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About the Book


In 1825 the square-rigger Emma Jane sets sail from England, carrying on board convicts bound for the penal colonies and a handful of paying passengers determined to brave the perilous journey to a new land of opportunity – Australia. The settlers discover that the quickest road to wealth lies in laying claim to vast tracts of cattle-grazing land – though this soon brings them into conflict with fierce Aborigine tribes. Aristocratic Jasin Heselwood, forced to flee England to avoid gambling debts, will stop at nothing to join the elite ranks of cattle kings. Double-crossing friend and foe alike, he starts a feud with the Irish squatter Pace MacNamara that has tragic consequences for both their families. But it is the women who are the true pioneers: Jasin’s spoilt wife, Georgina, who refuses to be crushed by his ruthlessness or by his infidelities; and the convict girl Dolour, who is to be his Nemesis . . .






 


‘Australian history does not read like history, but like the most beautiful lies . . . It is full of surprises and adventures, and incongruities and incredibilities, but they are all true, they all happened.’


Mark Twain, More Tramps Abroad, 1897







PART ONE


UNITED STATES, 1957




CHAPTER ONE


A black limousine glided through the VIP entrance to La Guardia airport and was waved on by the guards at the second checkpoint. Eduardo Rivadavia leaned forward and tapped the driver on the shoulder.


‘Do you know where to go?’


‘Yes, sir,’ the chauffeur assured him. ‘We’re right on time.’


Eduardo shook his head and settled back. Airports this size were still a maze to him, and now, driving between rows of private planes, their noses stuck in the air, he wondered how the owners ever located their crafts.


He lit a cigar and leant further back, out of sight of the passers-by. He hated this car; it made him feel like a gangster, and he supposed his fat cigar wasn’t helping. But, as Argentinian Ambassador to the United Nations, he had to submit to being chauffeured around New York in this long ugly ominous-looking limousine.


Had it not been for the misty rain he might have taken the opportunity to examine some of these small planes. His sister, Maria, was at him all the time to buy one. She had married a Texan and lived in Dallas. With the rest of the family remaining firmly in Argentina, Maria fretted that Eduardo in New York might be lonely.


He sighed. Now that his only child was to be married he expected Maria would become even more insistent on the need for that plane. He could not convince her that such extravagance would create problems. With the depression in Argentina, news of one of their diplomats swanning around in a private plane would only invite scrutiny and inevitable criticism. She could not understand that an ambassador is not Caesar’s wife. The Rivadavia companies would purchase this plane, she argued, it would not cost the government a cent. He could not make her see that the public would not want to know the truth. The Opposition would see to it that rumours of corruption reached out to him; it was hard enough to keep clear of their smear tactics without handing them the ammunition. Anyway, he rather liked the big commercial aircraft and the busy efficiency of airports.


Maria had always been the same, whatever she had, she wanted the others to have too; her surges of enthusiasm for new toys, as Eduardo called them, had become a family joke. And since her husband, Hank Wedderburn, had a private plane, then the Rivadavia family would be nagged until something else took her fancy.


It was still raining, that flat grey subdued rain which seemed almost apologetic, as if hoping that the bombastic New Yorkers would not notice. He put out his cigar and closed the window, feeling isolated and depressed.


I should be happy, he told himself, my daughter’s wedding day. I hope the rain stops in time. They say it will. She’s marrying a fine young man who cares for her; a sensible sort of fellow, with a background not unlike our own, but from so far away! Who would have dreamed she would marry an Australian?


Elena had laughed at him. ‘Daddy! Why do you keep saying “so far away”. Argentina is a long way from everything too, so what’s the difference? And we’re going to live on a ranch. I’m the one in the odd spot. I leave the ranch to come to NewYork, and end up living on another ranch.’


Another ranch, she had said, as if it were just down the highway. Young people! They have no idea what they are getting into half the time. What sort of a ranch he had not yet discovered, except that they ran cattle too. He hadn’t liked to quiz her fiancé too much, and so far had only worked out that it was unmarked on any map and far from a township.


Luke MacNamara had told him the house was very comfortable, that Elena would live well, but standards differ. What did he mean by well? His daughter Elena Maria Rivadavia de Figueroa was accustomed to a high standard of living, as the Rivadavias had been for generations; but this pair, so excited with their marriage plans, would not take his questions seriously. He wished his wife were still alive, he needed her now; she would have been more forceful, more forthright.


Normally he would have spoken to the young man’s parents before giving his permission, but Luke’s father was dead and his mother was due in from Australia this morning, so there had been no opportunity to enquire further, apart from his own embassy’s discreet check.


Ah well. Let them be happy. Let them all be happy today! Eduardo preferred to feel depressed. Hank and Maria were as excited about the wedding as if she were their own daughter. He estimated that he had only a few minutes of peace left in his day.


Last Easter they had taken Luke home to meet the family and Luis, Eduardo’s brother, had been impressed with his knowledge of cattle. This had given Eduardo heart. ‘Offer him a job!’


‘I did,’ Luis had told him, ‘but he wants to go home.’


‘What in damnation is he doing in North America then?’


‘Things are not so different in his family,’ Luis said gently. ‘Like you, he wanted to go out into the world, but now he realises that his heart is in the land. We don’t all have the talent that you have, to take so easily to the world of commerce. He is more like me, more suited to country life. We are all so very proud of you, Eduardo; you are a man of great distinction and that young man respects you, but let him go home. Let them go. I don’t think you need worry about Elena. If he has to stay on working in NewYork to marry Elena, he’ll be miserable. Could you imagine me working in New York?’


‘Why not? You could handle the sort of job he has in the Trade Commission, dealing with primary producers and outlets.’


Luis laughed. ‘But I’d have to live there – that’s the problem. They want to live on a ranch. I don’t blame them. You can keep New York.’


The chauffeur brought him back to the present. ‘There’s the plane, sir. They’re coming in now.’


Eduardo watched as the small plane swept neatly down to the runway and rolled to a stop. Hank and Maria came down the steps and dashed across to the car in a flurry of umbrellas.


Maria threw her arms around him. ‘Eduardo! It is so good of you to come to meet us. You shouldn’t have! You must have so much to do today.’


‘Not me, I was in the way. It was my escape to take a drive.’


Hank leaned over to pump his hand. ‘We still appreciate it, Eduardo. And what about little Elena getting married? We haven’t bought her a present yet. We thought we’d wait and see what they wanted. Maria thinks a cheque might be bad manners. Different people, different customs. And she’s marrying an Aussie? How about that?’


Eduardo produced a thin smile. He was fond of Hank but the Texan’s exuberance always left him at a loss for words.


‘Hank’s got a soft spot for Australians,’ Maria said.


‘Oh yes,’ Eduardo replied. ‘Why?’


Maria blinked in surprise. ‘Why? I don’t know. Why, Hank?’


Hank shrugged and his wife, taking that to mean it was of no consequence, hurried on, ‘Aunt Cecilia tells me she is sure that there was a branch of the Rivadavia family in Australia a long time ago. Last century, she thinks.’


Her brother smiled at her, patronising. ‘I never heard that one before. Aunt Cecilia finds branches of the family everywhere, when it is convenient.’


‘She could be right. You never know. But tell me, what’s happening with the wedding? Is everything organised? I wish I could have been here to help Elena. Now who is coming?’


‘The usual people. Family. Friends. His and hers. Luis and Isobel and their children are staying at the Waldorf, making a holiday of it. The aunts are with friends in Connecticut. The Garcias and others from Buenos Aires have taken apartments somewhere and Grandpapa Batiste is staying with Uncle Julio on Long Island . . .’


‘But,’ Maria interrupted, ‘not our family, Eduardo, the other side! I heard there’s a Lord and Lady coming!’


‘Yes, Lord and Lady Heselwood.’


‘I didn’t know Australians went in for lords,’ Hank said.


‘They’re not Australian, they’re English. Friends of the MacNamaras. Luke’s family.’ Eduardo spoke as if he had already gone through this explanation too many times.


‘Luke must be well connected, to have friends in the peerage,’ Maria said, sensing that Eduardo wasn’t overjoyed at the prospect of this marriage. She looked out of the window. ‘I love New York, it’s such a stolid place isn’t it? Everyone putting one foot after the other with such intensity.’


Hank laughed. ‘Eduardo, this sister of yours has the strangest reactions. Most people say New York is exciting.’


‘Oh bosh,’ she cried. ‘It is too predictable to be exciting. Everyone who comes here knows exactly what to expect. Australia is exciting. I’d love to go to Australia. Pioneer country . . . it must be like North America was in the movies of the Wild West; all that space.’


‘And no water,’ Hank said. ‘That’s the difference. Our pioneers were fortunate they found well-irrigated country. The further west you go in Australia the drier it gets; a lot of their rivers flow inland and just run into the sand.’


‘Rivers can’t flow inland, Hank,’ his wife said.


‘They can, can’t they, Eduardo?’


Rivadavia was curious. ‘Have you been to Australia, Hank?’


‘Yes, during the war.’


‘Have you ever been to this country, this part that Luke comes from, Queensland? I’ve never heard of it before.’


‘Eduardo, for once I’m way in front of you,’ Hank said. ‘Sure I’ve been there, but it’s no big deal. I reckon more than two hundred thousand GI’s and fly-boys know that part of the world. There were enormous US bases in Australia, but the biggest concentration of fighting men was based in Townsville, on the coast, a jumping-off spot for the Pacific war. I often wonder if any of them went back; there were big opportunities in that country in those days, still are for that matter.’


Eduardo was at last finding the conversation more interesting. ‘What sort of prospects?’


‘Plenty of them, in all directions. Fantastic, endless grazing country – they’ve got cattle stations there, ranches, as big as Texas.’


His brother-in-law was stunned. He had been taught to believe that everything in Texas was the biggest. ‘You are joking with me?’


‘No I’m not. What size is this station, the ranch your future son-in-law has?’


‘I didn’t like to ask.’


‘You should have. Aussies don’t mind. They’d tell you if their grandpappy was Jesse James. Half of them are descended from convicts – they don’t care. In fact, they’re proud of it.’


‘Oh, my God!’


Even Maria was aghast. ‘I’m sure Luke MacNamara isn’t descended from a convict.’


‘How do you know?’ Hank was enjoying himself, teasing them. He loved them all dearly; they had taken him to their hearts and given him a sense of belonging, something he had not experienced before, but the Rivadavias took their family line so seriously they were vulnerable to a little gentle needling.


Hank still recalled with rage his homecoming from the war after months of hospitalisation. He had called his parents from San Francisco to tell them what bus he would be on; he had travelled across country for two days, too excited to read the magazines he had bought to fill in the time, and had stepped out at the old bus station, home at last after two years. There was no one to meet him so he had walked right across the town, experiencing a sense of surprise that it seemed so much smaller than he remembered. The front door was locked but the key was in the same place so he let himself in the back door and found a note on the kitchen table, anchored by the sugar pot, where his mother always left her notes. It said his parents had gone to the movies.


He had wanted to leave right then, but his need to be home, among family, was too great. He desperately needed to tell them what had happened to him, to be rid of it. But when he spoke of the war and they saw him begin to shake, his father told him, ‘The war’s over, boy. Put it behind you.’


Eduardo cut into his painful memories. ‘If you have been to Townsville, have you been to Luke’s home town, this Valley of Lagoons?’


‘Valley of Lagoons,’ Maria repeated, ‘it’s such a romantic name. I adore it.’


Hank shook his head. ‘No. I don’t think it’s a town. I looked it up on a map but I couldn’t find it.’


‘Neither could I,’ Eduardo groaned. ‘Luke circled it with a finger for me, but one can only guess. It looks to be hundreds of miles inland from Townsville, which is on the coast.’


‘Not so different then from Argentina or Texas is it?’ Hank laughed.


Eduardo scowled and changed the topic. ‘Here we are. Look at all the cars in the street. The residence is a madhouse today, photographers, dressers, hairdressers, squealing women. Why don’t we keep going and lunch somewhere quiet?’


‘No,’ Maria cried, almost leaping from her seat. ‘I must go and help Elena. There must be a million things I can do.’ She was climbing out even as the limousine glided to a stop at the front portico.


Maria and Hank took the same car to the church just minutes ahead of the bridal party. Hank was irritated; he hated to be late at any time.


‘There’s no hurry,’ Maria said; ‘they can’t start without the bride.’


‘That’s not the point,’ he complained. ‘I like to get places early so I can see who’s who. Now look, they’ve all gone inside. We’ll only see backs on the way in.’


The usher took them down the long aisle while Maria admired the flowers and Hank looked around for familiar faces.


‘There’s the groom’s mother,’ Maria said as they sat down, and Hank glanced over at an attractive woman with a slightly suntanned face and blond hair rolled gently under a pillbox hat. He noticed her strong competent hands as she placed her gloves and prayerbook on the narrow ledge in front of her and saw the contrast in his wife’s olive-skinned elegantly manicured hands. ‘Where’s her husband?’ he whispered to Maria.


‘Sssh. He’s dead! Killed in the war. Luke is such a nice young man isn’t he?’ She was looking towards the bridegroom and, even though they could only see his back, Hank nodded approval. In the way of all tall men, he appreciated that this lad was a good six foot, wide shouldered, but still lean and lanky, needing more years to fill out. He smiled. The groom was obviously uncomfortable in his formal clothing, jerking at his coat and straightening the tie. He looked again at young MacNamara, trying to see his face; there was something familiar about him, about his stance. What was it? Hank searched his brain. The way the shoulders moved? The slight lean, a cowboy lean. Maybe it reminded him of some of the boys back home. He felt a strange nervous roll in his stomach and perspiration stood out on his florid face. Looking down he saw that his hands were shaking.


Maria, who missed nothing (he always said), took his arm. ‘What’s the matter, Hank? Are you all right?’


‘Yeah, I’m okay. It’s just a bit hot in here.’


She looked at him sharply as he took out a handkerchief and dabbed at his face and neck.


Getting old, that’s my trouble, he told himself. He stood as the first chords of the wedding march peeled triumphantly through the church. There was Elena standing with her father at the top of the aisle, framed in light.


Hank’s troubling thoughts were forgotten as he turned and was briefly lost in the beauty of this woman he had watched grow from a child. Her lovely face was misty under the veil that fell in a cloud of tulle from the same mantilla Maria had worn on their wedding day.


‘Isn’t she beautiful?’ Maria was ecstatic, clutching at Hank.


‘She sure is,’ he said, turning to catch the bridegroom’s reaction.


Luke MacNamara had turned, as all bridegrooms do, to steal that first glimpse of his bride. His nervousness left him and his face broke into a wide grin, then he remembered to turn back to the altar.


He saw the tall man standing in the front row and guessed it must be Hank Wedderburn, Elena’s favourite uncle, so he acknowledged Hank with a conspiratorial wink before resuming his correct stance with the groomsmen, facing the priest.


Hank staggered as if struck. His knees buckled and he clutched at the pew for support. His eyes clouded. The bride went past with Eduardo and the organ music seemed to rise to a roar.


‘What is it?’ Maria’s voice was fearful. ‘Are you all right?’


‘I’m not too well. I think I’ll just get outside for a minute.’


‘I’ll come with you.’


‘No, you stay here.’ He stepped from the pew into the side aisle, trying to look as if there were some rational purpose to his exit. Heads turned, curious, as he disappeared through a side door.


Outside he braced himself and walked away to stand under a tree, fumbling for a cigarette. Instead, the pack fell to the grass from his trembling hands. In the privacy of the deserted courtyard, Hank Wedderburn gave way to tears.


By the time the others emerged from the church he had washed his face at the drinking fountain and forced his cheerful self to return, but Maria noticed the redness of his eyes. His sudden ‘turn’ had given her a fright. He had to promise to see a doctor as soon as possible because he could give no explanation for the lapse.




CHAPTER TWO


During the reception Hank made up his mind to act on something he had let lie dormant for fourteen years.


But it wasn’t until he was back in the privacy of his Dallas office some weeks later that he picked up the phone and called a firm of private investigators.


That afternoon, Thomas J. Clelland travelled up in the lift of the prestigious Wedderburn Building to see Hank Wedderburn himself, wondering what this assignment might be. Checking up on a business associate? Hardly. Wedderburn could do that better through his own contacts. Wife trouble? Unlikely. Those sort of arrangements were made well away from the office. Smart wives were friendly with secretaries.


Wedderburn was polite. He wanted quiet enquiries made on a matter of minor interest. Curiosity. He had heard that Clelland had been with Army Intelligence during the war.


‘I wouldn’t make much of that, Mr Wedderburn. It sounds impressive, but I was based in New Zealand. Didn’t have much to do except move files around and enjoy the lifestyle. At the time I resented being stuck there, but now that I look back I was lucky.’


‘Did you get to Australia?’


‘No. Missed out on that too.’


‘My enquiries would take you to Australia. Would you be free to go? All expenses paid.’


Clelland kept the excitement out of his voice. ‘Yes, sir. If I can be of assistance to you there.’


‘You can. I want information on an Australian soldier.’


Clelland knew it had been too good to be true. He couldn’t jeopardise the firm’s first contact with Wedderburn by wasting his time and money. ‘I hate to knock back a trip to Australia, Mr Wedderburn, but if that’s all you need we could get that information from here.’


‘That’s just what I don’t want. It’s a personal matter. I don’t want to offend anyone. I can’t have someone lead-footing it around the Army records. This family has got its own contacts in the Australian Embassy here. I don’t want anyone to pick up that there’s a “need to know” going through on one of their people. The man is dead and he was not a criminal, it’s nothing like that. I just want you to trot quietly along and bring me back his case history. Nice and neat. I don’t want the family to hear of it.’


‘Army files are a bit hard to get into without family approval.’


‘You’ll find a way. Bribe somebody if you have to. You needn’t scrimp. But I do want discretion.’


He handed Clelland one sheet of paper on which was printed . . . JOHN PACE MACNAMARA. VALLEY OF LAGOONS. QUEENSLAND. AUSTRALIA . . . and he apologised, ‘It’s not much to go on. He was “killed in the war” as people say. He could have been run over by a jeep in Perth for all I know.’


‘Sure. I know one guy who came home with a Purple Heart. He was gored by a bull taking a short cut through a farm outside Auckland.’ He looked at the page. ‘Where is this Valley of Lagoons?’


‘That’s a good question in itself. I’m not exactly sure, but it’s inland from Townsville, which is a town on the north coast of the eastern state of Queensland.’


‘Oh yeah. I know where Townsville is. Big US wartime base wasn’t it?’


‘That’s it. I don’t really think you’re going to have much trouble finding out about this guy. If you subtracted all those troops from that little town, I think it would have just gone quietly back to sleep.’


He escorted Clelland to the door and then, suddenly, he felt the need to say more. ‘Listen, I don’t want you to be flying blind on this. I stumbled on this guy’s name recently. Out of the blue. I think he was a guy I met during the war. That guy, that Aussie . . .’


Clelland stared, embarrassed.


Wedderburn had tears in his eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve never been able to talk about it.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I think he saved my life.’


That damn war, Clelland thought. So many men came home with terrible memories buried deep inside them. He checked his impulse to say, ‘That’s okay, pal. I know how it is.’ He did not know. It was an easy thing to say, a cliché. He waited for Wedderburn to speak.


Hank appreciated his silence. ‘Thanks. You see, now this has confronted me I have to know. I don’t want to discuss it with his family. If I’m wrong, I’d make a goddam fool of myself. If I’m right, it could be worse. Why resurrect all the pain again? Put his wife through it a second time. This is a private matter, between me and a guy who has been dead for fourteen years. It’s not just that I owe him – and I like to pay my debts – it’s not knowing who that digger was that has been bugging me all these years.’


‘I hope I can help, Mr Wedderburn. Do I need your service record to tie up this enquiry?’


‘No. You bring me home all you can on the late John Pace MacNamara and I’ll know.’


Clelland retraced his steps through the Wedderburn offices with a heavy heart. The trip to Australia was a bonus, but he felt sorry for Wedderburn. Guys like that carried guilt around with them like lead weights. The real guilt was that their buddies had died and they had lived. He was surprised that a positive guy like Wedderburn couldn’t see that these things happened all the time in battle. It was the name of the game. He walked across the foyer, glancing at the list of Wedderburn companies displayed on the wall, and pushed out into the heat of the day.


When he returned from Australia, Clelland delivered his report to Wedderburn’s office. Weeks passed, and though the account was paid in full without a query, he heard nothing. Then Wedderburn called, ‘Can you meet me for a drink?’


‘On one condition,’ Clelland said. ‘You tell me whether we hit the right button or not.’


‘I’ll tell you. I feel like some of God’s fresh air. What about Lindy’s there, by the park? We can sit outside.’


Hank was seated at a table under the trees when Clelland arrived. Hank already had a drink so Clelland bought himself a bourbon and carried it down with him. ‘I’ve come armed,’ he said, waving his drink. ‘I’m sorry that report only had one blurred photo, lifted from a battalion magazine. All the guys in that photo look alike to me and I didn’t want to go to the family.’


‘That’s okay, Tom. I didn’t need a photo. It was the timing that was important. You ever heard of the Kokoda Trail before this?’


‘Oh Jesus, yes – the arse end of the war.’


‘Sure was. It was a hot steaming hell on those New Guinea mountain trails, nothing but jungle, and Japs behind every bush.’


‘Yeah, I remember. They were always screaming for supplies from up there but it was hard to get to them. A drop would end up down some ravine or in a Jap camp. But I thought it was only Aussies in that fight.’


‘There weren’t too many Yanks around; it was just our bad luck to draw the short straw. God knows how we got into it, we were raw GI’s straight from the good old USA into Port Moresby and on to Kokoda. I can still see those big tough-looking Aussies tramping past us. They looked older than us, or something; I couldn’t figure it out at the time. They had those sweaty slouch hats pulled down over their faces, granite faces, and their sleeves rolled up, looking like battalions of lumberjacks. It threw us. They looked so bloody sure of themselves. The jungle was alive with Japs and there were no real battle lines; you fought where you stumbled into them, with bayonets, and, oh Jesus, it was a bloody business.’


‘Now I’ve learned something. I had no idea any of our guys were on the Kokoda Trail,’ Clelland commented.


‘By Christ they were, and died there too. But your report taught me something about that campaign I never knew before. Now I realise why I felt so inadequate beside those Aussies; a lot of them had been fighting for years. They just brought them back from Tobruk and pointed them at the Japs. They were the famous Rats of Tobruk, and I never knew. They were battle-hardened men, no wonder they looked older. Anyway, our officers were raw too; they’d had no combat experience and we got into a hell of a mess, lost too many guys, so we were pulled out and sent around to a place on the coast not far from Buna, and went inland from there.’


‘That wouldn’t have been much better would it?’


‘We still had the stinking jungle and plenty of Japs, but more chance to get our act together. We could use the rivers, move faster, and see what we were about. Kokoda was no place for raw recruits. Anyway, we seemed to be going well after that, until one day I was with a patrol near the Adai River and the Japs jumped us. Two of my buddies bought it right then and they caught another of our guys. I could hear him screaming all night. I took off into the undergrowth; I didn’t care where I was going. In the morning I could hear the Japs beating the jungle looking for me.’ He finished his drink and signalled the waiter. ‘Same again. To cut a long story short they caught me, stuffed a pack of leaves in my mouth, trussed me up and marched me into a clearing where they had three Aussies tied up. They were gagged too so we couldn’t communicate, but I felt better for their company. I didn’t want to die alone. They left us there all day, no food, no water, and that night the Japs got stuck into the booze and the prisoner nearest them got roughed up a bit. And then two Jap officers started leaping around, showing off with the swords. It looked like some sort of play acting.


‘The next thing they came sauntering over, crocked to the eyeballs, rocking on their heels and lurching all over the place. They stood us up, pulled out the gags, but left our hands tied behind us, and started to walk us along a trail from the clearing. One of the Aussies must have known what they were talking about. All of a sudden he lashed out with his boot at the nearest Jap, screaming at us to run. I can still hear him. “Get the hell out of here. We’re for the chop, the fuckin’ bastards.”


‘We didn’t need any more telling. We split! I went head first back into that undergrowth crawling for my life and I could hear them all shouting and yelling behind me. The Japs were so drunk it took them by surprise.


‘So there I was back in the jungle again, handicapped. My hands were still tied behind me, but I was luckier this time. I fell down a hollow. It was full of ferns so I moved along an inch at a time, keeping my head down. I thought I was going great, getting further away from them, but I must have gone around in an arc. They had caught the Aussies again. I didn’t have to look up to see that; I could hear them swearing, abusing the shit out of the Japs, and it frightened me. I was so close to them, but I was too scared to move. I could hear the Japs beating them to get them to shut up. Finally there was quiet, and I couldn’t stand it, so I lifted up my head just enough to see what was going on.


‘The Aussies were lined up again, ankles hobbled and their wrists tied together in front of them, and one of the Aussies started this crazy row. “Give us back our hats, you bastards. We have to die in uniform.” It was all crazy, but one of the Japs must have understood and, this sounds insane, but they were big on protocol or whatever they call it, and he sent his men scurrying around for the hats – they found those goddam slouch hats.’


He stopped and drank his whisky in a gulp. ‘I’ve never told anyone this before.’


‘You’ll get through,’ Clelland said, ‘even if I have to buy you another ten drinks. You’re not leaving me halfway through this story.’


‘Yeah . . . well they gave them their hats and the diggers were laughing and exchanging hats, and the most insulting remarks they could think of about the Japs, who were standing right in front of them, rifles and bayonets to all sides. And I’m staring and thinking they were all mad when one of these Aussies turned, pretending to be straightening his hat. And for a second he looked right at me. He winked and said “Lower, mate” and went right on with a string of cuss words that would make your hair curl, and his mates joined in and the Japs started belting them again while I took off again, going backwards, getting further away into the jungle.’


‘Do you think that hat business was just a decoy?’


‘I’m sure of it. I didn’t think anyone could see me, but they could.’


‘Did they get away in the end?’


Hank rested his chin on his clasped hands and stared over the neat green lawns and carefully trimmed hedges for a moment before answering. Then he cleared his throat, and, straining his voice to reply, said, ‘They were beheaded. All three.’


‘Jesus!’


For a long time the two men sat watching the sun go down.


Hank was the first to speak. ‘The file you brought me back says that Sergeant John Pace MacNamara was executed by the Japanese in the Adai River area, New Guinea, 22nd December 1943.’


‘And he was one of those three men?’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you know which one?’


Hank paused and smiled sadly. ‘It was MacNamara who winked at me. MacNamara who said . . . “Lower, mate”.’


‘How do you know it was MacNamara?’


‘Because as long as I live I’ll never forget that face. And only a few months ago it walked back into my life and winked at me again.’


Clelland stared.


‘No. I’m not seeing ghosts. I met his son, the spitting image of him.’


‘God Almighty! Did you mention this to him?’


‘No. That’s where you came in.’


‘Back there in New Guinea. How did you get away?’


‘Natives found me. I’d been crawling around that jungle for nine days, covered in leeches, bitten by everything that creeps and crawls and burning up with malaria. I was a mess. I must have come to enough to tell someone in the field hospital about the Aussies, because later on an officer came in to see me. He told me they had located the bodies and asked me if I wanted to know their names. He started pulling out this notebook. That cracked me wide open. They tell me I screamed the place down. They put me on a ship and I ended up in hospital in Townsville. I hung around there for months and then went on to the Philippines. So that’s the end of the story.’


Clelland leaned back in his seat and tapped the table. ‘No it’s not. If I were de-briefing you I would say that is a half-assed report, soldier, try again. You left something out.’


‘No I didn’t. I don’t remember much about crawling around in the jungle . . .’


‘You said they were beheaded. Don’t look away. If you left the scene, how did you know? That’s the part you’ve got buried. You might as well get it out now and be done with it, you’ve come this far. Did you see it happen?’


Hank’s face had turned a sickly grey. ‘I heard it. I heard the Japs jabbering and then I heard the Aussies shouting again and then, whatever was decided, there was this dead silence again. I lay in the swamp and I prayed to God to take me away from there and I cried and cried, I was only twenty-three, and then I heard the Aussies starting to scream. And I heard the chop and this terrifying silence. Then I heard one of the Aussies shouting at them to leave his mate alone . . . not to do it, but they did . . . that chop again. And the last one never said another word. I heard them chop him too. I think I’m going to be sick.’


When Hank came back the colour had returned to his face. ‘That load must have been sitting on my stomach for years. I’m sorry I put you through all that.’


Clelland smiled. ‘I asked for it. I’m pleased my report answered your question.’


‘It helps to know who he was.’ Wedderburn looked up and smiled. ‘There was also a good side to my story of Down Under. While on leave in Townsville I went wandering around the countryside with three other guys, and we all came home rich men.’


‘I often wondered how millionaires got started.’


Hank laughed. ‘You need that stroke of luck, it’s rarely done with bare hands.’


‘So I’ve noticed,’ Clelland said ruefully.


‘Now to go back to where you came in. Sometimes I think happenings have a purpose. Or even another dimension, I don’t know. But John Pace MacNamara had a son. I didn’t. And his son turned up in New York and married my niece.’


Clelland gulped his drink. ‘You’re kidding?’


‘I’m not. I think I’ll take a trip to Australia and have a look around MacNamara’s territory, this Valley of Lagoons. I have the feeling he’s sent me an invitation.’




PART TWO


ARGENTINA, 1825




CHAPTER ONE


In the year of 1825 Viscount Forster accompanied the British trade delegation to Buenos Aires to meet with members of the Assembly of the United Provinces of La Plata. Although he held no official accreditation and was listed at the embassy only as an observer, Forster’s height of six foot three and his bearing made many mistake him for the leader of the delegation.


Over the centuries the Forsters had managed to remain both staunch Catholics and staunchly loyal to their country. As a Catholic, Forster could hold no public office, but the British government had found his services useful. He had served his country well in a less formal, even shadowy, capacity. As a private citizen he could often travel more freely and gather more information than those appointed by the government, and his religion gave him common ground with many who would look with suspicion on a Protestant. His role suited Forster. He enjoyed being involved in diplomatic affairs free from the leaden hands of bureaucrats, and as an intrepid traveller he endeared himself to everyone he met with his enthusiasm and charm.


On this expedition, once again, he needed all those attributes to deal with the proud and prickly South Americans. His religion, he knew, had already assisted him in establishing a basis of trust. Now it would be up to him to discreetly sound out the feelings on the subject of the Islas Malvinas. The British government was intent on annexing these islands with a minimum of fuss and there was reason to believe that the La Plata Assembly would acquiesce.


It was not enough that in the eyes of those who counted in Buenos Aires the British were supporting them in their struggle against the Spanish. There were past conflicts which had not been forgotten. In 1806 the British had invaded this very territory, the Spanish viceroyalty of La Plata.


The Spanish viceroy had packed his bags and fled, and so the people themselves had sprung into the breach and fought off the British. From that day on, encouraged by their success, the descendants of the Spaniards saw themselves as patriotic Argentinians. It was this that gave them the incentive to turn on the Spanish and embrace the revolutionary spirit aflame in this region. They determined to rid themselves of the Spanish yoke.


Forster had been enjoying the social life of Buenos Aires. As an aristocrat he had been welcomed into the homes of the rich and powerful. His socialising like most things in Forster’s life was not without a purpose. He was on the lookout for a high-ranking Argentinian who might support the annexation by Britain and encourage others to as well. His choice had fallen upon Jorge Luis Rivadavia.


The Rivadavias, he had learned, were wealthy landowners of Spanish descent. The main hacienda was up-river at Rosario. There they lived like the Russian aristocracy with serfs, not slaves, but were far more industrious than the Russians. The main source of wealth was silver mines in the North, but they also had huge estates where they maintained herds of fine purebred cattle. Their farmhands, or cowboys, of mixed origin, Spanish and Indian, were known as gauchos.


Jorge Luis, now in his early fifties, though not a member of the Assembly, exerted power commensurate with his position in society. He was also regarded as something of a hero, having left his estates and gone to the wars. He had fought in the north against the Spanish and had marched in San Martin’s army from Mendoza across the Andes to Chile to strike at Spanish bases.


The wars had secured independence from the Spanish but violence and chaos now reigned as provincial leaders fought for supremacy and disagreed on the form of government. The caudillo (military) element began to take control. This added urgency to the British plans for the Malvinas. Juntas were notoriously difficult to deal with.


In his unobtrusive way Forster had encouraged the company of Jorge Luis during his stay in Buenos Aires and was delighted to find him an interesting and intelligent companion. They dined together on several occasions. The Argentinian, although well educated having attended the University of Cordoba, was anxious to learn more about England and its constitution, and wanted to understand more of the complexities of European trade. Forster was happy to oblige, subtly and indirectly building a case for the British annexation of the islands.


When he was invited to spend a few days at Jorge’s hacienda the roles were reversed and it was Forster doing the learning. He found Argentinian lifestyle fascinating. Leisurely meals were enjoyed in the cool white courtyard which was shaded by a pergola massed with red roses. At these gatherings Jorge introduced him to members of his family and Forster was surprised that most of the men spoke English. Jorge’s beautiful wife, though, spoke only Spanish, but their eldest son Juan was always there ready to translate for her. They were a handsome family, Forster noted. Jorge with his black hair greying at the temples, slim dark moustache and white even teeth was very much the suave Latin but Forster also noted that with his stocky build he looked as strong as a bull. His son Juan was very like him, but his dark eyes, like his mother’s, were wider, brushed by incredibly long eyelashes.


At the first opportunity, when his mother was absent from the table, Juan questioned Lord Forster about his opinion of the government, but his father intervened. ‘Lord Forster is a diplomat. He would not wish to comment on our internal politics.’


‘One is still interested,’ Forster said, in deference to both of them. ‘I believe you are related to the Minister, Senor Rivadavia? He seems to me to have sensible, farsighted policies.’


‘He will be President soon,’ Juan said quickly, and Jorge shook his head.


‘You don’t think so, Father?’ Juan challenged.


‘I didn’t say that. It is possible, but I fear for him; he is an excellent minister with a sure grasp of commerce and a true vision for our country, but that will not make him the leader. I think he will be overrun by Colonel Rosas.’


Juan protested. ‘Impossible! Rosas is not fit to lead. He turns gauchos into brigands.’


‘No matter what we think of him, the man has an immense fortune and vast estates where he can recruit and train men.’


‘Only fools would follow him,’ Juan cried.


‘You call them fools; they think they are patriots. We all have our dreams.’ Jorge turned to his guest with a note of sadness in his voice. ‘We had ours. There was dancing in the streets when our dream came true, our independence. We saw a glorious future, and what have we got? Anarchy. There is conflict between the central government and the provinces, between city and country. Caudillos like Lopez in Santa Fé set themselves up as dictators of provinces in order to attack the government. It is very difficult for estancieros like ourselves. We have had to organise to protect our families and our lands against Indians and hordes of militant gauchos, and, as well as that, to maintain order, we must send money and men to Buenos Aires to fight off the caudillos and their troops.’


‘Could Rosas be classed as a caudillo?’ Forster asked.


‘Yes,’ Juan said.


‘No,’ his father disagreed. ‘He is more powerful and more dangerous than that. Also his mother is of the family Anchorena, the richest in the whole of the Rio de la Plata. As you would know, Lord Forster, the next step for ambitious men after money is power. He will not be content with one province.’


‘But I understand he fought with the central government against these provincials?’


‘That is true,’ Jorge said. ‘You do not strike with a hammer a work of art that will be yours in time. He fought on the side of unity; he defeated Lopez and for that he became a hero, and was presented with even more land by the grateful government.’


Forster heard a mutter of irritation from Juan. ‘I fought against Quemalcoy, sir, and I saw what Rosas’s men were, murderers and plunderers, not soldiers.’


Jorge smiled proudly. ‘Yes. My son fought in the Indian wars when he was seventeen and acquitted himself well, but the men from our contingents fell foul of Rosas. When they came back, hotheads like this son of mine began to speak out in the capital against Rosas. They say he stands over the estancieros with his gauchos and lets the gauchos loose in the city like barbarians, and that he should be stripped of his wealth and power.’


‘And we will go on shouting it from the rooftops,’ Juan said.


‘And when Rosas comes to power you will be in certain danger,’ his father replied.


‘What would you have us do, Father? Turn a blind eye? The people must be told about him. Anyway, we have won. He has retired to his haciendas. Bernadino Rivadavia will never allow him a position of power again.’


‘Bernadino will have no say in it,’ his father said quietly. ‘Rosas is not sitting quietly on the pampas, he is gathering strength, becoming the popular hero. He is becoming everyman’s dream.’


The musicians came out to play for them and a violinist strolled by.


Forster was disappointed at the interruption; he would have liked to have heard more about this man Rosas, obviously a man to watch.


The next day Jorge invited him to ride out with them to inspect the estate. He noticed that Jorge and his two sons were armed, even the younger lad who was only about thirteen. And they travelled with a bodyguard of gauchos.


‘I am worried about Juan,’ Jorge said, riding alongside Forster. ‘We will have enough trouble on our hands without provoking Rosas.’


‘Perhaps he might like to come back with me to visit England and Europe?’


‘That is kind of you, but he will know I’m sending him away. Wars are unsettling; a soldier comes home and life is not the same again. He needs a challenge. My father had died just before I returned, so I had big responsibilities. If Rosas comes to power I will have to get Juan out of the country quickly, but it would be easier if I had something in mind for him.’


A great herd of cattle was being mustered into a forest of high-fenced stockyards ahead of them and ranch hands were waving to them, acknowledging Jorge with proud grins. Forster admired their colourful ponchos and wide hats and the brilliantly striped horse-blankets.


The stockyards covered a large area and the cowboys skilfully manoeuvred the cattle into the various sections with a great deal of shouting and cracking of whips. ‘Very impressive, Jorge,’ Forster said but he found the choking dust and the noise of hundreds of beasts trying. He longed to return to the calm of the hacienda. As if he had read his visitor’s thoughts, Jorge suggested they might visit a pulperia for lunch.


Forster agreed, silently hoping the place was clean, these shanty inns were not noted for their cleanliness.


When Rivadavia’s party rode up there was cheering from villagers. A long table was set out under a spreading tree with exquisite lace-bordered tablecloths and gleaming crystal glasses. Forster noticed familiar faces among the serving people. He realised that Jorge had had his servants bring across all the necessities for a classic luncheon on the chance that it would please the visitor to attend. As the party dismounted and were seated, guitars began their romantic music then violinists played strident tunes while gorgeous women came out to dance, their skirts a mass of swirling red petticoats and heels tapping staccato on the worn hard ground.


Jorge joined in, matching the lead dancer, his precision and control bringing shouts of delight from his people.


Forster applauded, relaxed now and enjoying the scene, hungrily sniffing the aroma of beef on the open grill. He began to eat the stiff breads and the spicy creams and cheeses that were handed to him by attentive servants, washing them down with red wine from a glass that was refilled every time he drank.


Juan was dancing too. He was the image of his father, strong, medium height, good carriage, heavily muscled shoulders taut under the well-cut richly embroidered jacket. His black eyes, concentrating on the dance, gave him an air of great seriousness until the dazzling white teeth lit up his swarthy face in a smile. Handsome indeed, like his father, Forster thought, and the mother of course.


Jorge came back to the table, his arms around two women, whom he dismissed to rejoin his guest. ‘Ha!’ he cried to Juan who was nearby. ‘Pour me some wine. I am over-excelled.’


‘Exerted,’ Juan said and his father grinned.


‘See how good is his English, and he loves to correct his father.’


He sat down beside Forster. ‘Are you getting enough to eat?’


‘Indeed I am. And the wine is superb.’


‘Good. It is our own wine.’ He watched Juan moodily for some minutes and then turned to Lord Forster. ‘Have you ever been to New South Wales?’


‘No I have not. I had hoped to go there from here and return home via the Cape of Good Hope, but it is not to be this journey. I must return to England.’


‘I have been studying the map. It seems that they have grazing lands there on the same scale as we have here, lands that can be bought for a pittance by the first man who claims them.’


‘Yes, I believe so. But why would you be interested in New South Wales when you have the same opportunities here?’


Jorge tapped a finger on the table. ‘I might be just a man of the country, but for our family to survive over the generations, and to achieve our present situation, we have had to be political, to watch and to know what is coming. For instance, I know that you British have your eyes on the Islas Malvinas and that there are men in our government who will say: “Let them have those islands, what are they? Just rocks in a great ocean.” But I say they are land and land is a birthright. Every inch of land should be defended. Good friend that you are, I will oppose you on that.’


Forster adopted an appearance of studied interest while he worried about getting back to Buenos Aires and finding another champion for his cause. The British would have those islands, they would not allow Spain to take them and neither of the great nations was interested in the Argentinian point of view.


Jorge was still talking . . . ‘We have problems at the highest political level and at the other end of the scale the people are beginning to ask why they too do not have land. If I were a peon, I might be asking the same questions, but I am not. I am of the great families which built this country and we say the land is ours while we hear the sounds of revolution.’


‘Your people here seem very content, Jorge.’


‘So they do, but will their children be or their children’s children? I doubt it. And tell me this? Why are you British so confident you will be able to retain New South Wales when you have failed in North America?’


‘Aha!’ Forster smiled. ‘We shall not make the same mistake this time. We intend to keep a firm hand on this colony. It will remain British.’


‘I am pleased to hear that. If it does, it will have a stabilising influence. That colony will prosper.’


‘You intend sending Juan there?’


‘Yes, if necessary for his safety. Also to invest in land there. If the Rivadavias owned cattle ranches in New South Wales as well as in Argentina we would be more secure. If we were forced to leave Argentina . . .’ Jorge shrugged.


‘I am sure the Governor of New South Wales would welcome investment from our friends in Argentina,’ Forster said. ‘And if there is anything I can do to assist, do let me know.’


‘I shall. It is a challenge that will intrigue my son. I know it will. He can go out into the world a conquistador, instead of being the small voice here trying to stop the thunder.’




PART THREE


IRELAND, 1825




CHAPTER ONE


The streets of Dublin were furled in dank grey fog, making it hard for Pace MacNamara to keep his guide in sight, the shambling figure looking no different from the rest with his coat collar turned up and cap pulled down. Pace had not been told where the meeting place would be, only to follow this fellow. ‘But the way he is going,’ Pace muttered to himself, ‘skulking down alleyways like the devil is following him rather than a friend, it’ll be my luck to end up following the wrong man.’


The guide turned yet another corner and Pace hurried after him, dodging oncoming pedestrians, losing him for a minute in the fog and then spotting him again in the dim yellow light of a tavern doorway as he disappeared inside. What does he think I am? A bloodhound? Am I supposed to sniff his trail?


He hunched his shoulders and walked steadily down the narrow lane as if he intended to pass the tavern and then turned abruptly and went inside to a gloom of low flickering lamps and the smoke of peat, as misty as the streets outside. Moving quietly through the crowd, but not searching, he was waiting for a familiar face or voice. When he reached the bar, he ordered a porter. The barman nodded, poured the drink, and without a backward glance took it to a booth at the far end of the room. Pace followed.


Behind him, some lads celebrating, spread across the aisle cutting off access to that part of the bar. Casual it seemed, but it was not missed by MacNamara as he slipped into the booth, facing them, his eyes wary, skimming the company, you cannot tell friend from foe in this town. He took care to note it was only a few yards to the unbolted side door. Not reassured, he wondered if he had walked into a trap.


An older man came wearily through the side door, taking his time. Pace, pretending to stare at some brass plates on a far mantelpiece, saw the floor bolt drop into place as the man closed the door. He flexed his muscles, ready to catapult himself out of the seat if need be, but the newcomer shuffled over, rubbing his black-mittened hands, and slid into the seat beside him.


The barman found a path through the noisy revellers and delivered another glass of porter to the booth. Not lifting his head, the older man watched the white apron disappear before he spoke. ‘Do you know me?’ His voice was harsh.


‘Yes,’ Pace nodded, although he had given no sign of recognition until now. Dan Ryan was one of the organisers of the opposition to the British. No one seemed to know exactly where Ryan stood in the scheme of things and few had ever clapped eyes on the man. Pace had seen him twice at clandestine meetings.


‘They’re onto you, boyo,’ Ryan said.


‘They’ve been saying that for a long time now.’


‘But they know who they’re looking for this time. You’re a marked man.’


There was no change of expression on MacNamara’s face. ‘Is that so?’


‘It is so. You’ve been warned and you won’t listen to sense. That’s why I had to come myself.’


‘You shouldn’t have gone to the trouble.’


By the saints, Dan thought, studying him. You never can tell. This one’s looking at the last of his twenties, a professional killer, and still has the face of an altar boy, black curls and all. ‘I’m carrying your orders,’ Ryan said. ‘You are to leave Ireland.’


MacNamara showed no reaction but Ryan could almost feel the heels digging in. ‘I’m taking a risk coming here to save your skin. You must go. You’re no use to us dead and they won’t let you be a martyr if that’s what you’re thinking. You’ll just disappear. Dumped out to sea with a bullet in your back.’


He waited for an answer. It’ll be a crying shame to lose a marksman like MacNamara, never mucked up a job yet, but if we can get him out we’ve still beaten them. A morale booster for the boys; a victory however small can raise cheers. Even the mother’s darling of a MacNamara isn’t safe from informers when the screws are put on; if they get him it will make a lot of others twitch and think about going back to the farm.


‘I’ll not go,’ MacNamara said. ‘They won’t be forcing me out. Let the English get out. I’ll just lie low for a time.’


‘Too late. The hue and cry is on to ferret you out. There’s no place for you now. We can’t stop them and we can’t put our safe houses in jeopardy. You’re going and that’s flat.’ He put up his hand to stifle any further argument and pushed a slip of paper across the table. ‘The boys are waiting for you outside. Two of the lads will take you to a ship to see you get there safe and sound.’


‘To see I get there don’t you mean?’


‘The ship sails tonight. Its name and the name of the captain are on the paper. If anything goes wrong and you get separated from the boys, keep on going.’


‘Tonight? I’ll not go tonight. The parents . . . I would have to see them . . .’


‘We’ll let them know. They’ll be glad of the news that you got away safe. Would you rather they hear you were dead?’


‘Where is this ship going?’


‘This one will take you out of Dublin to Bristol, and then the captain will take you to London and put you on another ship for New South Wales. The captain’s a good man; he’ll set it all up. Your passage will be paid and he’ll see you have some spending money.’


‘New South Wales! That’s the end of God’s earth. And it’s ruled by the English anyway. You’re putting me out of the fat into the fire, man.’


‘We’re not! You’ll be free there. You’ll be able to live your life in peace. Listen, boy, we’re not forgetting what you’ve done for us here. For once we can pay back. Most of our boys don’t live long enough for that. If you stay here, you throw your life away. Do you want me to send a message to anyone else after you’ve sailed?’


‘I do not.’ MacNamara’s voice was resigned and wistful and Ryan remembered the raid that had led Pace to join them. British soldiers had stormed the bottom end of Mary Street in Kildare, routing families out of their homes and shooting up the place. Two women were killed by stray bullets, one of them the young wife of Pace MacNamara. Though the British never knew it, they had done themselves a bad turn that day, Dan thought. It was a pity they would never know what that raid had cost them in British lives at the hands of the grieving husband. Revenge was never sweet to the likes of MacNamara, only never ending.




PART FOUR


ENGLAND, 1825




CHAPTER ONE


Huddled in the ankle-deep filth of a dark corner, Jack could not decide which was worse, the foul stink of the overcrowded cell or the biting, sleet-laden wind sweeping in from the open barred window above him where a hag was wheedling the prisoners to buy her beggar scraps. He kept his head down, afraid someone might recognise him as Jack Wodrow, highwayman. So far he had been able to pass himself off as Jack Drew, charged with a lesser offence. He studied the men who were to be his fellow travellers – transportees to New South Wales – and wondered why the government would be bothered shipping out such a miserable, useless lot, a good few of them half dead already.


Felons, the judge had called them and that tickled Jack. Most of the scavenging scum would give a true felon a bad name. The poor sods were being banished for stealing barely enough to survive one day. The bloody hulks and prisons were full to overflowing with the sweepings of the slums and poorhouses and now the government was spending a fortune shipping them to faraway lands instead of using the money to feed them, which was the root of the trouble in the first place.


It was rumoured around the prison that they would be tossed overboard out at sea, and the more gullible were crazy with fear already. Jack dismissed that story. The landowners, the gentry, and their hangers-on in the courts were too stupid to think of that solution. Had it been up to Jack he might have considered disposing of the dregs that way, nice and easy. Keep the healthy ones and sling the rest into the briny and good riddance. A prisoner stumbled past him in the darkness and Jack lashed at him with his boot. ‘Get your plague-ridden bloody sores away from me,’ he snarled.


He amused himself choosing the men he would keep and the men he would consign to the deep. If there were a few hearty ones around, might not there be a chance to take over the ship? He had never been to sea before but the idea struck him as a possibility. He would have to give it more thought.


For the present there were other problems. Jack believed he had no place among these wretches. He had seen his career as a highwayman as strictly business, a stepping stone to a better life. He had not been greedy; the wealthy merchants and travellers he robbed could well spare the contents of their purses. For years he had been cautious, trusting no one and then misfortune had come upon him, tumbled on him like rocks from a cliff.


He had built a sizeable fortune in coin, almost enough to buy a tavern and live grand but while he was out one day, for less than an hour, a thief had broken into his lodgings and stolen his savings. His savings! Jack Wodrow, Black Jack, had been robbed! If he ever found the bastard . . . but there was little hope of that.


As a result of that loss, he had redoubled his activities, and one night on the Birmingham Road a merchant had lunged at him. Jack had only intended to shove him aside but his musket had fired and he could still see the fellow sinking to the ground, astonished. After that he had gone hotfoot to London, lying low in the rookeries around St Giles. Then the next bit of bad luck had descended.


He was walking home through the mists of a dark alleyway when he saw a dandy come stumbling, drunk, out of Minella’s house. Easy pickings. In a flash Jack was upon him and was rifling his pockets when the dandy’s friends rushed out of the bordello and fell upon Jack. They delivered him to the parish watchman under the name he had given them, Jack Drew, and the high mincing voices, so self-assured, had saved his life. A parish watchman was unlikely to question information given to him by gentry, and Jack entered the criminal lists as a thief, not as a highwayman wanted for murder.


He pulled his coat around him. The judge had sentenced him to be transported to New South Wales, better than a hanging.


The next morning they were taken to the blacksmith’s shop for their chains. There were complaints among the prisoners at the use of bolt locks on their ankles but Jack adjusted to the stiff shuffle, forcing himself to submit without protest. Do what they tell you, he told himself, they’ll not hear a word from Jack Drew until he is well clear of these shores. With the chains on their wrists linking them fore and aft the prisoners were marched down the street to the river and onto the barges.


Jack listened to the talk around him while the same questions were asked over and over. ‘What ship is it to be?’ ‘How long will it take to get to New South Wales?’


A prisoner chained two down answered, ‘About four months,’ and Jack was shocked. ‘How do you know?’ he growled.


‘Because I been halfway there already,’ the man replied. ‘I sailed in the Royal Navy.’


‘What’s halfway?’


‘The Cape of Good Hope, down at the bottom of Africa.’


Africa? He’d heard of Africa with lions and tigers. He wondered if New South Wales had lions and tigers. He could read, and write a little too, but this information was beyond him. He had a thousand questions to ask but concealed his ignorance. He decided to stick by this sailor. He could be useful.


The barge took them down the Thames to a landing where they were pushed ashore to be joined by another twenty heavily chained prisoners, some of them weedy little lads hardly more than a couple of years into their second decade on this earth.


‘What’d you do?’ Jack asked one of them. ‘Rob the Bank of England?’ And the prisoners laughed but a truncheon laid across Jack’s neck from the back sent him flying. He hit the rough boards of the landing and blood ran down his face.


‘No talking!’ the guard shouted.


The sailor helped Jack to his feet and held him upright while the chains were removed so that they could climb into the long-boat which was to deliver them to their transport ship now at anchor in the wider reach of the river. ‘You all right, mate?’


Jack scowled. ‘I think so. For a minute there I thought he’d knocked my head off, the bastard. It’s a bloody fitting farewell to the filthy shores of England. The next place can’t be any worse.’


All faces now turned into the biting wind to crane and peer at their ship, its masts tall and stark against ominous grey skies. As they bumped across the choppy waves, spray blew over the bow and the sailor rubbed salt water into his face. Jack copied him, washing the blood from his cheeks, enjoying the fresh feeling of the salt water. The sailor grinned at him. ‘That’s it, mate. Never fight the sea, make the most of it.’ He nudged and Jack looked back at some prisoners who were already turning green.


They scrambled up the rope ladders to the deck but before they had a chance to look back they were forced down through a hatch into the bowels of the ship. When the ninety-strong contingent of prisoners was below in their quarters a heavy wooden gate was bolted behind them. Jack stayed by the gate. He heard orders being shouted, the answering cries from the crew and the slap of the great sails as they unfurled into the wind. He heard the smooth slip of the winches and the grinding of the anchor as it lifted from the depths, setting the ship loose into the outgoing tide.


He turned to find the sailor standing next to him. ‘My name’s Jack Drew. What’s yours?’


‘Scarpy. Just call me Scarpy. I can’t make out what they’re doing here. There aren’t half enough bunks. In the Navy some got hammocks and you shared, two up and one down, some sleeping while their mates were up working, but here, we won’t be doing any work. I can’t figure it out at all. And look . . .’ he showed Jack iron rings set at intervals along the bunks. ‘Look at this. The only place I ever seen these before was on a slaver.’


Jack eyed the rings. ‘Are they going to chains us down here, the bastards?’


‘Looks like it.’


‘We’re not bloody slaves. We won’t bloody let them.’


‘Not much we can do about it.’ Scarpy fished in his pocket and brought out a small parcel of cheese. ‘Here, have some,’ he said.


Jack took a piece and ate hungrily, surprised that this fellow would share when he had so little for himself. ‘What did you get?’ he asked.


‘Fourteen years. Striking an officer. The navy flogged the arse off me and threw me out. I should have made a better job of it. What did you get?’


‘Me? I got life,’ Jack replied, feeling superior.


‘Four months in this hole with this filthy mob will be as bad as life,’ Scarpy warned. ‘And I reckon we’ve got a few butchers down here with us too.’


Jack nodded moodily. He was not concerned about the threat of violence, he could take care of himself, but those iron rings worried him. What if the ship sank? A shudder of fear ran through him. Who would spare the time in a shipwreck to release prisoners? A flush of sweat ran from his pores. Four prisoners were sitting in sullen silence on an end bunk. ‘Who are they?’


‘Irish. Politicals,’ Scarpy told him.


Jack sneaked another glance at them trying to work out what sort of crimes they would have committed to become politicals. They were all clear eyed and healthy looking. He put them on his list of possible allies, wondering if they had noticed the rings.


‘Where’ll we kip?’ he asked Scarpy.


‘The best spot’s there by the scuttle. Get some fresh wind we would and a look at the sea.’


‘Water might get in there.’


Scarpy laughed. ‘You’ll be glad of it in time.’


‘Good then, we’ll clear them sparrows off that perch.’ Jack walked over to the bunks and pulled three youths and an old man out of their places.


‘Ay!’ a small man with a squint yelled at him. ‘They was there first!’


‘Shut your gob, ferret face,’ Jack told him.


Scarpy prowled between the benches. ‘By Jesus we could suffocate in here. I seen horses travel better than this.’




PART FIVE


THE VOYAGE OF THE EMMA JANE




CHAPTER ONE


The Emma Jane was a sturdy eight-hundred-ton square-rigger that had sailed for many years under the banner of the East India Company, but the new owners, W & A Stuart and Company of London, preferred their independence. This firm was a branch of the prestigious Stuart Shipping Line of Aberdeen.


In purchasing the Emma Jane they had retained the services of the Captain, Hector Millbank, but only after some persuasion, because of a change in policy. Millbank, a fine navigator, had spent a lifetime at sea, beginning before the mast in His Majesty’s ships. He had sailed the China Seas and rounded the Horn many times, but more importantly from the Stuarts’ point of view, he had twice completed voyages to Sydney Town around the hazardous seas off Van Diemen’s Land where many a good ship had been wrecked.


When they informed Millbank that his first voyage under their flag would not be to carry cargo outward bound but to transport convicts to the penal colony of New South Wales, he was outraged. A heavy-set man, with black stubbled hair going steel grey at the temples, and a trim beard, Millbank looked the part of the old sea dog, bristling with authority. His keen eyes snapped at the Stuart brothers as if they were his junior officers, not his employers, and his roar could be heard all over the building.


But Walter Stuart had anticipated this reaction. The meeting was deliberately informal, around a bottle of their finest Scotch whisky. He waited while his brother Angus soothed the captain, admitting this was a great deal to ask of him, a radical change from a merchant ship to a transport ship, but reminding Millbank that even though he was transporting prisoners, he was taking these men to a place where, once they had served their time, they could go on to lead full and productive lives in the colony. Many of them were already doing so.


‘It is the Emma Jane we are talking about here,’ Millbank had countered. ‘I’ll not see her turned into a prison ship!’


Because the brothers needed this man, they avoided the obvious reply that such matters were for the owners of the ship to decide. Walter knew Millbank’s reputation as a responsible captain who treated his crew with consideration. He was a far cry from some of the tyrants who sailed the southern seas, and it was this compassionate streak in the Emma Jane’s master that he hoped would win the day.


‘It is not the thought of a prison ship that worries me,’ he said. ‘These people are being transported against their will so it is up to us to see that the ships are seaworthy and in the hands of experienced masters. I don’t need to tell you, Captain, that many of these voyages have proved disastrous. Incompetent command has resulted in a high death rate among the prisoners.’ He had Millbank’s attention now. ‘Don’t you see, sir,’ he continued, ‘the Emma Jane must have an efficient master and one who possesses sure knowledge of those seas.’


Later he explained that there would also be paying passengers on the Emma Jane, only a half dozen or so, and it finally seemed, as they reached agreement, that Millbank’s main concern was to make certain he had adequate supplies. Walter assured him that they would spare no expense to meet his requirements.


Some measure of satisfaction came the Captain’s way. Under the new owners, the Emma Jane would now have the full refit he had been requesting for years. The British Government, in the terms of the contract with Stuart, had agreed to underwrite the necessary renovations.


A few days before sailing date Millbank stepped aboard the Emma Jane, still harbouring misgivings about this voyage, but he had given his word. The prison quarters shocked him. Carpenters had turned the hold into a maze of timber ledges.


‘What are you doing?’ he shouted at the foreman. ‘This won’t take ninety men!’


Each bunk was divided from its neighbours by criss-crossed slats, giving the appearance of pigeon holes.


‘Aye, Captain, it will,’ the tradesman replied. ‘We’re working to specifications. Four men to each bunk, head to toe. It will work out fine.’


The first mate Palmerston, who had sailed with Millbank for many years, was just as gloomy. ‘It’ll be a cess pit within a day,’ he said, ‘but there’s nothing we can do about it.’


‘Yes, we can,’ Millbank told him. ‘Once we get under way we’ll have them up top to take the air, in shifts maybe, and we’ll put some of them to work.’


But as he watched the prisoners come aboard he was not so sure. They were a wretched lot, some of them had a wild-eyed look, half crazed. He began to have second thoughts about letting them loose on his ship. He went down to his cabin already planning to take on extra supplies at the Canary Islands so that they could bypass the Cape of Good Hope and make a run across the southern ocean with the winds. Everyday saved was one fewer day of certain misery for the men chained down below so there was no time to waste in Capetown. It would cause complaints among the passengers and crew but all souls on board were his responsibility.


And the passengers . . . thank God there were only five of them, not counting the doctor and his wife. One double cabin was empty. The booking had been cancelled when the prospective travellers had discovered the Emma Jane was a transport ship. As far as Millbank was concerned, that was a blessing. He would use that cabin as an infirmary.


He wrote his first entry in the ship’s log before giving the order to sail. ‘Ship in fine shape. Officers and crew accounted for. Dr Brooks and his wife aboard. Five passengers: The Honourable Jasin Heselwood and wife, Mr Pace MacNamara, and Mr Dermott Forrest and wife. Ninety prisoners quartered in inadequate space. It will be a sore trial of a voyage, this one. Pray for good winds.’


As the ship heaved forward into the Channel, prisoners began to scream and weep, throwing themselves against the gate, but the two guards outside ignored them. They were more interested in the commencement of a journey that would take them to join their regiment in the far-flung colony where they would find adventure and, they hoped, promotion.


They nursed their pistols and listened to the swish and surge of the sea. Their temporary appointments on this voyage, as jailers, seemed to them a soft job to fill in time until they stepped ashore to military duties in Sydney Town.


Most of these soldiers had been trained by officers who had served in the European wars or the more exotic east and they looked forward to romantic lifestyles and deeds of heroism for the glory of the British Empire. They had no conception of the reality of New South Wales, that they were to become nothing more than uniformed warders, impressed to continue guarding prisoners, hunt absconders and patrol boundaries; they had no idea that it was more than likely convicts would become the front-line troops fighting beside their masters on the New South Wales frontiers, receiving only bed and board for their labours and nothing for their fighting abilities.


The further north the pastoralists pushed in this new colony, the more dangerous became their expeditions, but all they saw was a vast empty land ahead of them. They failed to understand that it was part of the Aboriginal culture not to disturb the land they had inhabited for thousands of years and the general opinion was that this country was inhabited by nomads who had no territorial claims.


At the time the Emma Jane was sailing south from the English Channel, the Aboriginal tribes of the north lands, which stretched more than a thousand miles from the furthest boundaries of New South Wales, had never seen white men. They were fierce strong people, content to live their lives as their laws decreed, but tribal travellers on the great trade routes around the Continent brought news of white invaders who had no respect for boundaries, the worst of crimes. They listened in great sadness to the stories of death in the south lands and wailed at the fate of those tribes whose people had become displaced, and when big corroborees were held to discuss this tragedy, the men of the north came to listen; the men of the Tiwi tribe and the Tingum and Kabis and the Mandanggia and the Kungai; and the Banjin men came from their island and the six-foot men of the Keramai with red and yellow painted shells around their necks and immense spears and woomeras. Newegi tribesmen came with their dangerous hardwood weapons, and the Kalkadoon and the Mijamba and Wannamara and even the bloodthirsty Kebishus sent envoys from their islands far to the north, to trade pearls for stone tomahawks. And many more came, from the mountain country and the channel lands and the gibber deserts, and then they returned home and they waited. They would not be taken by surprise like the gentle tribes in the south.


Meanwhile the white men spread out across the land, confident, ignorant, bringing their women and children and their herds. They worried about astonishing droughts, and dingoes that killed their sheep, and floods and fire, and they dreamed of gold and they dismissed the owners of the land. And here on the Emma Jane were passengers, in chains or in the sedate saloon, who were going to war. They were destined for roles in a war that is rarely mentioned in the history books, and the battles have a name. The Black Wars.




CHAPTER TWO


Late in the afternoon of that first day at sea, the gate to the hold was thrown open and all prisoners were taken up on deck. From their vantage points around the decks, armed crew members watched the first mate Palmerston introducing the jailbirds to shipboard life.


Roley Palmerston, known to the crew as ‘Roley-poley’ because of his rotund figure, was a florid-faced man with a wide smile and a jovial air which gave the lie to his true character. Son of a Welsh coal miner he was a hard, tough man, feared by the crew, many of whom had been preparing to sign off if Millbank left the ship.


One by one the prisoners were stripped to the skin and a seahose was turned on them, sending them slipping to the decks in a scramble of white arms and legs and behinds while the crew roared with bawdy laughter at this unexpected entertainment.


Jack Drew was in the first contingent and after the water assault he ran back to retrieve his clothes.


A sailor barred his way. ‘Leave the filthy rags. We don’t want those fleabags on our ship.’ And the lot went overboard.


He was handed a rough towel, a bar of soap, a shirt and trousers plus a pair of canvas shoes. ‘These won’t take us far,’ he grumbled, examining the thin soles.


The sailor grinned. ‘You’re ridin’ not walkin’, mister. Get yourself dressed.’


Down below he found that long chains had been threaded through the iron rings and from them, single chains hung ominously.


‘Line up here,’ a guard ordered and once in place, each man was chained near his bunk.


‘What if the ship sinks and us chained up like this?’ a prisoner whined, but the guard laughed.


‘What difference would that make to you? You can’t swim anyway!’


Jack stood in a fury as a chain was locked to his ankle, accepting it helplessly but with murder in his heart.


All night long he lay in the blackness listening to the swish of the sea and the moans and sighs and vomits of the wretches incarcerated with him, feeling the cold steel on his ankle, and his rage was so great he felt he would have a seizure. There was a price on his head for shooting that fat merchant but now he wished he had shot every last one of his victims to make this sentence worthwhile.


His head ached even more and the farm boy next to him was snoring. ‘Wake up,’ he said, thumping the boy, ‘the inn’s on fire!’


The lad sat up with a jerk. ‘What? What’s going on?’


‘You,’ Jack growled. ‘Stop your bloody snoring!’


‘I might be snoring, mister, when I get some sleep, but you’ve been tossing around all night there like a woman in her throes.’


Before first light, prisoners were clanking about trying to ease the stiffness from the discomforts of the night, queueing for privy buckets.


Jack sat up and threw his blanket aside. His mouth was dry and his first breath filled him with the stench of human excrement. ‘Jesus wept!’ he cried and spat on the deck as if trying to rid himself of the taste. He rolled his blanket to keep it clear of the deck which was running with urine. During the night men had urinated on the floor from laziness or from fear of disturbing the others in the search for buckets and others had added vomit to the slime.


The gate opened and the Captain entered the prison unable to hide a grimace of revulsion at the suffocating stench.


‘Lovely, isn’t it?’ Drew shouted and the others took up the call shouting abuse, while the guards cocked the pistols, ready to fire.


‘I am Captain Millbank,’ he announced, waiting while a mutter of anger rolled around the tiers of human beings crammed into their timber catacombs. ‘This is the first time the Emma Jane has carried transportees . . .’ he began.


‘First time for us too, mate,’ a voice shouted followed by a wave of raucous laughter.


‘I will do all I can to help you,’ Millbank continued, surprised that the smell of these wretches overshadowed his pity for them. He was already in a hurry to get away from them. ‘I propose to remove all chains now we are on our way . . .’ The prisoners rattled the irons in response, pleased at this concession, but Jack was not impressed.


‘Why wouldn’t you?’ he roared. ‘We’re not bloody slaves!’ And immediately the mood of the prisoners swung back to rumbling resentment, but Millbank stood his ground, shouting above the din until curiosity forced them to listen.


‘Any breach of the rules by any prisoner and all chains will be replaced for forty-eight hours. When the weather permits, you will be taken on deck while these quarters are cleaned. You will be able to get some exercise up there. You will be fed the same meals as my crew and fresh lime juice will be distributed every day. You must drink this juice to avoid a serious sickness called scurvy.’


‘We got sick men already, Captain,’ Scarpy called. ‘What about them?’ He was feeling chirpy. It was the first time he had ever dared shout back at a ship’s captain but he now figured he had nothing to lose.


Millbank had intended to say more but the stench was too much for him. The question had given him an excuse to leave.


Up top in the clean air he caught hold of William, the cabin boy. ‘Tell Dr Brooks I want to see him in my cabin.’


‘I don’t think he has risen yet, sir,’ William said.


‘Then shake him up. It’s all hands on deck today.


‘And that’s no understatement,’ he muttered as he made for his cabin. It was only just beginning to dawn on him how much extra work these convicts would cause.


The wind was brisk and a running swell had them scudding along in fine style. A good start, but the presence of the convicts nagged. He would have to keep a tight rein on them, they were a dangerous presence and by the looks of them there were quite a few cut-throats in the ranks. He sighed. He had not even had time to think about the passengers yet.


Doctor Brooks tapped on his open door.


There was a dignity about this grey-haired little man, despite a slight stoop, that gave Millbank promise of good company on the voyage.


‘You wished to see me, Captain?’ Brooks asked, clutching his plaid cloak with one hand and reaching unsteadily for a chair with the other.


‘Yes, Doctor, sit yourself down. You’re still not feeling too bright eh?’


‘Better today than yesterday,’ the Doctor gave a wan smile, ‘and then perhaps, better again tomorrow than today.’


‘That’s the spirit, then you will enjoy the voyage. Have you sailed these seas before?’


‘I fear I have not sailed any seas before, sir. My legs seem to be made of rubber.’


The Captain laughed. ‘Ah well, I hope we will not have to keep you too busy.’ He noticed an inexplicable blink behind the horn-rimmed glasses, but continued, ‘We already have some patients for you. Among the convicts I am sorry to say.’


Since the Doctor appeared surprised, Millbank presumed an explanation was in order. ‘They were not in the best of condition when they were brought aboard and some of them were overtaken with seasickness, even at the docks . . .’


Brooks was clearly agitated. ‘I think there is a misunderstanding. I am not a doctor of medicine!’


Millbank gaped. He shuffled papers on his desk until he found what he was looking for. ‘It says here, “Dr Brooks”. The owners of this ship, the Stuart Brothers, assured me you were a doctor. You sir, and your wife, are travelling on a grace and favour passage. Who else but a doctor could expect not to pay the fare? I ask you!’


Brooks’s face reddened while the Captain waited for his reply. ‘I am sorry, Captain,’ Brooks managed to say at last. ‘There has been a mistake. I am a Doctor of Astronomy. Read at the Edinburgh University.’


‘Good God!’ the Captain exploded, ‘And the Stuarts gave you a passage believing you were a doctor of medicine! How did you manage that? Did you not have to show them verification? Do you realise you have endangered the lives of all souls on this ship?’


‘Captain,’ Brooks said quietly, ‘I should appreciate it if you could give me a hearing.’ He took his time before proceeding, waiting for Millbank’s anger to subside.


Millbank coughed. ‘Go on then.’


‘I must tell you that at no time was it mentioned to me, when our passages were arranged, that I should take up the role of the ship’s doctor. I assure you, Captain, I should have protested most vigorously. It is ludicrous. You must believe me. I would not have you think that I have taken up this voyage under false pretences. The fact of the matter is that Governor Brisbane of New South Wales invited me to join him. He is most interested in astronomy and the skies of the southern hemisphere intrigue me, so I was delighted to accept. And, very kindly, the Governor extended the invitation to include my wife. We will be staying at Government House until suitable accommodation can be found for us. If you wish I shall go to my cabin this instant and bring you my correspondence with Governor Brisbane.’


He searched Millbank’s face for some reaction but met only a cold stare. ‘And besides, Captain, grace and favour though it might sound to you, your ship owners do not count to lose by this arrangement I am sure. I do not imagine the Stuarts give away passage with no return, especially passages at the request of His Excellency, the Governor.’


‘No, not them,’ Millbank said bleakly.


Having made his explanations, Brooks took out a large white handkerchief and dabbed at his face. He was a gentle person and had managed to go through life avoiding confrontations. He shifted uneasily in his seat, wanting to leave, but lacking the courage to get up and go.


‘The bloody misers,’ Millbank muttered. ‘Do you know what has happened? Those Scot bastards thought they were getting two for the price of one. They spotted “Doctor” on the manifest and thought, with one doctor on board why send another?’


‘Perhaps so,’ Brooks whispered.


‘So what’s to be done?’ Millbank barked, and his passenger, having no idea, stared back at him. ‘We must not let this out,’ Millbank continued. ‘Dr Brooks, until we reach Port Jackson, for all intents and purposes you are a doctor of medicine, astronomy is only an interest. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, Captain, the intent makes sense, the actual purpose may not. What if I am called upon to practise?’


‘You will be called on. But you’re an intelligent man, between us we should find some answers.’


‘I shall be pleased to help where I can, but what if an operation is required?’


‘We pray,’ Millbank said.


‘I shall have to tell my wife about this new status.’ Brooks still looked bewildered.


‘Of course,’ Millbank agreed. ‘She’ll have to know. We’ll muddle along somehow. I’ve had doctors on board who wouldn’t know a neck from a knee bone and others who saw nothing but the bottom of a rum bottle. I’m grateful to you, sir, and I apologise for jumping to conclusions.’


That evening the Captain dressed with care. There was a long and difficult voyage ahead and he wanted to keep the passengers content. Some of them, he hoped, might even enjoy the experience. He trimmed his beard and moustache and the bushy hairs in his nostrils and stood back to examine the result, but found himself thinking of the passengers again.


The Honourable Jasin Heselwood could be a difficult one. Standing staring into the mirror he pictured Heselwood again. A fine-looking gentleman, tall and slim with longish fair hair. From one side of the parting a swatch of blond hair hung half across Heselwood’s left eye, giving him a rakish air, which Millbank thought might not be undeserved.


He always made a point of meeting his passengers as they boarded and Heselwood had seemed genial enough then, attentive to his wife, a good-looking woman, expensively dressed, who, at the time, was more concerned with their belongings. This couple had brought enough trunks and pieces of furniture aboard, including a piano, to fit out a village. The bosun had decided that the best place for the piano was in the saloon and carpenters had to be called in to make a way for it.


There were only three women on board and he hoped they would get along well. Mrs Heselwood and Mrs Brooks should hit it off, he believed, and they would probably make allowances for Mrs Forrest.


Dermott Forrest was a bootmaker from Norwich, off to make his fortune in Sydney Town. His wife, a plump little woman, with pretty brown curls bouncing out from her large blue bonnet, had already told him their plans in her enthusiasm for this great venture. He admitted to himself that she talked a lot but what was that but cheerfulness, which would be needed in the months ahead.


William brought in his blue jacket, well pressed now, gold buttons gleaming.


‘Are the passengers assembled?’ he asked the lad.


‘Yes, sir, as many as will be up. Only four of them. Mrs Heselwood and Dr Brooks and Mr Forrest are all feeling too sick.’


‘Damn!’


To start on the right foot he had instructed the cook to prepare a special four-course meal. ‘Oh well. It can’t be helped. Tell them in the galley I want the food served hot and no grease. Now get along with you.’


When he entered the dining saloon Jasin Heselwood was explaining his wife’s absence to the group. ‘Mal de mer! My poor dear wife is suffering greatly. And our cabin is stifling. One wonders how one will survive the tropics. Ah, Captain! How are we progressing? Will the seas become calmer?’


‘They’re fair enough now, Mr Heselwood. Too much calmer and we’d be in the doldrums.’ He turned to Mrs Brooks. ‘I’m disappointed. I was hoping Dr Brooks could join us this evening.’


She picked up his emphasis on the word ‘doctor’ with a small smile. ‘Yes it’s a pity but he is only taking tea and biscuits this evening to be on the safe side.’


He placed her and Mrs Forrest at the top of the table, either side of him, and Heselwood took the chair beside Mrs Forrest. ‘No point in leaving spaces,’ the gentleman commented. ‘Makes a table look like a wake for the dear departed.’


MacNamara, the fourth passenger to brave the first dinner at sea, moved into the seat beside Mrs Brooks.


Millbank smiled at his little party. ‘I hope the others find their sea legs soon, it is always very enjoyable to have the full complement to dinner.’


Heselwood leaned forward. ‘Tell me, Captain. What if the other passengers do not find these sea legs? What if the mal de mer persists?’


‘That rarely happens but if it does then the patient has to give consideration to discontinuing the journey. Ship sickness can be debilitating and for some, the only cure is dry land.’


Mrs Forrest gulped, and did not look at all well but Millbank decided not to draw attention to her.


‘You seem to be faring well, Mrs Brooks?’


‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘I’ve never felt better. I think sea life might agree with me.’


Mrs Forrest looked up. ‘My husband is mortified to miss our first dinner party. He did not count on suffering mal de mer. But he sends his greetings to all.’


‘Thank Mr Forrest for his kindness,’ the Captain said, nodding to William to begin serving. Mrs Forrest had said they were joining Dermott’s brother in Sydney Town and it was Millbank’s guess that the brother was a former convict, since both had glossed over how the brother had happened along to the colony in the first place. But good luck to them, tradesmen were needed in New South Wales, they should prosper.


Mrs Forrest began dropping lumps of bread into her soup so he addressed the Irishman. ‘You’re not bothered by the swell of the sea? You’ve sailed before perhaps?’


‘I have not,’ MacNamara muttered.


Millbank was curious about MacNamara, as handsome as they come, with smooth skin and soft brown eyes, but rather gaunt, half starved in fact. In which case, how could he afford to be travelling cabin class? There were other ships that carried Irish emigrants below decks for a much cheaper fare. This fellow had arrived at the gangplank of the Emma Jane with only a few belongings wrapped in a bundle, as if he intended to be away overnight rather than years.


‘And where are you from, Mr MacNamara?’ he asked.


‘Ah – the Curragh, sir,’ the Irishman replied, caught off guard, his concentration engaged in the enjoyment of the meal. Millbank heard the hesitation, a note of suspicion in the voice, that it might not be safe to speak of background, and guessed the reason.


Mrs Forrest paused in her open-mouth chewing. ‘Captain, I have not been introduced to this gentleman.’


‘I beg your pardon, madam. Might I introduce Mr Pace MacNamara. And this young lady is Mrs Dermott Forrest.’


The Irishman bobbed his head at her without getting up and Millbank saw the scorn on Heselwood’s face. He hurried on. ‘Have you met the other passengers yet, Mrs Forrest? Our absent friends?’


‘Not yet and I confess to curiosity since we shall be travelling companions for many months.’


‘Ah then, Dr Brooks will be joining us and then there is Mr Heselwood’s good lady. You are all free to use the saloon at any time. It is a change from the cabins.’ He went on to explain procedures on the ship, the duties of the steward, William, and other matters.


Jasin Heselwood listened in silence, appalled that he should be travelling on a prison ship. He, the Honourable Jasin Heselwood, gentleman, was offended by the ship, the hoary old captain, this disgusting dining room with its warped floor, musty rags of draperies and blood-curdling food. The smell from the convicts’ quarters was already overpowering but it was not a subject one could discuss at dinner, let alone in front of ladies, such as they were, but he vowed to speak to the Captain at the earliest opportunity. And the company! The Forrests were common tradespeople and that bog-Irish fellow! Georgina would not take kindly to these acquaintances. The next few months would be a nightmare, no, a rolling, pitching hell! He now regretted his hasty decision to run for New South Wales to be out of reach of his creditors. He should have given the matter more thought.


However, the damage was done, and he supposed he could at least look forward to staying with his friend John Horton, who, by all accounts, was doing well for himself in Sydney Town.


By the time they had finished the dessert of heavy pudding marooned in a moat of custard, the face of the woman beside him had turned pea soup green.


When Milly Forrest staggered from her chair, Jasin was on his feet and the Captain leapt up, calling on William to assist the lady outside, but Jasin’s gallantry had almost cured her. She leaned heavily on his arm, her eyes downcast, until he handed her over to the steward. ‘Thank you kindly, dear Mr Heselwood,’ she managed to gasp before the bile began rising in her throat, forcing her to clamp her jaws shut and allow herself to be wheeled away by the steward.


As soon as the door closed behind them, Jasin leant against it, laughing. ‘My God! I didn’t think she’d make it out of here. Every mouthful she swallowed sent her greener.’


‘Poor Mrs Forrest,’ Mrs Brooks said.


‘Poor nothing! The woman ate like a pig. It’s a wonder she lasted as long as she did. Still what can one expect, having to dine with tradespeople? They tell me New South Wales is awash with them, aping their betters.’


Adelaide was disappointed. Mr Heselwood had been so charming all evening and now he was spoiling it with these cutting remarks. She felt he needed correcting. ‘My husband says the tradespeople are the mainstay of the colony.’


‘Is that so? God forbid! But what would a doctor know about the business of maintaining a colony? Of controlling a population of convicts and their camp followers?’


She blushed and clutched her napkin. She had not realised he would react so badly to her small rebuke.


‘There’s not a lot to know,’ MacNamara said in his quiet voice. ‘It’s just who controls the firearms.’


Heselwood scowled. ‘I think, sir, your remarks are uncalled for.’


‘As were yours,’ MacNamara replied. ‘Maybe you should listen to Mrs Brooks. You British have a lot to learn.’


‘We are all British subjects, Mr MacNamara. Even you.’


‘I am not a British subject by choice. Might be one day this colony will see sense and banish the British.’


Heselwood laughed, aware the Captain was not appreciating this turn of events. ‘Like the Irish have?’


‘Like we will!’ Pace corrected.


‘If you gentlemen are interested,’ Millbank intervened, ‘I should like to show you my charts of the route we shall be taking.’


When Heselwood left, Millbank was relieved. Having this pair either side of his table did not augur well for the coming months but he decided, for the time being, to ignore them.


‘Did you enjoy your meal, Mr MacNamara?’


‘It was the best meal I’ve had in a month of Sundays, thank you, Captain. And call me Pace.’


‘Pace? That’s an unusual name. Where did it come from?’


‘My mother found it. A bit of a mix-up of the Latin I think, but it means peace.’ He looked at the Captain with a wry smile. ‘We are at heart a peaceful race you know.’


Millbank laughed and rose from the table.


‘I’ve enjoyed your company,’ he said, ‘but now I must be off. Mrs Brooks, may I escort you to your cabin?’


As he left with Adelaide he turned back to the Irishman. ‘It’s fine up top, Pace, if you want to get some air.’


Pace got to his feet to bid them both goodnight and then wandered around the saloon examining the carved furnishings and the pictures of ships on the walls. It was a grand ship, indeed, but no place for him, his place was back in Ireland, and every press and dip of the ship was taking him further and further away.


‘Ah dear God,’ he said. ‘They’ve turned me into a man without a country.’




CHAPTER THREE


By the time the Emma Jane reached the Canary Islands, Millbank realised that the voyage would be even more difficult than he had first thought. The crew complained at the extra work caused by the prisoners, not least their constant spitting on the scrubbed decks and companionways, the passengers were miserable and the prisoners a constant worry.


At first there had been some scuffles with the guards and crew when they were allowed up top and then more marked aggression had followed. But no matter what the Captain tried to do for the welfare of the prisoners they did not stop blaming him for their miserable state and took delight in shouting obscenities at every turn, especially when they sighted the cabin passengers. Millbank had been forced to order the passengers to stay out of sight until the prisoners were returned to their quarters which brought more complaints from Jasin Heselwood.


Dr Brooks was managing well in his sick bay, assisted by his wife Adelaide, who was an obliging woman, but did not seem to be able to get along with Heselwood’s wife.


Millbank was certain that Adelaide Brooks’s impish nettling of Georgina Heselwood was deliberately designed to offset the simperings of Milly Forrest who had appointed herself handmaiden to Mrs Heselwood, dressing her hair and sewing for her. The imperious tones Georgina used to address Milly often made Millbank wince.


But these were only minor matters. With the ship at anchor, he made for his cabin having decided not to go ashore on this occasion, admitting to himself that he dare not turn his back on the ship even for a few hours.


Palmerston put his head in the door. ‘We’ve been taking stock, Captain, and the quarter-master says if we keep using supplies at this rate we’ll be outspending our allowance. We’ll have to cut back on rations to the prisoners.’


‘We will not. They promised me adequate supplies. The Stuarts will learn not to play tricks on me. They want these prisoners to make a good showing when we get to Sydney, so be it. The only way I can do that is to put some condition on them or they won’t last the distance. Tell him to order as much as we can carry.’


Palmerston shook his head. ‘Very well but you won’t get any thanks from that scum down there.’


‘You let me worry about that. Get extra rum for the crew, that might compensate them for our difficult cargo.’


The ship’s bell tolled. ‘There’s the pilot. Send the passengers ashore in his boat. I don’t want to linger here any longer than necessary in case some of our below-decks passengers get the idea they might swim for it.’


When Palmerston departed, Millbank called in McLure, the bosun. ‘I was thinking I might have a talk to some of the prisoners, just one or two of them. It is important they understand what we are trying to do for them.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ McLure said. ‘They’d never recognise sweet reason if it was fed them on a plate.’


‘It’s worth a try. If I can get them to co-operate it would make their lives easier. Who could I talk to? Ringleaders I’m looking for, so the sheep will follow.’


McLure lit his pipe. ‘Let’s see. There’s one fellow they’re all scared of, Big Karlie, they call him, but he rules with the fist, no brains. And an Irishman with a following, he’s gathered a few into his clan. O’Meara. He never gives any trouble, just watches.’


‘Get him up here then. Who else?’


‘There’s another one, Jack Drew, a lifer. A bit too street-sharp for my likings, but he comes up a boss among them.’


‘An Englishman?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. I’ll start with him.’


As he waited he was certain he could get better organisation for the rest of the voyage with some co-operation. The odd job details had been a disaster; the prisoners had been worse than useless and the daily excursions on deck were trying the patience of everyone on board. If they could behave when they were allowed out he might be prepared to bring them up of an evening. On the lovely tropic nights the crew often had concerts with a few songsters and the scrape of a fiddle and some to dance a jig. The last thing he wanted to do was to keep the prisoners down there like animals, but they were becoming increasingly troublesome and punishments were well overdue. So far he had refused to order any floggings but his alternatives were running out. His passengers were now on their way into Tenerife and Millbank wished he could sail away without them to give him a chance to bear down on these prisoners without an audience.


The guards, looking more sullen than their captives, brought in Jack Drew, a tall lantern-jawed fellow with lank brown hair tied at the nape of his neck, his pockmarked skin stretched over high cheek-bones. He held his head high and stared boldly at the captain. ‘What do you want me for?’


‘You will speak when you are spoken to, not before,’ Millbank growled, and motioned the guards to leave his cabin. ‘Your name is Drew?’


‘Yes.’


Millbank refrained from ordering the guttersnipe to address him as ‘Sir’, there were more important battles to be fought. ‘I want to see what I can do to make this journey easier for the prisoners.’


‘What has this got to do with me?’


‘Mr Drew. I hear you are well thought of among the prisoners. If I can explain to you what I have in mind, you could put it to them. I want them to understand that I am trying to help.’


Drew laughed, a hard sneering laugh. ‘Even by bringing me up here you’ll have them thinking I’m a snitch. You’re soft in the head.’


Millbank was patient. ‘Mr Drew. We have a long way to go, about four months of sailing ahead of us . . .’


‘Four months?’ Jack interrupted. ‘I heard that before but I didn’t believe it. Is that the royal truth then?’


‘Yes it is.’


Jack whistled and Millbank saw a chance of breaking through the hard shell that encased the prisoner. ‘Would you like to see our route on a map of the world?’


‘I wouldn’t mind,’ Drew said, ‘and I wouldn’t mind a tot of rum either.’


Millbank grinned. ‘Why not?’ He liked to see a man with a bit of ginger in him.


He poured the rum and handed it to the prisoner who drank it in a gulp, wiped his mouth and clucked with pleasure. ‘That was all right.’ Then he turned his attention to the map, and watched carefully as the captain pointed to the Cape of Good Hope and then to the long run across the southern seas. ‘There are winds racing across that ocean called the roaring forties,’ Millbank explained, ‘they come right from the Horn at the southern tip of South America here, on past Africa across the Indian Ocean – see there, and they’ll take us right past Van Diemen’s land and from there we run up north to Port Jackson, Sydney Town.’


He watched as Jack scrutinised the map, his nose almost upon it. ‘It’s about as far as we can get from England, I’d say,’ the prisoner commented and Millbank nodded.


Jack was still staring at the wall map. ‘Where’s India?’


‘Here,’ Millbank pointed. ‘But we don’t go anywhere near India.’


‘What about the Far East?’


‘Here. A long way north of Port Jackson.’


Drew walked back to his chair, he seemed to have found out all he needed to know, so Millbank turned the conversation to the matter in hand. ‘Now what about the prisoners down below?’


‘What about them?’


‘Mr Drew. Don’t you care what happens down there?’


‘All I care about that lot is to get as far away from them as possible. Most of them don’t know no better. No matter what sort of a nest you give them they’ll poop in it, so what’s the difference? You shift me up here away from that filth and I might be able to think up some advice for you.’


Millbank was stunned at the audacity of the man. ‘I couldn’t do that, I couldn’t make any exceptions. No.’


‘Well ain’t that your bad luck! It was English law put us on your ship so don’t go belly-achin’ to me about how to run it. You’re getting paid. You’re just as bad as all the rest so no milksop talk will get you off the hook. Find yourself another pimp.’


Millbank banged on the timbers summoning the guards who came rushing in. ‘Take him away,’ the Captain said, but Drew was in full force now, shouting. ‘You can shove me out to New South Wales, I don’t care, but a prison without walls won’t hold me! And there’ll be some bloody reckoning one day too. You English!’ he spat. ‘Don’t call me English anymore! You’ll find out we’re not slaves!’


As the guards dragged Drew away, the bosun came into the cabin, grinning. ‘Tough nut that one!’


‘Yes,’ Millbank said. He wasn’t concerned at the outburst, he’d met harder men than Drew in his day. A crew member would have earned the lash for that behaviour but the Captain didn’t want the first flogging entry in the log to be listed merely for insubordination. The legal position of these prisoners was ticklish.


‘I sent him to solitary for a few days,’ McLure said. ‘That’ll rest his tongue for a while. I told you you won’t get any sense out of the bastards.’


Millbank sighed. ‘I don’t know. Perhaps you’re right. If you are, then we’ll have to lower the boom on them from now on. But I’ll have a talk to that other one, O’Meara. I might as well see what he has to say.’


When the bosun returned he was red-faced and angry. ‘I’ve got O’Meara outside but he wouldn’t come on his own. Insisted on bringing a witness. I don’t know what the world’s coming to.’


‘Let’s have them both then,’ Millbank said, determined to keep his patience with them.


‘Aye aye, sir.’ McLure pushed the two prisoners in the door. ‘This one’s O’Meara and this one’s Brosnan. Stand up straight for the Captain.’


The two men touched their foreheads in a mark of respect but there was hostility in their eyes. They stood in silence while Millbank outlined his plans for rosters and better conditions for the prisoners. At first they listened in amazement and then, glancing at one another, began to laugh.


‘You want us to jolly up the lads, is that it, Captain?’ O’Meara broke in, his voice silky. ‘Sure then, I tell you what to do. You put us ashore and let us find our own way to the colony. We don’t wish to be a trouble to you now. Do we, Pat?’


‘Not at all,’ Brosnan said. ‘This looks a nice place out here.’ He wandered over to the open porthole and peered out. O’Meara followed him, looking over his shoulder, their backs to the Captain.


‘Stand to attention!’ Millbank roared, but the two men ignored him.


‘They say it’s the Canary Islands,’ Brosnan continued in a conversational tone. ‘It looks a darlin’ place.’


‘I’ll have the both of you flogged,’ Millbank warned and suddenly O’Meara turned on him.


‘You try that with us, mister! You lay a hand on us and we’ll teach your villains down there tricks they never heard of.’


Brosnan turned back to them. ‘Ah now, Dinny,’ he chided, ‘don’t be getting upset. The Captain’s doing his best. You see, sir, what Dinny is saying is this . . . you’ve got four Irishmen in your prison, and the rest are your own, you understand? What you do with your own countrymen is not our business. As for us, you don’t bother us and we won’t bother you. We’ll weather it down there without your help.’


Millbank gave up and sent them back below but not before the cheeky Brosnan had the last word. ‘You’ve got some real bad lads down there, Captain. But what would you expect? This is a transport ship not an honest merchantman.’


The studied insult hit home and the contempt he saw in their eyes hurt him far more than Jack Drew’s ravings. Brosnan was right. To be the master of a ship with men crushed down below in quarters worse than for livestock, dishonoured all Millbank’s proud years at sea.


That night he stayed in his cabin alone and took out a bottle of Jamaican white rum. He made up his mind that if the Emma Jane remained a transport ship he would retire.


As the voyage progressed each week became worse than the last. The crew were resentful and the prisoners became more and more belligerent. At one stage they smashed their bunks and the Captain finally had to agree to Palmerston’s urging. Ten prisoners were pulled out at random and flogged since none would give the names of the ringleaders.


Heselwood complained incessantly and threatened to demand an inspection of the ship by the British authorities when they reached Capetown. Millbank had made no comment. He understood Heselwood’s anger but he could allow no interference. He saw to it that they swept past the Cape of Good Hope during the night.


Looking back on it now, he smiled grimly. The good Lord had stepped in just as the hostility of the prisoners had reached a stage short of mutiny. Hurricane winds had come howling from the dark reaches of the Antarctic and battered the ship for days. It had been a frightening experience for all the passengers but the force of the storm, felt from the bowels of the ship, had sickened and terrified the convicts. Fear had quelled the fires of revolt and their only interest, after that, had been in reaching port safely. They began to treat the crew with more respect and at last the ship’s company settled down, but it had taken half the journey to achieve this sullen truce.


Supplies were dangerously low by the time they sighted the wild west coast of Van Diemen’s Land and Millbank had been forced to cut the water ration again but the sight of land softened the blow.


As the Emma Jane plied up the east coast of the great southern land the weary little group of passengers stared in awe at the rolling green hills and the misty blue of mountains beyond.


‘Why! It’s quite beautiful,’ Adelaide said. ‘I half expected to see deserts like the Sahara.’


‘Doesn’t anyone live here?’ Milly cried. ‘We have been following this coast for days, and not a single cow or a horse have I seen, let alone a settler.’


‘Perhaps they’re late risers, my dear,’ Heselwood said, and Milly burst into peals of laughter.


‘He’s calling her “my dear” now,’ Adelaide Brooks whispered to her husband. ‘There’s a turnabout. Of course Milly keeps on about all the money she and Dermott are bringing with them, that would keep Heselwood friendly.’


‘You’re not being very kind,’ Brooks murmured.


‘Kind or not, it’s the truth. Heselwood is a gambler. The only thing he cared about the whole trip was his card games and his wagers with Palmerston and McLure. Let’s hope they get paid.’


‘I’m sure that’s the least of Mr Heselwood’s worries,’ Brooks told her primly.


‘Well I’m not. If the Heselwoods are as important as they would have us think, why are they travelling on a ship like this . . . unless they are short of money?’


‘I really don’t know,’ Brooks replied.


Adelaide was looking forward to farewelling Georgina and Milly, both of whom had tried her patience to the limit. She had been forced to sit with them day after endless day, sewing or reading, or playing cards, which often ended in an argument since Milly hated to lose. She had found Georgina a stiff person, difficult to get to know, and Milly just the opposite, rarely quiet.


The evenings hadn’t been much better. They dined with the gentlemen every night, trying to find some suitable conversation beyond that of the food which had really become appalling. They had all lost weight. Heselwood held the floor most of the time, self-opinionated and tiresome, while Dermott Forrest sat like a dummy letting his wife speak for him. Pace MacNamara could be entertaining when it suited him. He had a repertoire of intriguing Irish tales, and sometimes he sang for them. Adelaide smiled. She had often played the piano, accompanying Pace, which annoyed Georgina since it was her piano. Even Brooks admitted that she was a better pianist than Mrs Heselwood.


There had been other nights though, when Heselwood would so annoy MacNamara that the Irishman would disappear for days, taking his meals with the crew.


The only really enjoyable times were when the Captain dined with them, and he and Brooks were able to bring some sense into the table talk.


Millbank came out to join them on deck. ‘We made very good time,’ he said, looking pleased with himself.


‘At our expense, Captain,’ Heselwood reminded him.


‘Oh, Jasin, look on the bright side,’ Adelaide chided him. ‘Had we called in at the Cape we should still be out on the high seas, not drawing close to Port Jackson. When are we due for land, Captain?’


‘In the morning. I shall not enter Port Jackson until sunup so that you can all have a good view of one of the most splendid harbours in the world. It is a great experience to sail down Sydney Harbour and you will be able to see some of the fine mansions lining the shores.’


Pace MacNamara was surprised. ‘It has fine houses you say? The colony?’


‘By Jove yes. And the colonists will be watching us sail in too because we are carrying mail for them. The arrival of mail is always a great event in Sydney Town.’


‘I can understand that,’ Georgina said. ‘One feels if we went one more mile we should fall off the end of the world. I cannot understand how people could want to live so far from civilisation. I had no idea we should have to travel so far. One absolutely dreads the return journey.’
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