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    Foreword




    




    When I was still a young girl, I chose to spend the summer of my second year in University at my Grandmother’s house. I remember it as an Arcadian time. The sun shone every day, I had not a care in the world, my Grandmother’s house ran itself as smoothly as the servants could manage, and they treated me as no more than a guest. Nearly three months devoted just to enjoying myself.




    At University, I spent a lot of my time debating with friends the important issues of the day—Socialism, votes for women, the opportunities open to the new King—all of which I treated dreadfully seriously. In fact they took up so much of my time that, at the end of my second year, my tutor had to warn me that I needed some hard serious work on my historical studies if I wanted to graduate the following year. I agreed to undertake some item of historical research during my holidays to demonstrate my ability seriousness. Still with no idea on just what to study, I reached my Grandmother’s at the end of June, looking forward to three months of country living.




    Grandmother was an old woman by then (already in her nineties and she died shortly afterwards), but still as sharp as ever. She saw what I needed and artfully put in front of me something that was bound to seize my imagination. She did not go about it directly but merely asked me to try and catalogue a chest of papers from the attic.




    The chest contained bundles of letters, mostly dealing with the renting of her estate properties, and the various legal matters that come up in the countryside. Those were dry, dusty and completely uninteresting. I also found a bundle of love letters from an Army officer stationed in India, a love affair that had ended when the officer died of fever. I liked those, but I found it difficult to imagine my grandmother as the glowing young girl in those worn papers.




    The document I eventually came to, the one Grandmother knew I would not be able to put down again, is the one that follows here.




    I remember quite clearly the first time I held it. I pulled it from its waxed cloth cover and took it to the brighter light of the attic window. It had no cover, just good quality paper punched on its left-hand edge and bound together with a very faded blue ribbon. The first page looked very worn, scraped and dirtied by handling. It had been written in a firm and open script, in faint brown ink. I could hardly read the front page, and it was not until I had turned the leaf that I began to realise what I had found.




    The papers contained an account of his early life at sea, written by my great-great-grandfather Richard Brown. I later looked for his records and found that he had ended his days as the priest of Hinton St Anne in the year 1821. He must have written the account around the end of the century (the eighteenth century) and he addressed it to his daughter, Grandmother’s mother. It all seemed terribly long ago, but the fact that the people in the story were my ancestors was enough to keep my attention for a little while. What held it right to the end, however, was the story the old pages told.




    The young Richard Brown, before he became a priest, had been a pirate and sailed upon the Spanish Main. What an idea to conjure with! What a delight to have such an infamous man in my family tree. In the end, Destiny had led him away from the calling of pirate and he had left the sea to become a parish priest. He had one daughter, Great-grandmother Rose, and had told her nothing of his past.




    Then a chance event had brought him to the point of confessing everything to his daughter. A naval captain who had known him in his days as a pirate arrived at his house. The Captain did not recognise him, and all would have been well if he had not fallen in love with Rose. He and Rose wanted to marry and poor Richard Brown faced the impossibility of concealing his early life from his daughter any longer. That was why he had sat down and written the whole tale on the pages I held.




    Imagine my delight when I found that he had not been just an ordinary pirate. I had read of him before, as have most people in England, in the book Treasure Island. Richard Brown had been there at the time. He was one of the wicked men who came so badly out of that story.




    I threw myself into researching the background of Richard Brown’s account, and by the end of the summer had produced a paper supporting the truth of it. My paper was sound but perhaps a little more exciting than Oxford tutors are accustomed to. I did not mind. It kept me academically respectable and (much more fun) gave me reputation to dine out on. I had resolved to have it published but by the time I had got halfway through that tiresome process, many events conspired to delay it. I had graduated more or less comfortably, taken a tour around Europe and got married. I started a family and then the Great War intervened. Thank God, my husband eventually returned to me from France, and we got busy putting our lives back on an even keel.




    Babies are not great friends to literature and until the children had grown up a little I rarely thought of Richard Brown. Now, however, my excuses are exhausted and I have at last managed to see the story published in book form. I hope you will come to like Richard Brown, and even Long John Silver, as much as I do.




    




    Joan Downey, Paignton, 1931




    




    


  




  

    Death in Savannah




    




    I write this account of events long past because a story I thought had ended has come to life again. It threatens to entangle you in deeds and memories you are too young to remember. I do not even know if I want you to read this account; I am at a standstill. Providence has provided that Captain Hawkins should come to my house and ask for your hand. I would be happy to see you accept him, but if you do, I must tell you things about your upbringing that I have kept hidden for many years. I fear they may hurt you deeply.




    Perhaps as a modern girl you will find this tale as exciting as a novel or a play. As your father I could not approve of that. Both your grandfather and I were thoroughly wicked and odious at that time. Since then, I have tried hard to amend my life and in some fashion pay for my sins. I would wish that your grandfather did the same wherever he travelled to, but knowing him as I did, I doubt it. I will let you read on, and may God and your own good conscience be your guide.




    This account in some ways reflects the curious book that Doctor Livesey published in the name of Hawkins, and in some ways differs from it. Livesey sought to hide Treasure Island not only by withholding its latitude and longitude, but also by transforming its tropical flora into something much nearer home. So the coconut palms became pines and holm oaks replaced the much more useful breadfruit trees. He added snakes, and dispersed the clouds of mosquitoes and other biting insects. An effective disguise, for you would be hard put to identify the place if you sailed right by it. Not even the hills have remained in their assigned stations.




    Other differences are tricks of memory, and here I am at my weakest for I write many years after the Doctor. I am an old man now and have an old, worn brain. My memory plays tricks on me, and I begin to wonder what was true and what imagined. Believe me, the time of which I write is as clear in my mind as a summer’s day. I have only to close my eyes and I can hear the sounds, smell the smells and feel the deck heave under my feet. Some things are gone, however, names especially. But all the names I recall I will put down clearly. Most of them will be dead by now, and you are not likely to publish the others abroad.




    I dare say Hawkins would disagree with much of what I will write. For your own sake and your future peace, I beg you will not show this to him. There is nothing to be gained by upsetting him, and I do not believe he could keep it secret. Can you imagine such an expansive nature labouring not to let the cat out of the bag? It is better that he never knows. He has Livesey’s account in mind anyway, and I doubt that mine would find favour.




    Just as two men may meet on a certain day in the market square and next year admit the meeting but disagree on the day, the weather, the colour of the other’s coat, so Livesey and I disagree about details. But for the most part his account accords closely with mine, always understanding that they were written from different sides of the mast. Enough of this. I will philosophise no longer but set down the truth of the tale and let you judge.




    The tale starts, I suppose, on the day Flint died in Savannah of the effects of yellow fever and too much rum. I was a member of his crew, a young man of some twenty years answering to the name of Dick. A full twelve of those years had been spent at sea with Flint, starting as a cabin boy and becoming in time a seaman able to reef and steer. How I came to join Flint and the events that filled those years is another tale, and I will pass them by. It is enough that I describe myself as young, full of vigour, and a pirate. In my time with Flint I had sailed many sea miles, ranged over three oceans, and visited more ports than you can imagine. My trade of piracy meant that I had committed many wicked deeds, and seen many more. I was very sinful and very ignorant.




    Flint died on board his ship Walrus moored at the quayside in Savannah. He had raved the evening through, cursing and shouting for rum. By morning his unquiet soul had passed on, undoubtedly to the eternal fires. A terrible thunderstorm had accompanied his departure from this world, a fitting eulogy to a wicked and bloody man. The morning came soft, clear and sunny, washed clean by the violence of the night.




    The Walrus was fine ship, light and well rigged. She could outrun any merchant ship and most men o’ war. Whatever faults Flint had (and he had many), he did not stint on caring for his ship. Our stores were kept full of paint and cordage, and our stock of sails would have cost a fortune had we purchased them. Of course the stores, as with the victuals, we mostly looted from our victims. We had a fine crew too, all as bound to the Walrus as a tenant to his farm. There was no fear of us skipping off when we came to port. Firstly, of course, no other ship would have taken us once they heard where we had come from. And secondly, the Walrus suited us. We had grown accustomed to her ways and liked the life, which is a terrible thing to say.




    So there we were, on the morning after Flint’s death, tied up to an old and rather shaky wharf some distance from the main quay of Savannah. The sun had begun to make the morning hot and heavy, and we did not yet have the benefit of a breeze to stir the water and bring some freshness. The crew was loafing about on deck waiting for something to happen, and discussing to where we might sail. We gossiped that we would soon make sail to leave this ill-omened place, and bury Flint at sea where he belonged. We were waiting for the ship’s officers Billy Bones (mate) and Long John Silver (quartermaster) to tell us what to do.




    As it turned out, we were too late. People say that bad news travels fast, and the news of Flint’s death had been heard in certain influential breakfast rooms around the town. As we stood day-dreaming, a file of soldiers marched onto the quay led by a smart young officer. The town authorities and merchant who had been Flint’s protectors and chandlers had moved to protect their investment.




    Leaving a sentry at the foot of the gangplank, the officer led his men aboard. He dropped heavily off the ship’s rail and stood looking us over. He was tall and fair, no older than I but with the bearing of a General. In his smart red coat and fine neck cloth, he looked a complete contrast to his surroundings. He looked about him disdainfully and did not approve of what he saw.




    “Flint is dead,” he stated. “Where is your first officer?”




    We looked at one another like sheep until Long John, stepping out of the cabin, answered him. “I reckon that’s me you’d be wanting, Sir. John Silver, quartermaster, at your service.”




    “Mr. Silver,” said the officer, looking at him more closely. “I’ve heard of you.” He looked pointedly at the soldiers now lining the rail. “Well, Mr. Silver, I have orders from the harbourmaster to impound this vessel. I also have orders to imprison any crewman still in Savannah at mid-day. Kindly lead your men ashore.”




    The silence that followed this command seemed long. It was broken by the sergeant cocking his musket. His men followed suit.




    Long John could only acquiesce. “Step ashore, lads,” he growled. “This pup’s masters have no more use for you now.” The sergeant tensed but was held by a gesture from his officer. “Move!” ordered Long John and we filed ashore.




    Once ashore past the sentry, we turned to watch Long John being handed down the gangplank by two of our crew. The Walrus had been our home for several years and you may imagine a wave of great sadness sweeping over us as we comprehended that both she and our Captain had been taken from us.




    “D---- take those lobsters,” muttered Israel Hands. “I’ve twenty dollars still aboard.”




    “What, Israel?” cried someone. “You’ve money of your own and you were letting us keep you in grog the other night?”




    I sympathised with him. I had several silver dollars and an emerald of great size hidden behind a knee in the hold. The stone was my pride and joy, though I don’t recall what I thought to do with it. Sell it, probably, and buy a ship of my own. How young men can dream.




    “There’ll be a few purses aboard, I’ll be bound,” put in Chips Morgan, one of the old hands. “But what about Flint’s cabin? There’s a sight more hidden away there. That officer will be poking his nose into every corner just now.”




    “And much good may it do him!” laughed Long John. “For he’ll find nothing. Billy Bones was there before him.”




    Long John laughed again. “He’s done us proper. While you drunken turtles were swinging in your hammocks, King Billy the Fourth shoved off in the jolly boat. I saw him come out of the cabin and he left the place in a wild tangle too. He wasn’t after no dollars, though. I doubt he’d have found any, even if he was. He was after Flint’s chart of the Island, that’s what he wanted. He’s taken his chest, and if he doesn’t have the chart along with him, then you may use me for a sinker.”




    The Island. That was the place the world now knows as Treasure Island, where Flint had buried his evil wealth. The story had gone like this. About a year or two before he died, Flint and the Walrus had struck upon the chance of a lifetime. We had been cruising off the ports of the South Americas looking for likely victims, and having a very thin time of it. In two months we had done no more than steal enough food to keep us alive. Now we were heading back to the West Indies to see if our luck would change. Then one dawn the helmsman passed the word and we tumbled out of our hammocks to the hushed voice of Long John telling us to stay below and keep quiet.




    He stood on deck and called forward to us all that was happening. It seemed that out of the dawn was sailing the largest Spanish galleon we could imagine. Beating towards the Walrus on a parallel course, she would pass only a short distance upwind of us. All aboard her appeared to be sleeping. We waited in the dark of the fo’c’sle, not too worried. The Walrus would no doubt pass as harmless, and that was the best we could hope for. In no case could we try to attack such a grand vessel, and she would be unlikely to waste any precious time with us.




    “She’ll be a-beam of us shortly,” Long John called down. “What lubbers they are! We could be a fleet of the King’s ships and they’d be no wiser.”




    We heard Flint moving about and a whispered conversation with Long John and Billy Bones. Then Billy came rushing in calling for Israel Hands, our gun captain.




    “Get the starboard guns clear away, then wait.” was the message he brought. “Don’t let no one see you about it, neither. We’re going to have a go at them. But don’t run ‘em out ‘til Flint calls. Shot or grape, it don’t signify.” He rushed off again and let us to our work. The guns were on deck, in full view of our adversary. Israel set four of us to crawl out of the fo’c’sle under the shelter of the railing and ready the guns.




    Soon Billy hurried back. “Grape into the aft cabin and shot at the rudder. And don’t miss or you’ll wish for the D---- to carry you off.”




    And again. “Soon as I call, you larboard hands to the mainsheets. Standby. We’ll be going about then run the guns out and shoot. You won’t get no second chance, Israel Hands, so make it count.”




    “Just you worry about sailing this barky,” Israel returned, “An’ I shall worry about the guns.” We always kept two of the guns on each side loaded with grape-shot and the other three with round-shot. Not that we used them much. A shot across the bows of our prey was generally enough to achieve our purpose.




    Israel paused in his organising of the gun crews to call, “How far off will she be?”




    This time Long John answered. “One or two cables. And the cabin lights is all of two and a half fathoms off the water.”




    More than two fathoms. This ship they were looking at was clearly no cockleshell. It was all very well to fire into such a ship, but how could we go about boarding her?




    Billy Bones clattered in again. “There’s cutlasses in the starboard scuppers, and pistols, but you’ll have to load them. D--- you! What’s all this dunnage? Get it forward.” The men clearing the guns had thrown sweeps, hen coops, buckets aside, and now the port battery looked like a wood-yard. Keeping as much out of sight as we could we started to clear them as well. They might be needed.




    The crew stood waiting in the dark in a state of twisted nervousness. The men about me were nagging incessantly at their belts, their knives, anything. One man took of his shoes, the better to climb in bare feet, and then changed his mind and put them back on again. We felt desperate to start.




    The deck started to heave beneath us as we went about, and Billy shouted “Larboard watch, larboard watch.” We tumbled out and ran to our stations. My place was in the maintop. The galleon seemed truly enormous and I looked up at masts towering above me. Flint had taken the helm and was busy cutting towards her stern. On by one, the guns rumbled out, and the wall that was the Spanish ship came nearer and nearer.




    As we started to round her quarter Israel fired. He did not disappoint us and we saw the great rudder shatter. Then we were passing the cabin lights. Two white faces, no doubt just shaken from their cots, appeared at the windows and disappeared as the glass dissolved under two charges of grape.




    “D--- me, there’s no stern chasers!” I heard Long John shout nearby. “They can’t touch us!”




    Flint was screaming, wild with blood and destruction “More grape, more grape. Israel! More grape in the cabin from the larboard guns.” We continued to swing round moving our head across the wind, and as the rudderless galleon also brought her head slowly up into the wind, I saw he would indeed have another opportunity to fire into the cabin.




    Billy sent men over to the port guns, and I too climbed down onto the smoky deck. Our deck was a vision of the Inferno. The wind had quickly cleared the smoke but not the disorder as we secured one battery in order to use the other. From every hand came the squealing of gun carriages and the shouts of straining men as guns ran in and out. Then Israel was shouting as he ran from gun to gun, laying them roughly. No time to aim now. He held an instant of tense quiet as he waited for his gun to bear, then he stood back and stabbed his linstock at the touch hole. With flash and thunder the gun bucked back against its britching, the other four following.




    “Har!” he roared. “That’ll have them. Run ‘em in.” He called up to Billy, “Grape or shot, what’ll you have?”




    “Grape, grape. Into her ports.” Flint had loosed his sheets and was using the way we still had from our short run down wind to lay us along the galleon’s starboard side. As we began to close, a gun port in that castle wall started to open. It dropped, and then lifted firmly up, showing its red-painted maw with the gun still inboard. One of Israel’s guns barked its charge into the shadow and the port dropped shut again in a whirl of splinters. A voice from behind the port raised a high animal screaming.




    As the Walrus rubbed gently into place we were off, roaring in our madness. We flew up to find the Spanish deck empty. The deck hands had fled. “The cabins,” ordered Billy. “Get as many prisoners as you can out here. Don’t miss no one.” And he started to shout in Spanish down to the gun deck.




    We swept into the cabins. In truth I recall very little of what was there. The grape had torn the partitions to pieces. In the great cabin a woman knelt beside a bloody groaning man. Despite the devastation around she seemed unhurt. There were female screams coming from one of the smaller cabins as George Merry and Chips Morgan drove two more women out on deck. I opened one cabin and found two dead men among the wreckage.




    “Out. Out on deck!” Billy was shouting. “Bring ‘em out here.” So back out we went, with our prisoners. We brought the Captain, the man from the great cabin, suffering from a fearsome splinter in his thigh. Three women, all unharmed, and two officers, one of them nursing a broken arm.




    We had not been aboard long for as we returned Israel’s gun crews were just mounting the rail. Billy grabbed the uninjured officer and shook him roughly, shouting at him all the while in Spanish. I could just make out (having picked up a little of that language) that he was threatening murder if the man did not co-operate. Wisely, the officer started to shout below in a tremulous voice, calling on the men to surrender. A strong voice from below asked for the Captain, and the officer replied that the Captain still lived. There was silence from below.




    “The swabs are running out a gun,” Long John’s voice called from the deck of the Walrus. “Stop them, or they’ll have the mast.”




    When I ran to the rail to see what was afoot, I could see we were in trouble. One of the great guns had already been run out. The galleon being so much higher than the Walrus, it pointed out across the deck. Long John, his crutch hanging from its lanyard about his neck, was standing on the railing and reaching up to jam his cutlass deep into the gun. Like a cat, he dropped to the deck and with rare speed hopped clear, trying to untangle his crutch as he went. He had well away when a thunderous crash told that the gun had burst. The deck above it tore open, timber and splinters whirring up into the rigging.




    All on deck flinched instinctively as the fragments pattered down around us. As we straightened up our ears were filled with the awful roaring of some poor injured sailor below.




    Flint appeared unshaken. “Israel, take four men and get below. Hold your pistols on them until I call you.” Looking around, he picked on the officer with the broken arm. “Billy, make him tell us what’s on board.”




    Billy, never a man to shrink from such a task, shook the man violently by the shoulder before demanding gold from him. The man groaned deeply and looked set to faint, but the effect of Billy’s shaking was felt most by the women who screamed in unison and then reverted to weeping hysterically. The oldest of the three then started to shout at the Captain (she was undoubtedly his wife) and I caught the words oro and tesoro. Both of them meant a great deal to us—gold and treasure.




    If the Captain had not been defeated by grapeshot and cutlass, he had certainly been out-manoeuvred by his wife. Resignedly he admitted to twenty-seven chests of the Spanish king’s treasure, and more belonging to the passengers.




    Strangely, it did not seem in the least unusual that our small band should hold the crew of such a large ship at pistol point. We accepted it, and so did they. Flint had the seamen brought on deck and seated where they could be commanded by two swivel guns mounted on the railings of the poop deck. A party of Indians were set to hauling the chests out of their cabin aft. It took only moments to pass these heavy little chests down to the Walrus. Then we cut the galleon’s halyards to give ourselves time to get clear, and we were off.




    The crew wanted to open the chests there and then, but Flint would have none of that. “Victuals first, my lads, and then we’ll see.”




    Now the custom on the Walrus was to divide our spoils just as soon as we could. A system of shares had grown up—one third for the ship, one third for her captain, and one third for the crew. So once we had finished our salt pork and beans, everyone came on deck to witness the division into three. First we opened all the chests and many contained money in leather bags, all neatly labelled. These we readily split into three heaps. The other chests yielded ornaments and jewellery, strings of pearls and church plate. A beautiful sight they made, scattered on the rough deck, glittering in the sunlight.




    By the time we had finished we had made three heaps, each about as wide across as a carriage wheel. Their foundations were of money-bags and we topped them off with the other items, lying on the cloth wrappings in which they had been stored.




    “Ain’t that a pretty sight?” chuckled Flint in a fine good humour. “Now which will you be taking?” Custom also held that the crew should have the privilege of choosing which third they would take. We crowded around Israel all giving our opinion on which would be preferable. Reaching agreement was easy. We all wanted to hold treasure in our own hands, and we did not care too much which pile it should be.




    We made our choice, and the heaps for Flint and the ship were packed back in their chests. Then the whole business started again as we divided up our third. Long John and Billy got four shares a-piece. Israel got three, and the cook and the carpenter two each. The rest of us received one share. Any boys or slaves (we had none just then) would have got a half share each. So again the booty was divided into equal shares, and the most junior crew member allowed to choose first.




    I chose a lot that consisted of two bags of silver, a purse of gold pieces and a large shining emerald the like of which I have never seen. I believe now it would have been worth much more than the Walrus, if only the right king or prince could be found to take it. I am afraid my bags of money did not last me long. Young men have a great tendency to waste without thought and my gold and silver soon went, leaving me with nothing to show for it. The emerald I kept, as much for its beauty as for its value.




    But now I was separated from my emerald by the distance from the Savannah quayside to the Walrus. It had gone forever, along with all my shipmates’ savings. We vented our frustration on Billy Bones, cursing and wondering where he had gone. Then someone suggested setting out to look for him.




    “Belay that!” ordered Long John. “The Factor sailed for Charleston on the tide and you may lay to it that our Billy is tucked up in a fine cabin a-reading of the chart just now.”




    We had all been taken aback by the events of the last moment and as sheep turn to their shepherd, so we turned to our quartermaster. Even here we had no succour. Long John cut us adrift.




    “You’ll have to take care of yourselves, melads. I’ve a friend will hide me here. Just as well, for I’d be left far behind your two legs.




    “If I was in your shoes, I’ll tell you what I’d do. I’d march out of town making as much noise about it as I could. Make out I was bound for Mexico or Port Royal. Then I’d steal a cockle or anything that could take me up the coast, along with a couple of these here Indian canoes. Lay up the cockle across from the harbour, and use the canoes to run in to the Walrus after the moon sets. If you keep it quiet and don’t cut no throats, you’ll get your purses and no questions asked. But don’t you go sticking no one or trying to cut the Walrus out, or you’ll have all the ships them sainted merchants and tobacco factors can raise sent out after you. Just cut and run, lads, cut and run. Do it nicely, and you’ll all be square.




    “Now, look’ee. Get up to Charleston, and try and get your hands on Billy. Or better still, get hold of the chart. But I doubt you will. Our Billy’s too fly by half. The Factor is a trim barky and he’ll be in Charleston in no time. An’ he’ll ship out just as soon as he can. But Long John knows where he’s bound. Long or short, he’s for Bristol, or maybe Plymouth. He’s a soft spot for the Old Country, has our Billy. That’s where we’ll get him. One day he’ll pull his nose out of his grog pot just in time to see Long John setting up to feed his liver to the gulls, d--- his rotten heart.




    “Make it Bristol, lads. Keep close hauled and ask for Long John just as soon as you step ashore. I’ll have space for you to stow your duds. And d--- me for a Dutchman if we don’t clap onto Billy smartly, and roast him ‘til he sings. Make it Bristol, lads.”




    He spun on his crutch and swung off. As he stepped out, there was a rush of feathers and with a loud squawk, Flint’s parrot crashed onto his shoulder. Without looking round, Long John marched on. The parrot swayed on his shoulder, croaking and whispering into his ear. Off he went and the crowd of gawpers that had gathered opened to let him pass, and closed behind him. We felt it was truly a day for great losses.




    Please excuse me. Already I am several pages into my story and you still do not know how it concerns you. The truth is that Long John was your grandfather. I am sorry, but there it is. He was your grandfather, and I have been telling very little about him. Livesey wrote a great deal of him, and painted him very black. Did he paint a fair portrait? I am bound to say that, as far as it went, it was not too unkind. Especially in his prime when he had both his legs, Long John was a rogue, a black-hearted pirate who cared little for God’s creatures. His soul was stained with the blood of many a poor man foolish enough to stand in his way. God knows that our crew were mostly mindless fools. They gave as little thought to killing a man as you do to squashing a horse-fly, and Long John was their quartermaster.




    Both in body and character he stood head and shoulders above the rest of us, and above Flint too. He was a handsome man and a fine sailor. He had black hair, bound up in a short tarred pigtail. His eye was clear and he had an air of breeding about him. Flint trusted him with any difficult job that came up. I believe Flint would never have a clever man or a strong one as his mate, and it may be that is why he and Long John kept their distance. But when the need arose, Long John was the man called on. He was also the only man Flint feared.




    For us youngsters in the crew, Long John was someone to look up to and emulate. We would jump to any order he gave, and accept blows and rebukes without rancour. I treasured every bit of praise he gave. It never occurred to us to question the order of things, the Captain in his cabin and Long John slinging his hammock along with the cook and the carpenter. Why did Long John never cross Flint and take over the ship? Why did he stay content to take orders from a man who feared him?




    Looking back now, I can see your grandfather had already embarked on a different voyage to the rest of us. At sea he pulled the crew along in his wake when we had Satan’s work to do, but then he cut us adrift on shore. Not for him the wild carousing in tavern and bawdy houses that wasted the substance of the rest of us. Once in port Long John kept to himself until the time came to ship again.




    I believe it suited him very well to have Flint as captain, and to have Flint’s name painted in bloody letters up and down the Caribbean. He made only one voyage as captain, and I believe that was his last before he left the sea and disappeared. For the rest, he stood in the background and we, poor fools, stood in his shadow.




    So where did he go when he left us all aground on that steaming day in Savannah? Where did he swing off to through the crowd? The answer to that was his great secret. He stepped back into his other life. He marched back to your grandmother Sally. Long John might be a pirate at sea, but in port he was a simple, respectable sea-farer living with his wife and daughter. It may seem strange to you that a man as prominent and identifiable as Long John could hide himself ashore, especially in a busy port. Things are different across the sea. Savannah is a great mix of black and white, slave and master, Spanish and English. Like most of the ports around the West Indies, it can sell you anything you can imagine. If you could see the silks from China, the lace from France, dainty ladies boots from Spain, I am sure you would never wish to go to Exeter again. Ships are always coming and going, discharging cargoes from England and the countries of Europe and the South Americas, and sailing out east or south fully laden.




    The people too, come and go. The life of the port changes with the seasons and the years. The inhabitants no more belong to Savannah than the muddy water that swirls in and out of the harbour twice daily.




    Even His Majesty’s servants are temporary. The fine lieutenants and commodores, the revenue officers, the governor himself, do not belong in Savannah. As soon as they have lined their sea-chests with the pickings of the wharfs and counting-houses, they set sail for old England where their money is as good as the next man’s, indeed often better, being minted from fine Spanish gold. And any poor soul obliged by slavery or indenture to remain will soon be carried off by yellow fever, black jack, ague, flux or any of the other myriad plagues waiting to strike down those whose blood is not accustomed to the climate.




    Long John was able to live unmarked, hidden away in Savannah, or Port O’ Spain or any of the other ports in which Sally set herself up. All the time he was salting away the money that we ship-mates scattered to any tavern-keeper or pretty girl that would help us spend it. Where did Long John keep his gold? He was too clever to stuff his mattress with it, or hang it about his wife’s neck. I learnt later that many a tun of tobacco loaded for Bristol, or rum for Boston, belonged to Long John. In fact, there is today in Bristol a ship-owning family, one of the finest, that would be obliged to stand at the door cap in hand to welcome the ghost of your grandfather, should he ever decide to pay a visit.




    He was already a man of substance when Livesey met him, but he had a dream and he needed Flint’s treasure to bring that dream ashore. Poor Billy Bones! He hated and feared Long John but a twist of his simple mind made him steal Flint’s chart, knowing he would let loose a demon from Hell on his trail.




    For us gathered at the foot of the gang-plank, the most important thing on our minds was to get back on board. Israel opened the door by shouting to the sergeant that we wanted to come back and collect our duds. The sergeant was a hard nut and declined to answer, but then the officer came out of the cabin. After a moment’s consideration he ordered, “Let them aboard, sergeant. Two minutes below, then back on deck.”




    The sergeant swallowed. “You heard the lieutenant. Get below on the double and back in two minutes.”




    We scrambled aboard and hurriedly wrapped our valuables into what good clothes we possessed. Then climbed back up to the deck, to face a ring of hard-faced marines with muskets levelled. What green fools we were! At the head of the gang-plank we and our bundles were searched, and we lost everything of value. The spectators on the quay loved the circus, and cheered each new find of gold or gems flourished aloft by the marines. Once stripped, we were bundled off the ship to shrieks of laughter.




    With our tails between our legs, we pushed through the crowd and made for the road north.




    




    




    




    




    




    


  




  

    Bristol Bound




    




    I travelled to Charleston with a young crew member, Caspar. We had been close friends aboard ship, being of an age with each other. Caspar had joined the Walrus by way of the army. He had deserted in Barbados after listening to our tales in a tavern there, and had found the relative freedom much more to his taste. The army had let him grow tall, strong and curly-haired, and leaving early as he did, he brought no dull military subservience with him. Now he had been both a soldier and a sailor, he made a fine companion for the journey, just as knowing by land as he was by sea. We left the others in a wood just outside Savannah and resolved to push on to Bristol as fast as we could go.




    It was a long walk to Charleston, as far, I suppose, as from here to London. However, we were young, and soon shook off the distress of losing both home and fortune. With light hearts we marched off, bearing all our worldly goods on our backs, that is to say, the clothes in which we stood. In addition we had our knives (no sea-man is ever without a sharp knife), pipes and tobacco, and precious little else. Caspar had a pair of fine boots, his pride whenever ashore, and he wore them around his neck to protect them from any hurt. I walked in rope slippers that lasted but a few days.



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg





