doesn’t know what to do – if you would just suck, for a moment, to make the milk come –?’

He looks at me then kneels on the chair beside the bed and takes my nipple in his mouth.

‘Suck!’ I say. ‘Harder! Harder!’ Suddenly I feel the rush of milk and blissful release, and see Stephen’s startled eyes. He moves away and I replace his head with Daniel’s, the milk squirts over his chin and into his mouth, I press his head up against my breast. Milk runs out of the corners of his mouth, I plug it with my nipple. We watch. We wait. He swallows.

He does not suck, but he swallows. That is a beginning.



CHAPTER TWO


Woolwich and the stars

Botany Bay was not the place for a settlement. Cook had promised open meadows, with lush grass and stately trees, well watered. But the land was marshy, unsuitable for building, infested with mosquitoes and dotted with tufts of coarse grass. The sailors, gathering armfuls for the starving sheep, cursed as it cut their leathery hands. Despite the sunshine there were no fruits or nuts or even edible greens to be seen – only a barren sameness of vegetation. The sparse trees were ragged with strips of peeling bark, and lacked proper fullness of shape in their branches. The wood was hard as iron and the wood-gathering party had little to show for their labour. No decent-sized watercourse was found; they had filled their barrels at small streams, but there was insufficient water to support a town. Added to which, the sea level in Botany Bay had sunk alarmingly at low tide; it would only be possible to enter or leave the harbour near high tide, and the openness of the entrance meant that it was poorly sheltered. Even on a calm day the swell inside the Bay was significant.

The rest of the fleet arrived only one day behind them, and Phillip set off immediately with a party to explore the coastline to the north. They returned with good news. Port Jackson, only a few hours’ journey up the coast, was an eminently more suitable site.

It was impossible to sleep during the night before the voyage to Port Jackson; partly for excitement at the knowledge that the final harbour was so close at hand, and partly because of the constant comings and goings. Phillip had decided that the Supply should set sail at first light, ahead of the others, taking a company of marines and forty convicts –  but these had to be transferred from the Lady Penrhyn, and arrived with much shouting and hallooing in the middle of the night.

Dawn revealed the almost incredible sight of two large sailing ships outside the harbour. At first they were thought to be Dutch, come to contest the British claim to New Holland; their sudden appearance in these distant, empty waters seemed an omen of ill luck. But then they were recognized as French, and Governor Phillip remembered hearing news, back in England, that a French expedition of scientific discovery was in the Southern Seas. He determined, nevertheless, to sail for Port Jackson without delay, and raise the standard there before paying respects to the French. It must be made clear to them that this was an English colony.

At daylight the Supply weighed anchor, but the strength of the wind forced her sailors to drop it again within minutes. A real gale was blowing in from the sea, from the south, making it impossible for the ship to approach the mouth of the Bay. It was a wind for the French, should they wish to enter – but they had dropped back out of sight, and the Governor’s anxiety over their intentions increased.

The strength of the gusting wind showed no sign of dropping, but when the tide turned they weighed again and set out on the ebb, with loosened topsails, into the teeth of the gale. William, on deck, watched the men in the rigging struggling to obey the bosun’s orders as ropes and sailcloth became violent, thrashing weapons in the wind, and the little brig slapped against and lurched over the huge rollers coming in from the sea. It felt as if the force of them would shiver her apart. It would be too ridiculous to have made such a journey, only to founder in Botany Bay itself. He noted with relief that though the Sirius had made the signal for all ships to weigh, they had all anchored again and were making no move to follow the Supply. He feared greatly for the astronomical glasses and instruments on the Sirius; he had packed them in rags, and their boxes were securely lashed, but to wilfully subject them to such a battering by the ocean was foolishness. It only needed the Supply to hoist English colours at Port Jackson; the other ships, surely, could wait for calmer weather.

When they were at last out of the Bay they ran north along the coast, the sky above them full of wheeling sea-birds riding the winds. The land began to rise and become more rocky, the cliffs were flanked by sandy beaches at the base. The rollers coming in were high but even, and the air cloudy with the mist of their spray. The regular crash as they broke on the shore was amplified back to sea by the cliffs, and seemed almost a drum roll of expectation. Finally, the steep bluff heads of Port Jackson came into sight and they rounded into the harbour. The report from Phillip’s advance party was accurate: sheltered, wooded bays stretched out to both left and right, the way divided by a rocky outcrop facing the port entrance. Taking the southerly channel, they sailed for several miles into a landscape of extraordinary beauty. Up ahead the sun was dropping towards the horizon behind banks of swiftly moving cloud, and casting stray beams of strong yellow light across the densely wooded hills. The trees grew thick and luxuriant as a jungle over the land, ending, before the deep blue waters’ edge, in curves and crescents of pale gold sand. Any number of bays and inlets and landing places offered themselves, both to left and right, and the depth – as they moved on down the channel taking soundings – remained sufficient to take the largest ship afloat. Along some of the bays groups of natives stood by their canoes, waving and shouting. It was hard to believe they had paths and homes in the dense, closed foliage behind them. The crashing rollers of the open sea were here no more than a gentle swell with a little surface wrinkling of waves running lightly before the breeze.

Phillip had chosen a deep, narrow cove on the south side of the harbour, about six miles in from the sea. The water was four to five fathoms, enabling ships to come close in to the rocky shore to unload. He named it Sydney Cove in honour of Baron Sydney, the Secretary of State for the Home Department, the man responsible for this prison-colony. It felt more protected, and also more mysterious, than Botany Bay. The steep cliffs and valleys, the darkness of the woodlands, promised secrets; the distance from the sea’s noise made the rustles and squawks in the undergrowth sound louder. There was a scent of eucalyptus in the air. They would not go ashore till daylight now. On deck after dinner, William heard strange cries and calls from the forest – monkeys? Birds? Jackals? He could not tell. The sky was completely obscured by clouds and after a while the darkness seemed to William to be more intense than any he had known. It seemed to flow towards them from the dark woods and to rise up to them from the black watery depths, and to descend on to them from the pitchy skies. It was a calm darkness, a safe, warm, enfolding darkness. There was no danger from wind or wave. William cradled his optimism, glad to be in the place, glad of a night’s slow initiation before landing; a dark vigil of hearing and smelling what would become also visible, tangible, in daylight. He wanted to pace and control his reactions, to come at it, as it were, in readiness.

The twenty-sixth dawned clear and bright. Phillip and the officers made the first landing. Dividing the centre, at the heart of the bay, ran a fresh stream. They pulled up the boats on the strip of sand near this stream, and walked a little way up it. It ran fast and silent through the thick woods. William, like several of the others, crouched to cup his hands and drink the sweet water. Underfoot the ground was rocky; it sloped up gently from the water’s edge into the darkness of the trees. Phillip did not give them time to explore.

‘We will commence clearing the woodland from the shore upwards. The first party of convicts and marines can be landed immediately. A flagstaff will be erected here where I stand to commemorate the landing place. I want guards posting to prevent the convicts escaping into the woods, where they may annoy the natives.’

Each officer was given detailed instructions and the knot of men broke up to follow them.

William was to select a spot for the construction of a saw-pit and set a gang to work on it, then examine the surrounding area to discover the best sites for particular accommodation and tents. A limit was also to be set to the initial clearance, a perimeter that soldiers could patrol.

Once he had fulfilled the first order, William set off to examine the area and mark a perimeter. Sergeant Knight, detailed to accompany him, he left in charge of the saw-pit. It was such a luxury to be alone – to be walking, alone, on dry land – that he wanted to savour it. He automatically counted his paces as he walked, heading inland (due west) for the first half-mile, then south (parallel with the stream) for half a mile, then east to rejoin the course of the stream higher up. There was patchy scrub between the big trees, but it was not difficult to make his way through. At the end of the half-mile south he notched three tree trunks with his knife, and squatted with his back against one, for a drink. It was mid-morning, and very warm. The voices of the men labouring on the shore were muffled by the trees now; the vast land silence was emphasized by little, close noises. Odd rustles and a cracking twig; the irregular repeated patter of something small (a type of seed, he guessed) falling from a high tree to the ground; the sudden whine of insects closing in. There was no wind, no bird-song, no sound of water. For a moment he closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the peeling, papery bark; through his absorption in sound and silence and solitude came a little tug of memory, which he momentarily resisted, then allowed himself to be pulled along by…

He was back in the empty dormitory at Woolwich, squatting with his back pressed against the chimney-breast for such dregs of warmth as he might glean from the fire downstairs, his ears cocked for any change in the level of raucous chatter and laughter from below. The yelping, breaking voices of his fellow cadets made him think of dogs. While they stayed in the dining-room he was safe. In the evening darkness of the dormitory he was protected, invisible. His alert eyes knew the shapes of shadows in the room, the lighter rectangles cast by the unshuttered windows; moved up to seek the tiny consoling pricks of starlight which sometimes showed through the higher panes. On overcast nights there was no hope, no distant stars, nothing else in the universe but himself and the darkness and the yelping dogs who would at any moment come pounding up the stairs and into the dormitory in a storm of light and noise. The terror before they burst in was always worse than anything they did. Knowing this, he forced himself to remain still through it, his bowels loose, his breath short and fluttery, eyes fixed on the window. Once they were in the room they were only boys; could only jeer, insult, torment, in so many ways. They liked to make him cry or talk, and sometimes he did, when they twisted his arms up his back or stood on his hands. But it was not him that talked or cried, he himself was still leaning against the chimney-breast, away from them, untouched by them. It was a little better since he had stopped trying to sleep on a bed; they had stopped putting filth in it, and Henry Abbott who shared it (all the younger cadets sleeping two to a bed) had stopped kicking him for that. Now he curled on the floor underneath it, and they sometimes forgot he was there.

He was not the only one, he knew that. Some boys came and left within weeks. They had broken John Fletcher’s wrist and his father had named four of the ringleaders. He was told they would be flogged, but everyone knew the masters were afraid to punish them. God saw them. God saw their behaviour, and one day they would suffer for it.

God tested his chosen ones – as Christ himself was tested by suffering – to prove their strength and love. It was important to remember that the tormentors were weaker, that they had given in to the Devil’s temptations to be vicious. They were weaker, their victims stronger. It was important to remember.

The chaplain, Mr Curzon, held a meeting on a Sunday afternoon for those boys who wanted to attend. The majority sneered at them for mealy-mouthed Methodists, but were not willing to waste their Sunday afternoon freedom on disrupting the meeting, so it continued in peace. Sunday morning service was obligatory, but the afternoon meeting was different. It was a small gathering of selected and self-selected outcasts; Mr Curzon talked to them about Christ’s life, and read the latest pamphlet of John Wesley’s sermons, or passages from The Pilgrim’s Progress. He talked about the responsibility of each man for his individual soul, about the joy and suffering which sprang from that accountability to God. He showed that conscience was man’s greatest friend, and to do right in spite of all, the true Christian’s joyful duty. Sunday afternoon was the place to draw strength for the week.

There was no point in telling Benjamin, his father, about the bullying. Either Benjamin would have thought William a coward and told him to stick up for himself, or else he would have complained to the headmaster, making William’s situation ten times worse. Benjamin knew Lieutenant-Colonel Patterson, and four members of the Board of Ordnance – that was how William had got into the Academy. William understood the inflexibility of his father’s ambitions for him – and, indeed, the gratitude and obedience he was owed in return. As Clerk of the Works in the Portsmouth Ordnance Office, Benjamin wanted his son to be a high-ranking officer. The Royal Academy – ‘the Shop’ – at Woolwich was the obvious route to a commission in the Royal Engineers, and thence to a military career that Benjamin himself would be able to influence and advance, through his Ordnance Office contacts. There were a number of favours he could call in, on William’s behalf.

But to stay at Woolwich – to endure three or four years of it, and then to be in the Royal Engineers with these same louts as fellow officers – was an appalling prospect. The only way out would be to suggest to Benjamin a more ambitious and glittering career path; to display a special talent, to seduce his paternal pride with the notion that William was destined for greater things in some other arena. When he was fifteen, William returned to Portsmouth for the summer holidays obsessed with not going back to Woolwich. He spent the first week pacing round the docks, imagining himself into a position aboard one of the naval vessels there.

It was possible to slip past the gangs of sailors and dockers man-handling stores, the knots of drunken young midshipmen returning from the Blue Posts, the dockside molls looking for custom, the men and chests and supplies and weapons loading and unloading, the hawkers, the bum-boat women, and the beggars, unnoticed; to be more anonymous in that crowd than sitting alone in his father’s house. And he was consequently very startled when a tall young man who bumped into him glanced into his face and said, ‘William Dawes!’

It was William Bradley, four years his senior. Bradley’s last year at Portsmouth Grammar had overlapped with William’s first, and Bradley had taken William’s class for music while the master was away. They looked at each other warily, noting the changes time had made. Bradley’s face was more closed, more defensive; he wore his black hair in a pigtail, like a seaman, and he was deeply tanned. He had been in the navy three years. William admitted he was at the Royal Academy at Woolwich, and Bradley laughed sympathetically. ‘It can’t be as bad as the Naval Academy here – my father says that for thieving and gambling they put the prisoners on the hulks to shame.’

‘Is that why he let you go to sea?’

To go to sea himself, William knew he would have to run away. Benjamin would simply never consent to him beginning as a second lieutenant’s boy or whatever it was Bradley was working his way up from.

‘He certainly wouldn’t have wanted me at the college – he teaches there. Maths and astronomy. You can imagine, how they would treat a master’s son –’ William nodded.

‘He teaches me himself when I’m home,’ Bradley volunteered. ‘Astronomy. He’s got a reputation for that. He teaches a few private pupils.’

Before any plan had formed in William’s mind, he was groping after a glimmering – a glimmering of light at the top of a dark window. Stars. Might stars become the hard currency of a career bright enough to dazzle Benjamin?

He discovered from Bradley that his father was nephew to the great James Bradley, late Astronomer Royal. That he had worked as James Bradley’s assistant at the Royal Greenwich Observatory, and that his knowledge of the science was as up-to-date as any man’s in England. Astronomy was not part of the studies at Woolwich.

Over the following days William borrowed and read several books on astronomy, understanding maybe a quarter of them; and nursed a seed of hope, examining it and tending it to see how it might grow and yield him an escape route. In his attic bedroom at night he opened the thick opaque skylight and stood on a chair to look out at the stars. Fixed in glittering and dispassionate silence, they looked down equally on the noisy taverns and dockyards, on the Royal Academies at Woolwich and Portsmouth, on silent hills and fields, and on the empty rolling sea. They were farther away than anything. They were a way out.

When he had finished the astronomy books, he read them over again. Benjamin, innocently delighted by his son’s new interest, borrowed an old telescope from a retired captain he knew, and William studied and drew maps of those sections of the night sky which were visible from the two attic windows. In August, terrified but determined, William called to see Mr John Bradley. He was mellower and more gentle than his son, but similarly tall, and with the same piercing, bright eyes. William asked if it was possible to come for private tuition in astronomy. When he told Benjamin, he had already spent a morning and an evening with John Bradley, and been introduced to the astronomical quadrant, a reflecting and a refracting telescope, and a range of detailed charts.

He told Benjamin carefully, circumspectly. Firstly, the news that would please him: that William was learning astronomy from the master at the Royal Naval College, who was formerly assistant to the Astronomer Royal. Secondly, that in order to continue his studies in astronomy, it would be necessary for him to remain in Portsmouth and not return to Woolwich.

Benjamin was appalled that William wanted to abandon engineering. His studies in gunnery and fortification and bridge-building, in mining and magazine techniques, in the setting up and supplying of trains of artillery – was all this knowledge, and the career that should follow it, to be thrown away? Where on earth else was it useful, but in the Royal Engineers? William would be ready for a commission by and by, where else would he get one without needing to spend a farthing, but in Engineers or Artillery?

Quietly, respectfully and persistently William answered that a commission in Engineers was nothing to the honours that might await him if he could pursue studies in astronomy. Astronomers were highly valued by the navy; they made discoveries which were useful in navigation. They were on the way to solving the riddle of how to measure longitude at sea. They were revered as scientists, explorers, men of learning. A captain of Engineers was nothing next to an astronomer. Benjamin capitulated.

Standing on the chair in his bedroom and staring through the propped-open skylight at the constellations he could now name and draw, William offered up a prayer of thanks, and a vow to be worthy of the freedom he was being given. He would work. He would learn. He would do something great. He would never go back to Woolwich.

And so he had studied under John Bradley for eighteen months, while Benjamin discussed his future prospects with everyone who crossed his path at the Ordnance Office. Once William was seventeen, he and Benjamin reached a compromise. It was agreed that he should take up the offer of a commission as second lieutenant in the Marines. His engineering and fortification skills would prove useful on land – and his knowledge of astronomy would be an asset, in terms of navigational skills, at sea. He would pursue his interest in astronomy as and when he could, and would hope that one day he might be given some astronomical observation duties as part of his marine service.

And now, he was here. Astronomer by appointment of the Board of Longitude to the Botany Bay expedition. Unpaid astronomer, true; still on no more than the pay of the other second lieutenants. But with specific duties to establish an observatory, and responsibility for Board of Longitude astronomical instruments worth £500 and more. This was where he would make his name, God willing. God’s design was becoming apparent, bringing him from the wretchedness of Woolwich, via his meeting with William Bradley, to astronomical studies, the commission in the Marines, and his present duties. As if proof of a designing Hand were needed, William Bradley was here in New South Wales as well, serving as first lieutenant on the Sirius. Mutual respect and liking, as well as the Portsmouth connection, drew them together.

He shifted his position, taking the weight off his aching ankles, and knelt on the dry ground. Silently he offered up a prayer for the success of his observatory, adding the hope that all his work in New South Wales might prove pleasing to God. Then he got to his feet, took a careful compass reading, and set off due east.

When William arrived back at the landing spot, men were toiling like ants. The boats had made several journeys now and piles of crates, boxes and barrels stood on the sand. Groups of men were at work tree-felling, and their axes and shouts made a constant clamour. Others were dragging branches and trunks to the saw-pit, which was being lined with ready-cut logs from the Supply. Others were piling branches of grey-green leaves on to a high smoking fire. Four men were unrolling the bundled canvasses of the tents, and counting out poles, pegs and strings in even heaps. The Governor was in discussion with a couple of men who supported a drunkenly tilted flagstaff; as William approached them he realized that they must have struck rock, and could not find a spot deep enough to plant the flag. In all there were fifty men on shore. By early afternoon the heat was so extreme that the Governor gave them an hour’s rest, and they retreated into the shade of the trees with bottles of rum and water.

In leaving Botany Bay, they had moved from one extreme to the other – from sand to rock, from open land to a site where each yard of ground had to be cleared by main force, with grunting labour and sweat. The wise man builds his house on rock, William reflected, willing his imagination to conjure and see, here in this wooded cove, a neat English settlement: hospital, storehouses, quays, a timber church crowned with a cross, grey smoke rising contentedly from chimneys. The vision wavered, then disintegrated into the air like smoke itself. Would they come to this stream every morning to fill their water casks? Would they wake every day to this view across the harbour to the dense woods on the opposite side? Would the sites of tree stumps, of particular rocks, become familiar markers on daily paths? Yes. They had crossed the world to reach this spot. Now they would make it into what they wanted. Yes, he told himself firmly.

By late afternoon it was clear that not one of the tents would be erected that night. The flagstaff was up, and straight, on its third proposed site. Men were exclaiming in astonishment at the rockiness of the ground, demanding how such large trees could find nourishment in it. Maybe the thin soil was unusually fertile. When the Sirius, followed by all the rest of the fleet, came sailing proudly down the harbour, the men on shore downed tools with relief and ran to the point of the cove to wave and cheer.

And then, in the last light of the setting sun, Phillip and all the officers gathered around the flagstaff to watch the Union raised. After a roll by two drummers, the marines fired several volleys and His Majesty was toasted by all. Only the officers had come off the other ships; next day the marines would be disembarked, but the majority of the convicts would stay aboard until their accommodation could be rigged up.

‘We need to clear ’em off the transports within the week,’ Surgeon White confided to William and Bradley, when the Governor had finished his instructions. ‘Or scurvy and dysentery will clear them for us.’

‘They must be impatient to come ashore,’ responded William. ‘After eight unbroken months aboard –’

Bradley smiled sardonically. ‘Not for them the shore delights of Rio and the Cape, eh?’

White chose to ignore him. ‘Eight months nothing. The lags off the hulks at Portsmouth haven’t set foot on land for three or four years. What they’ll be capable of doing in the way of labour, God alone knows.’

After the toasts the boats plied back and forth to the ships and all men ate and slept aboard that night. They had not seen a single native all day. The stores that had been landed were covered with canvas and left.

*

STEPHEN

Olla has not even asked what this one is about. Which is fair enough, I suppose; there’s no obligation on her part to feel or feign an interest. We remain discrete. Discreetly self-contained.

William Dawes. A man with choices. An educated, conscientious man in a new world. Clean slate, new stick of chalk. What will he do with the burden (gift, Stephen, at that stage; gift, they call it), do with the gift of his life?

He has (believes he has – does it come to the same thing? For a while:) power. Thinks it his duty to influence events and shape the course of history.

Alright then. Let him run. Give him his head, and let him run with it.

Outside the sealed and inescapable bubble of this present, admit other worlds.

This is the present. I am Stephen Beech. I circle quietly around the tiny stagnant backwater of the office, harmlessly processing names numbers ages and sexes from one educational institution to the next. Safe, neutral work. I cannot do any more damage. I’m not a teacher, or a socialist, or an activist. I’m not a player.

But allow me. Allow me, at least, to imagine.



CHAPTER THREE


Like an offering

Next day was warm but cloudy, with fitful, erratic wind. Now more groups of convicts were landed, with detachments of marines to guard them, and a watch was set at the boundaries of the area William had marked. The convicts were warned not to straggle – more for fear of how they might annoy the natives than for any chance of their making an escape, since there was nowhere for them to run to in the whole continent. The Governor gave strict orders not to fire on the natives, even if they stole.

William was set to surveying now, using Knight and a private as his assistants. He took pegs, cord, sextant, rule, and marked out (between trees notched for felling) where the women’s tents must be erected. Two new saw-pits were dug, and in the afternoon the Governor’s temporary house, prefabricated from wood and canvas in England, was landed on the eastern side of the stream. Phillip indicated the slight prominence where he wished it to stand, and while a group of men struggled to unfold it and understand its plans, William set six others to clearing and levelling the spot.

The day passed in a blur of heat and labour. It was only when he was being rowed out that evening to the ship, among the last to leave the land, that William could look up and notice the progress a day had made. Nothing was finished, but the forest edge was greatly scarred. Five little tents stood incongruously amongst the undergrowth. Smoke plumed into the air from a half-dozen fires, and raw earth and pale stumps lay exposed to the air, as if a great set of teeth had taken a bite at the coastal forest here, tearing it from the land.

But the convicts were weak and dazed. He had kept his eye on a couple who were assigned to clearing a path to the site of the Governor’s house, and they had done no more than remove one sapling all afternoon. He noted the slowness of their movements and ghostly pallor of their skin. One had no teeth in his head and his gums were red and swollen. Surgeon White was right; if scurvy had not actually broken out among them, it was not far off. No plants that were recognizably edible had been discovered yet. Governor Phillip had announced that, as a priority, ground for a vegetable garden was to be cleared, and had selected an area adjoining his house; but they had done no more than mark it off today.

Looking back again at the land, from the ship’s quarterdeck, the size of the impression they had made upon the coast was brought into proportion. They had barely scratched it. The coastline was endless; the woods and hills and cliffs extended limitlessly on all sides. This land was vast, its true extent not even known on charts. How could they hope to tackle it, to tame it, to make it theirs?

There was a mood of hilarity in the wardroom which jarred on William. The Governor was dining with Captain Hunter on the Sirius, and Captain Campbell and a few other marine officers had come as visitors to the Supply. They were exchanging stories about the natives at Botany Bay; Philip Gidley-King had led a wood-gathering party there.

‘When they saw our men begin to cut down the trees, they leapt about like creatures on hot coals –’ he pushed back his chair and danced from foot to foot, imitating – ‘jabbing with their fingers – see? – and babbling loud, angry as you like!’ He pranced and jabbered, lips turned out, eyebrows drawn down in a puzzled scowl, while the other officers banged the table with their fists and laughed.

‘They will take anything they can get – hats – clothes –’

‘Tools –’

‘They did not know –’ Ralph Clark’s laughing, incredulous voice rose above the others – ‘what sex we were!’ A couple of the young second lieutenants began a slow handclap. ‘They were pointing at our breeches and at their own parts –’ Ralph could hardly speak for laughing.

‘The clothes are a complete mystery to them,’ Watkin Tench interrupted. ‘They cannot tell where we end and our outer coverings begin. Add to that our lack of beards –’ His reasonable tone took a little of the hysteria out of the atmosphere, and Captain Campbell concluded the tale: ‘I asked for a volunteer to undeceive them, and Baines dropped his breeches. I daresay the man has never given so much pleasure by the act before –’ laughter. ‘Then they began to point to each of us, and to Baines’ member, as if to say, we might all be pleasantly surprised if we looked inside our own breeches!’

More laughter, in which William joined, but with a sense of unease.

‘They have erected the miserablest wigwams you ever saw, out of a couple of strips of bark apiece, along by that northern shore – they will fall down each time the wind blows –’

‘And their canoes are just as pitiful, made of a bit of bark tied at the ends with string, like a purse – easier to upset, less sea-worthy, than a milkmaid’s bucket –’

‘And the women go as naked as the men! They do not even –’

William rose quietly and left the mess. It would take time to understand the natives’ nakedness, their flimsy canoes, their anger at the chopping down of trees. Phillip had been right to suggest that only officers should have intercourse with them; and a code of conduct should be laid down for officers themselves. How could natives respect men who dropped their breeches and pointed, roaring with laughter, at their private parts? Or who sniggered and winked after innocent native girls, who perhaps knew no more than Eve before the apple, why they should cover themselves?

His mood oppressed him and he wandered the ship looking for Bradley, who usually avoided the more rowdy sessions in the wardroom. It would be a relief to land and have more choice of company. Some of the officers were very irreligious. It would be a comfort to make proper acquaintance with Reverend Johnson, who’d travelled on the Golden Grove.

William spent the next morning on board, packing up his charts and the portable instruments. As he was rolling his clothes and bedding ready to be taken ashore, he was called on deck. It took him a minute to recognize the fat sweating figure leaning against the rail. Augustus Alt. The surveyor. He’d sailed in the Prince of Wales and William had met him ashore at Rio, at a dinner given by the Viceroy. Alt had drunk himself insensible. As William approached, Alt flapped his hand at him and swung round to lean over the rail again. There was the unmistakable sound of retching. William walked to the opposite side of the deck and saw the Prince of Wales’ boat pulling for the shore; it was piled high with baggage. Three other boats were pulled up at the side of the creek, and the shore was seething with people. Nearly all the marines must be landed by now – and their wives and children. He remembered hearing that Alt was ill at the Cape. He turned back to him; Alt was wiping his large face with a dirty handkerchief.

‘Let’s get out of this damned heat.’

‘Shall we go to the wardroom?’

‘Aye, anywhere, lad.’ Alt followed him heavily down the companion ladder and it crossed William’s mind that if the surveyor lost his footing, he would crush William like an egg.

They sat either side of the long officers’ table, and William was unpleasantly struck by Alt’s smell: a rotten, sweet smell, mixed with the acidity of recent vomit. He tried not to wrinkle his nose, then hit on the expedient of sitting forward with his chin resting on his hand, and his bent forefinger pressed across his nostrils.

‘I’ve been sick,’ said Alt unnecessarily.

‘I’m sorry. Is there a lot of sickness on the Prince of Wales?’

‘Christ knows. I wish I’d never set foot on her. It’s a poor thing for a man to travel across the world to find his grave.’

For a moment William couldn’t find any reply. Alt laughed. ‘Don’t look so frightened, laddie, I’m sure you’ve as good a chance as any. Now, look here, you’ve been ashore – you’ve been surveying, they tell me?’ The large white face was gleaming with sweat again, and William could not find any trace of a smile on it.

‘Well sir, Captain Phillip – Governor Phillip – asked me to pace out a boundary, and find some flattish sites for the tents – so as not to need so much levelling –’

Alt nodded. ‘Aye, I know what flattish is.’

‘I’m sorry, I – and so I – I have done that – although obviously the sites are only for the moment, temporary, subject to your –’

‘He’s asked me to draw a plan,’ said Alt surprisingly.

‘A plan?’

‘For the settlement. A proper plan – you know, streets, barracks, storehouse, church – so that permanent constructions can be started.’

‘There is a lot of wood to clear.’

Alt shrugged. ‘He sent me orders at dawn. He’s settling the convicts and marines on the west side of the stream, and himself and his staff, with a smaller batch of convicts, on the east; and he wants a plan of streets and necessary sites – a hospital and, oh, a burial ground, he wants a spot for that – and a quay for loading stores –’

‘I see.’ William had thought that Alt was angry with him for doing his job. Now he was at a loss – was it Phillip the man was angry with? He made the suggestion of a town plan sound like idiocy – the last thing any man of sense would want. But he was the surveyor, wasn’t he? Why did he think he’d been included on the expedition? For his drinking abilities?

‘So you’ve walked over it, lad. And you’ve some experience at surveying?’

‘Well – I have experience of measuring accurately – distance, gradient, angles –’

‘You’ll be fine, then. You’ll be fine, lad.’ Alt pulled a small bottle from his clothing, took a long swig, corked it and stood up. William stood too.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand –’

‘You’ll be fine,’ repeated Alt.

‘Are you going ashore? Would you like me to walk the area with you?’

Alt laughed. ‘As ye can see, I’m in no fit state.’ He heaved himself up the ladder. William followed at a safe distance.

‘Shall I make some drawings – a map of ground levels?’

At the top of the ladder Alt turned and looked down on him, considering. ‘Aye. If ye wish. Aye.’ He turned and called. ‘Bosun! A boat for the Prince of Wales, now.’

William went back down to finish clearing his things, completely confused by the incident. Why had Alt come to see him? And why had he offered to do drawings for Alt? Wouldn’t there be enough to do in building an observatory and setting up the instruments, without offering to do that fat drunk’s work for him?

He got ashore that afternoon, to a scene of chaos. A group of children were playing tag through the growing heaps of unloaded stores, which by now included a forge and anvil, and all the smith’s stores, besides more bales of tents and boxes of tools. Hens, a dozen or more, were flapping and pecking around the stores and getting underfoot. A party of marines was struggling to erect a marquee, which collapsed on them twice, to loud cries and curses. One of the marine’s wives was crying shamelessly, while her husband argued with her, attempting to shield the sight of her from his fellows. When he asked her a question repeatedly and she did not reply, he lost his temper and stamped away, shouting, ‘Get back to the ship, then. Spend the night in comfort, eh?’ Men were dragging logs and branches to a number of fires, and the sound of axes rang through the air. Captain Campbell appeared out of the crowd and tapped William on the shoulder.

‘Get someone to take your stuff up to that end tent – you’re with Watkin Tench, for the time being – then see about where the latrines should go, would you? Governor’s already told ’em to keep well away from the stream, but the sooner we have an appointed spot the better. One for the women too. I’ll send you a half-dozen men to dig a trench. Have you seen these lorikeets? Hutchins managed to catch one, a very fine specimen – in my tent. Come and have a look when you’ve a moment to spare.’

That night, William couldn’t sleep. They had not yet rigged the poles to hang their cots from; spread on the hard ground the sheet of canvas in its wooden frame was no protection. The ground seemed to bruise him and shrug him off each time he turned over. And when he did manage to drop off, its unyielding stillness permeated his body and woke him in a sweat. He felt his own heart would stop beating. Its motion was too alien, stillness would overwhelm it. He could not remember feeling like this after other long voyages. Now the lack of the waves’ motion was an absence, as if a mother who gently rocked his cradle had withdrawn herself. There was a chill in the night air, too, gusting in through the tent flap, and a tinge of smoke, and the smell of land – distance – instead of the warm, soothing fug of quarters aboard ship.

After the third waking he lay with his eyes open, listening to night-sounds, telling himself there was nothing to be afraid of. Watkin’s breathing was soft and regular, he was sound asleep. From outside the tent, the same fitful breeze that brought the drifts of smoke carried snatches of distant voices – or maybe that murmuring talk was the wind in the leaves, not human at all. He told himself that outside there would be stars; a skyful, now, at quarter moon. The sight of them would calm him, as it always did. But his stare remained fixed on the side of the tent, and his body did not move. It had become as still and unresponsive as the ground it lay on. He was afraid.

He lay so rigidly still that tingling pains began to shoot through his left arm and shoulder. He made himself sit up, bowing his head to his pulled-up knees, clasping his arms around them. What was there to fear? The size, the stillness of the land? Land cannot hurt you. Attack from the natives? A watch was posted. Besides, he was not afraid of a skirmish, he was not afraid of danger. No, he was afraid – perhaps… of what would happen. Not in its minutiae – not the hard work of measuring and drawing and raising his observatory; not the disagreements with other officers, or the discomforts of insect bites or working in the heat; not homesickness or hunger, or mutiny from the convicts, not the physical danger…

He was afraid in spirit. Afraid of this place. Afraid of presuming to act, presuming to have meaning – afraid, ludicrously, of being made nothing.

He was afraid; he checked his breathing and forced himself to inhale more slowly, deeply, and to exhale in the same slow rhythm. His heart was racing. It was foolishness. The future was plain; having arrived safely, for which they must continue to thank God, they would carve a home in this wilderness. The convicts would be reclaimed as worthful human beings, able to cultivate and enjoy the fruits of their own honest toil. He would build an observatory and chart these new skies, and watch for Maskeylene’s comet – and other unknown heavenly bodies – night by night. In so doing he would add to the sum of human knowledge, and to the safety of all who sailed the southern seas. He would do his duty as a marine officer, guarding the settlement from attack by natives without and from rebellious convicts within. And he would observe and learn from this new land, cataloguing its strange array of flora and fauna, making friendly contact with the innocent savages who roamed the bush, and discovering the secret of their language and religion. This would enable him and others to spread the word of Christ among them. He would explore, build, observe, record, enlighten. He would be instrumental in the establishment of this new world, and he would try, from the bottom of his heart, to make it such a new world as God might approve.

Well then. How could such an enterprise be worthless? If that was worthless, what was there of value in the world? Wouldn’t other men – men in England – give their eye-teeth for such an adventure?

But the adventure’s challenge and meaning, though he could articulate and itemize it, was, tonight, ethereal. While the land, the stony hard ground, was all too real beneath him, his purposes seemed wafer-thin: painted scenery to this hard rock; a frippery thing that might be blown away in the next gust of wind. He might be, simply, nothing. A leaf on a tree. A speck in the dark. Nothing. And in the end it might be as if he had never existed. This land might obliterate him: obliterate them all.

His tensed buttocks ached where they pressed on the stony ground; he could feel the bony imprint of his knees on his forehead, through the thin layer of blanket. And in this uneasy position he slumped into sleep at last, waking again with a jerk as the first rays of the rising sun penetrated the tent flap.

His heart lifted at the light. Watkin was still snoring peacefully. Dawn meant it was nearing five-thirty; soon they would beat reveille. He shuffled stiffly from his blankets and crawled out, taking his rolled-up breeches with him. The camp was completely still, strangely lit by the horizontal rays of a sun just emerging from the rim of the Pacific. He pulled on his breeches and boots, and turned away from the sun and the dazzling water of the harbour. The tents he passed were silent, empty boots stationed near each flap. He was surprised not to see the look-outs pacing, but then noticed them down away to his left, crouched over a kettle on a small smoky fire. He saluted them silently and they jumped up belatedly and returned the salute.

His shadow was a stripe of darkness preceding him into the woods. Nothing moved – nothing – only he. In the sharp early light colours were very bright against the dark backgrounds of their shadows. The grey foreign plants were almost an English green in this light; there was a rich, luminous edge to everything – a kind of perfection. He noted with surprise the lack of dew. Two brilliant blue butterflies, their wings like the eyes on a peacock’s tail, danced before him, plaiting the air with colour. The silence was broken by a sudden racket of bird noise: a fast, repetitive, single-note call which he traced to a gum tree ahead. In silhouette against the pale sky the bird was the shape of a kingfisher, only too big. It had the same sharp dart of a beak. It did not fly off as he drew nearer; the call, which had been alarming at first, now began to seem more like laughter. It was answered by a faint, distant, copy-cat call. The trackless space became territory, the territory of a pair of laughing birds.

Suddenly he felt less like a trespasser, not minding so much the crunches and crackles of his own footfalls, now the silence was broken. Almost imperceptibly the land had been rising, and he now found himself on the crest of a gentle slope, able to look out over a great expanse of scrub ahead, which melted away into a lavender-blue distance.

As he stopped to take in the view he had the curious impression that the bushes in the middle distance were shifting – were moving. Staring more intently, then, he made out that they were not bushes at all, but animals – quite large animals, with the bulk of their bodies upright like a man’s – tall animals, who moved hesitantly then froze. He took a step forward. And suddenly, they were off – moving in great leaping bounds, through the bushes they so exactly resembled – bouncing over the ground, large ones, small ones. All suddenly in motion – and, as suddenly, gone. It must be the creature Banks had drawn: that strange marsupial kangaroo. The sudden exhilaration of their movement had made him catch his breath. He let it go now, slowly, eyes straining across the still grey landscape for any further motion.

The sun was already hot on his neck; hot in earnest, like a banked-up fire. He turned to look back the way he had come: the same still trees and bushes, the pale trunks of the gum trees, with their long, irregular branches and glitter of leaves; the sudden dart of a red and green parrot from one bush to another. He noticed that the bush itself was red and green, with small red flowers whose thin petals stood up like hairs.

Quite suddenly, he had a sense that it would resolve. This dreadful, huge stillness would resolve – into moving creatures; moments of beauty; sudden brilliant flashes of sound and colour; unknown beasts and flowers. There were squawks overhead and he looked up to see a great flock of birds passing over. Their plumage was grey, or maybe pinkish – the size of pigeons, he judged – but as they flapped their wings they concealed and revealed a patch of dark glowing pink on the inside of each wing – in their armpits, as it were – a hot, pulsing pink against the clear blue sky. He stared until distance swallowed them, and the huge blue arc of the heavens, and all the golden heat that was in it, made his head swim and float. God had made this world and brought them to it. The black night, with its pitiful tatters of fear, dropped away. He breathed in deeply and the strange smell of eucalypt was a pleasure, and the flies that were settling on his chest and upper arms were a wonderful detail – enough to set him laughing aloud – for they seemed to want no more than to be carried upon his clothes, like sailors on a ship, and offered him no harm whatsoever.

He heard the drummers beat reveille while he was still making his way back. It sounded right. The drums belonged in this landscape, heralding civilization, order – the gifts they could bring to a wild but peaceful land; a land which lay spread open wide before them like an offering.

STEPHEN

Something so reassuring about civilization and order; you know where you are. With order. Civilization. The rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate. And all the proper divisions of class and wealth between.

Yes, they’re tricky old things to attack, civilization and order. Especially since we didn’t even realize we were doing it, when Robert and I were cast as THE CAMPFIELD COMP REVOLUTIONARIES. What headlines.

ANARCHY RULES AT SCHOOL. CHILDREN RUN AMOK! ‘ANTISOCIAL AND UNCIVILISED’ CLAIMS PARENT.

We just thought we were progress. Not the antithesis of civilization and order. Robert and I actually thought it was progress. Which meant we were ill-prepared for the counter-attack. If we’d known it was revolution, perhaps we’d have geared up to wage a more respectable fight. To defend our vision.

‘Vision’?

Yes, you bastard, vision. Like Martin Luther King. ‘I have a dream.’ OK? Limited, maybe; geographically, financially and philosophically circumscribed – but nevertheless a vision. Out of little visions, you wanker, giant oak trees grow.

A vision of a school. Where kids would learn self-respect, and respect for others. Where no one would be beaten or punished or bullied, either by staff or children. Where human equality would find expression in the abolition of hierarchies; where a twelve-year-old’s voice would be seen to carry equal weight with an adult’s. Where sexism and racism were eradicated. Where discrimination on the basis of intellectual ability was abolished, and an equal opportunity to learn was offered to all; no swotty top bands, no sink bottom streams. Where life and the world were objects of study, so that car mechanics and ballet dancers and chefs and poets all came in to talk about their work. Where the school was part of the community, with facilities and books – and lessons too – for parents and grandparents. Where subjects that matter were not swept into a taboo-ridden corner; where children could learn freely about sex, politics, religion, death; and where freedom of thought and belief was sacrosanct. Where institutionalizing them with uniforms, and militarizing them in rallies called assemblies, was rightly seen as dehumanizing. Where justice was learnt in practice through debate, and social responsibility fostered through every individual’s obligation to maintain the school environment for the sake of all. Where finances were discussed openly, and choices about the future made together. Where privilege and inequality had no place. And where a new generation, reared with this knowledge, would one day be able to change the world. Isn’t that a vision?

A vision of heaven. It brings tears to my eyes. It had as much chance of surviving in 1980 as a naked new-born baby on the Siberian steppes in winter.

That’s not true. Now, OK. Now it wouldn’t last a day. But not then. Other schools survived. Comprehensive community schools – some of them were ten years old by then, more than ten years old. That’s the fucking joke. We weren’t even trail-blazers, Robert and I.
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