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This book is dedicated to all lovers of the strange and mysterious





Introduction: Strange Tales of the Sea

Perhaps it is the sheer expanse of water, or the lack of knowledge of what lies beneath the surface, or the difference in lifestyles between seamen and landsmen, but the sea has often appeared a place of mystery. People standing on shore can see as far as the horizon, and until comparatively recently had no means of knowing what lay beyond. Once on board ship, men lived in a closed world, subject to the whim of the master and the lash of wind and waves. There was no pity at sea, and very little comfort; men lived on rough fare and in rough quarters.

Until the advent of steam and later motor engines, voyages could take weeks, months or sometimes years. Wooden ships powered by canvas sails probed into every corner of the world, from the bitter cold of the Arctic to the humid mouths of tropical rivers, from the endless expanses of the Pacific to the squall- ridden North Sea. In their off duty watches, or when they returned home and squandered their wages in shore side taverns, the seamen yarned. They spoke of the ships in which they had sailed and the captains that they had known, they spoke of events at sea and of the mysteries that added spice to their life. Much of what they said was exaggerated, or just plain fabricated, but there can be no doubt that every tale added to the lore of the sea. This little book relates some of these tales, and recalls a few of these mysteries.







Chapter Two: Haunted Ships

Ships, like houses, may be haunted, but while it is relatively easy to walk out of a haunted house, it is much more difficult to leave a haunted ship at sea. Perhaps for that reason, supposedly supernatural happenings on board a ship often appear more threatening than the land-based variety. Strangely, seaborne ghosts do not appear to have any time period; vessels of the twentieth century appear to have been as susceptible to haunting as those of the eighteenth or nineteenth, yet some of the more memorable stories appear from the Victorian era. Perhaps the Victorian cult of the dead and liking for Gothic romance may be blamed.

In April 1874 the ship Harewood, homeward bound from Pensacola in Florida arrived at the Tail of the Bank, just downstream from Glasgow in Scotland. Some of the crew appeared in an agitated state, and soon the stories were circulating around the bars of the Broomielaw. The local press soon heard rumours that Harewood was haunted and a reporter began asking questions of the crew. One man, who had shipped aboard as an A. B. (Able-bodied seaman) gave his version of events. He said that after a few days he noticed that the hands were collecting in small groups, talking about the strange sounds that they had heard. He also mentioned hearing stories that the ship had once been named Victoria of London, and that there had been a murder on board.

Many seamen believed that it was bad luck to change the name of a ship, for such a procedure often brought bad luck. For instance when the owners of the German four masted barque Rene Rickmers changed her name to Aland, she was lost at New Caledonia on her very next voyage. It was not wise to tamper with such things, so there would be some superstitious fear about putting to sea in Harewood. That fear would be augmented with rumours of a murder. The seaman said that, although he worked as hard as ever, he found it hard to sleep, and he often heard the sounds of groaning, as if somebody was 'in deep distress.' One morning, he said, he awoke around dawn to see 'a figure standing' by his bunk. 'It was that of a young man, apparently about 27 years of age.' The seamen knew at once that the figure was not human; he also knew that it was a 'foreigner' but would not hurt him.

The figure stared at the seaman before it retreated 'into a corner and pointed to a livid mark round the neck.' All the time the figure's lips were moving 'as if in prayer.' After that the seaman frequently saw the figure, who spoke the same words again and again;

'I am not the man. I am not the man.'

It seemed that an elderly banker had been murdered on board Victoria of London and a man named Miller had been hanged for the crime. The seaman believed that this figure, which was seen 'gliding along the deck', on dark nights, but giving out 'a sort of phosphorescent light' was the ghost of the executed Miller, come to protest his innocence. 'I would not sail in that ship again for worlds' was the seaman's last word on the matter.

Sometimes the ghost on a vessel was known personally to the crew. It was common for a ghost to be a seaman who had once served on that vessel, but who had drowned, or been killed in some shipboard accident. This spectral mariner could lend his weight on a line when needed, or give advice during a storm. It was less common for the ghost to be unfriendly, although sometimes the crew would believe their extra hand to be the devil, complete with forked tail, cloven hooves and a smell of brimstone.

John Masefield the maritime poet mentioned a ghost on John Elder, a vessel built in Glasgow in 1870 for the Pacific Steam Navigation Company. According to Masefield, who probably heard from a crew member, the poop of John Elder was haunted, although the ship seemed to suffer no ill effects from the spirit. Discovery, who sits at Riverside in Dundee, is reputedly haunted. The light bulb above a bunk used by Ernest Shackleton blew without reason, and it is said he stalks the ship that he loved, but others think the ghost is of a seaman named Charles Bonner who fell from aloft in 1901.

In the early twentieth century British trawlers regularly travelled to fish in Icelandic waters. These were steam trawlers, with funnels so thin that they were known as 'woodbines' after the popular brand of cigarettes. Life on board these vessels was not comfortable, with the men berthed right forward, where the pitch and roll of the vessel could most easily be felt, and the skipper and mate right aft. In every kind of weather, the crew worked on an uncovered deck, gutting the fish, playing out the net, all in the teeth of wind that carried ice straight from the Arctic. The firemen had an equally harrowing time for they worked within a tiny space, shovelling coal into the boiler despite the frantic movement of the boat. They also had to clamber up on deck to dump the ashes, moving from extreme heat to sub-zero cold within the space of a minute. On one occasion a fireman was on deck when a massive wave broke over the vessel, sweeping him to his death. Yet something of him remained on board. His comrades often saw him working in the bunker, and whenever they came near to his berth, a ghostly voice sounded the warning, 'don't touch my bacca!' Although they had known him as a friend, other members of the crew refused to enter the bunker for the remainder of that voyage.

Large liners could also be haunted. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the most prestigious liners had four funnels but when Titanic was built, her fourth funnel was false, purely for effect. Before her maiden and final voyage some of the crowd saw an engineer inside this funnel, where no man ought to be. Some said that such an apparition was a bad omen. Another passenger steamer was blessed with an extra steward, who was seen gliding through the dining rooms. Legend speaks of the ghosts on the passenger liner Utopia. She was on her outward voyage from Italy and calling at Gibraltar when she collided with HMS Anson. As soon as Utopia began to go down, vessels and boats of all sizes arrived to help take off the passengers and crew, but many were still on board when she sank.

Utopia's owners could not afford to lose such a valuable ship, so had her salvaged, and she was towed into the dockyard at Gibraltar and refitted. As soon as it was practical, she returned to her previous work carrying passengers on cruises and trips. However, things were not all well. Passengers began to complain about strange sounds on board, and every time Utopia passed Gibraltar Bay passengers and crew experienced the sinking. They heard the sounds of rushing water and the cries and screams of people drowning. Not surprisingly, the stories spread, and fewer passengers used the ship. The owners even found it difficult to find crew, so eventually Utopia was sent to the breaker's yard. The ghosts had won the day.

Sometimes, however, the ghost met its match in a courageous officer of the watch. Norfolk was a Blackwall built ship, used for long haul passages from Britain. On one such voyage, she met dirty weather off Cape Horn and hove to until the weather moderated. While the Cape Horn snorter threw forty foot greybeards at them and every member of the crew working flat out to keep the ship afloat, nobody had time to worry about ghosts. However, as soon as the wind eased, some men heard an unusual noise. Not even the experienced Boatswain knew what it was, but one man likened it to the 'rattle in a dying man's throat.'

Superstitious as some seamen could be, the crew were far more unnerved with the unknown sound that they had been by the gale, and they began to see things that were not these. The atmosphere on Norfolk changed, so that when somebody began to scream during a night watch, men looked at each other in fear.

'What the hell's that?' The officer of the watch was a bold young man, brought up in the harsh practicalities of seamanship. He was not disposed to be afraid of man, the devil or any unidentified noise. Stalking forward, he ran up to the foc'sle-head and stopped as a ghastly apparition stood in front of him. The figure was pure white, with its arms raised high and a mass of black hair that seemed to flow from its head. All the time the figure was shouting:

'The vision of judgement! The vision of judgement!'

Near this terrible apparition, the lookout man cowered in terror in the lee of the weather cathead, covering his face behind cupped hands.

'Come out of that!' The officer of the watch demanded. Determined that nothing, ghost or human, would get the better of him on his own ship, he reached forward and grabbed the ghost, to find that his fingers gripped only flesh and bone. It was a woman, one of the third class passengers, and she had been driven mad by the strain of the voyage. Possibly the recent storm had unhinged already weak nerves. 'Come along now.' The officer escorted the woman to the ship's doctor, and immediately looked aloft as the mysterious rattle sounded again.

'I'll have no ghosts on my ship,' he growled, and ordered an immediate inspection of every inch of Norfolk. 'And you'll search until you find it,' he said, 'however long it takes!'

No doubt the seamen grumbled and swore, for that is the way at sea, but at last some anonymous man discovered the cause of the death rattle. One of the stays for the galley funnel had worked loose, and the wind was rattling the stay against the funnel. Once that was secured, Norfolk sailed on, once again a happy ship. The officer of the watch returned to his duty, a man who had only done his job in the best tradition of the British merchant navy.

Sometimes ghosts at sea could be benign or even welcome. Such was the experience of Mr Wilmot who was a passenger in the transatlantic steamer City of Limerick, crossing from Liverpool to New York in 1863. It was a stormy passage and for a while conditions were decidedly uncomfortable on board. When one gale at last began to ease Mr Wilmot clambered into his bunk and dreamed that his wife, who was safe on shore, visited him. She was wearing her nightdress and looked a little uncomfortable to see that her husband shared his cabin with another passenger, but she remained long enough to check that he was all right and then departed. When Wilmot awoke, his companion, Mr Tait, was shocked that a woman should visit him, for he too had seen Mrs Wilmot.

When Wilmot arrived in New York his wife said that she had felt very anxious for his safety about a week earlier and had crossed the sea to visit him in his cabin. She described the cabin exactly, and knew that Tait had been watching her all the time.

While British ships were home to ghosts, baleful or otherwise, Scandinavian vessels that sailed the North Sea and Baltic had their own guests. These vessels often had pixies or brownies on board, which could often be very welcome. One of the most fortunate ship in the early part of the twentieth century was named Juno, on board of who was a brownie. Many crewmen had seen the brownie holding the masts firm during the savage North Sea gales, and when the schooner Fimma ran into Juno, the brownie was seen running along the anchor cable to look after both vessels. The brownie helped Juno to be both a safe and a prosperous ship.

One of the most famous voyages of the nineteenth century was that of the American Joshua Slocum. As far as is known, he was the first man to sail solo around the world, in a time before modern yacht technology made such an event commonplace, before satellite navigation systems made the sextant redundant and before radios and air-sea rescue units made the seas comparatively safe. On the initial leg of his voyage from North America across the Atlantic, Slocum was taken ill and lay on the 'cabin floor in great pain.' While he lay there, he became aware of a strange man at the wheel of Spray. Afraid of pirates, Slocum approached the man, who doffed his cap and introduced himself as 'the pilot of the Pinta' and 'one of Columbus's crew.'

The pilot steered Spray to safety, and Slocum even had the presence of mind to record the song he sang:

'High are the waves, fierce, gleaming

High is the tempest roar!

High the sea-bird screaming!

High the Azore!'

Slocum was not alone to meet a ghost in the Atlantic, for this is one of the most ghost ridden oceans in the world, possibly because of the centuries of drama attached. As in the case of Slocum, the ghosts or apparitions or whatever they may be, can be helpful. According to legend, in 1828 a ship was bound to Newfoundland when the master glanced out of his cabin and saw a stranger lurking in one of the cabins. Suspecting that the man was a stowaway, the master lunged in, but although the man had disappeared, there was a message written on the wall:

Steer to the north west.

For a while the captain hesitated, but eventually he decided to alter course and shortly afterward saw a sinking ship. The only man on board was the stranger the captain had seen, and who said he had dreamed he was about to be saved.

Sometimes there were worse things than ghosts at sea. In 1913 the British ship Johnson was sailing off the Pacific coast of South America when she sighted a ship off Punta Arenas, Chile. As the ships closed the master of Johnson realised that the ship looked derelict and green moss covered her masts. According to the story, a party boarded the mysterious vessel and found her crewed only by twenty skeletons. The vessel was Marlborough of Glasgow, which had sailed from, Littleton in New Zealand in 1890 and had not been heard of since.

The tale of Marlborough, drifting unmanned across the Pacific for years, was mirrored in the legend of the American vessel Star, although some versions of the yarn have her named Star of Dundee.

Seamen are notoriously superstitious, so there was some discomfort on board when the schooner Star put to sea with a crew of thirteen men. However, it was the twentieth century, people were more sophisticated, and nobody really believed that sort of nonsense, did they? At first the voyage was fine, with the Pacific as smooth as the name suggested, the crew working with a will and Star performing as beautifully as schooners usually do.

However, as Star neared Midway Island, nearly in the centre of the Pacific, the weather turned foul. Great rollers rushed on the small vessel and the captain realised that they could not survive. When one particularly vindictive wave broke on board, he gave orders to abandon ship, just as Star ran aground on a coral reef. After a short while in the lifeboats, a passing barque rescued the crew and took them to Seattle, where they reported the loss of their vessel. Star was written off as just another casualty of the sea, and the crew signed on other vessels.

Six months later, the master of the ship Doon reported that Star was afloat, under full sail and heading to windward. The master of Doon was adamant that the vessel was Star; he knew her well. After a further three months an oil tanker sighted Star, seemingly in shipshape condition and only four hundred miles west of San Francisco. That meant that the schooner had sailed over two thousand miles from the reef where her crew had abandoned her. There were also rumours that she was manned. Some crewmen of the tanker swore that they had seen seamen on board Star, dressed in clothes that had gone out of fashion centuries previously.

By this time the legend of Star was well known in the Pacific, so ships were looking out for the mysterious schooner that refused to die. Now altering course, Star next appeared off Fanning Island, another three thousand miles across the Pacific, but again there was mention of men on board. This time the reports were more specific. Star's new crew were dressed in the quilted doublets and baggy trousers of Elizabethan seamen.

By the time Star reached Hull Island, another thousand miles away, the story was better known. The schooner had piled onto a reef that had already claimed a victim. Back in the sixteenth century when Spain controlled half the sea lanes of the world, an English vessel had left the West Country to challenge King Phillip. She had a daring master and a bold crew, so rather than cruise the treasure ports of the Spanish Main, she had gone south, through Drake's Passage and into the virtually uncharted Pacific. Here the Spanish were most thinly spread, and pickings could be richer.

The English mariner cried havoc to the isolated ships of the Pacific. He ran up the west coast of the Americas, picking up prizes wherever he could, and then headed for the big one. Every year the Spanish sent two galleons from the Philippines to Mexico, large ships, well armed but crammed with treasure. There might be a hard fight, but the pickings would make any English privateer rich for life. Steering west, the Englishman headed for treasure and glory, but he did not know the true nature of the Pacific.

A storm blew up, driving the already battered ship before it, until she piled up on an unknown reef near Midway. There the master and crew waited for another vessel. For centuries they waited, until the American schooner Star came ashore, and the Elizabethan mariners, long since dead and decayed, took over. Now they were roaming the Pacific, still without a chart, still hunting for prey.

Star continued to cruise, possibly carried by the tides and currents of the Pacific, possibly crewed by the Elizabethan phantoms, until, four years after they had been abandoned by her American crew, she again ran aground on the same reef off Midway Island. This time, however, there was no reprieve and the great Pacific waves battered her to pieces.

There were other drifting ships at sea. Wyer D. Sargent was a 1520 ton schooner built in Sedgewick, Maine in 1888. In March 1891 Captain Danse commanded her on a voyage from Lagana with a cargo of Mexican mahogany worth around £7000. She was caught by a terrible storm off North Carolina on 31 March and lost all three masts so she rolled back and forth, unhampered and free. Fortunately a Norwegian vessel saw her plight and rescued her crew, leaving Wyer D. Sargent to sink, but the derelict had her own ideas.

Possibly kept afloat by the pressure of her cargo on her hull, the schooner floated here and there across the Atlantic, being sighted a recorded 27 times in the following two years. She was seen off Bermuda in the summer of 1891 and vessels were launched to try and salvage her for the sake of her cargo, but she slipped away into the waste of ocean.

She crossed the Gulf Stream at least twice and was sighted on both sides of the ocean in her pilotless surge from the New to the Old World and back. On 12 October 1892 the steamer Asiatic Prince saw her 900 miles east of Bermuda. At that time she was virtually waterlogged, with her decks awash with water but so far down by the stern that her bows were clear of the sea, with her anchor swinging loose.

Wyer D. Sargent continued to drift, derelict and dangerous, for a further four years before finally grinding ashore at Conception, an uninhabited island in the Bahamas in early 1897.

There were other well travelled derelicts including the American schooners Twenty-one Friends and W. L. White. The crew abandoned W. L. White during a blizzard off Delaware Breakwater in 1888. She drifted the full width of the Atlantic to come to grief in the Outer Hebrides. Twenty-one Friends was seen 21 times in a year and then vanished, presumed sunk.

However, there is no telling when ghosts or ghostly vessels could reappear; they are just one strange tale of the sea.
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