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To precious A and A,


with my love as always




Every cove, almost, has its bit of wreckage; every churchyard its memorials of the drowned; the very fences are made or mended with spars and planks.


– J. L. W. Page: The North Coast of Cornwall (1934)


Significant, how an agricultural people is generally as cruel to wrecked seamen as a fishing one is merciful.


– Charles Kingsley (1849)
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Chapter [image: image] 1


She stood in the graveyard and stared at the sea, as if to understand the hurt it had once done her.


The first I knew of her was when my dog began to bark. The din ejected the rooks from their roosts in the sycamores and drove a black cloud of them among the four tall chimneys of the vicarage. As the footpath emerged from that building’s lee, scraps of sea spume streamed inland on the afternoon wind. They collided against old stone walls and slate headstones patterned with lichen, or planted salty drying kisses on my seaward ear.


She stood beneath oaks and sycamores on high ground, close to the lychgate and the stone outhouse that formed the graveyard’s south-east corner. A train of celandines lay about her feet. She was dressed in a tam-o’-shanter and a sporran, and held a cutlass and a round shield on which a flowering thistle was carved. A sash hung from her left shoulder, and beneath it was a glimpse of chainmail like mermaid scales. Painted white, she was almost life-size.


At my approach, the incensed dog backed into a whimper. And as he slunk away to ponder that woman’s mysterious motionlessness, I marvelled at her effect upon the sombre surroundings. She conjured a more beguiling atmosphere than that of the average graveyard, where the standard expressions of regret are whispered and mortality is conceded with a shrug. She defied the quiescent epitaphs on the headstones – Thy Will Be Done, Rest in Peace, Watch for ye know not when your Lord doth come – striving for life in a place that would not have it. She brandished her cutlass undaunted and advanced, it seemed, with a goose step or the high kick of a reeler on the nearby church and the sea cliffs three fields to the west.


The figure, then, of a martial Scottish maid from another time had ended up in a remote Cornish graveyard. But that hardly explained her. I laid an exploratory hand upon her shoulder. I’d expected dense statue metal and was surprised by the wood grain there, a faint responsiveness pulsing beneath the paint under my fingers. Then, behind her, I noticed the stone Celtic cross that stood close to the lychgate. Beneath a peeling crust of lichen an inscription read: To the glory of God, and in memory of shipwrecked sailors buried in this graveyard unknown and yet well known. He sent from on high, He took me, He drew me out of great waters. All at once a crowd of images stumbled over each other in an eagerness to present themselves: the white maid high on a prow, steep seas breaking over her and flinging themselves among flailing shreds of canvas. She was a ship’s figurehead.


By the nineteenth century, heyday of the figurehead tradition, ship decoration in general had long since retreated from the excesses of the Elizabethans. Like superstition, which had largely inspired it, the tradition fell back before the advance of the machine age. But while the elaborately carved, painted, and gilded sterns, cannon ports, rudder posts, and masts, galleries bearing coats of arms, and Gothic pillars had long since gone, the tenacious figurehead flourished, as if the old impulse of embellishment had not been abandoned but merely concentrated at the bows in a single adornment.


The figureheads of nineteenth-century merchant ships were by all accounts a colourful cast. Included among them were rajahs and American Indian chiefs, Arthurian knights, sprites and fairies, characters from Scott and Shakespeare, gypsy brides and sea creatures, revered admirals and statesmen, and even favourite daughters; they all spoke of their shipowners’ origins and enthusiasms.


That it was a Scottish ship that had come to grief here went without saying. The figurehead maid was no less than Scotia, the spirited national embodiment of the eras of Burns and Scott. Though the Scots, currently reclaiming their sense of nationhood, had good reason to invoke her, their fiery lass had long since fallen out of use. What had endured, ironically enough, was her British rival (if only upon the change in my pocket where stately Britannia appeared seated on the fifty-pence coin, with a compliant lion alongside her and an olive branch in her outstretched hand). It was easy to see why the two had not got on.
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The figurehead tradition had graver origins, however, in ancient rites performed to placate the gods of the sea. Even in Victorian times, as mechanization loomed large, the figurehead served as a heartfelt appeal for divine protection, shielding sailors from the misfortunes of their hazardous lives. Dark irony, then, to find this white maid resurrected in the alien element of a graveyard’s soil, for which one explanation alone could account. Ripped from her deck fixings in an unknown upheaval, she had failed her ship and the crew she now stood over, their talisman to fortune recast as a memorial to disaster.
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I had seen the early photographs. I had seen the rended planking that remained when ships ran ashore among these vicious jags of sandstone, slate, and shale. Time and again, the shore from Bude to Hartland Point lay awash with snapped masts and yards, broken staves and strakes, gunwales, hold beams, cleated deck timbers and varnished cabin panelling, staved barrels and chart tables, buckled packing cases, oars, and tinderized longboats.


The wreckage did not lie there long. Trees were scarce on the windswept cliffs, and the landowners proved zealous protectors of their thickly wooded hollows. The local people lost no time in gathering what timber washed up on their shores. They built barns or homes with it, or burned it on their hearths, rarely reflecting in the urgency of their need on how they profited from the grievous loss of others. It was a fact, if an awkward one, that onshore winds had long since come to signal harvest in the minds of these landsmen.


But the white maid was wooden too. And something had caused them to spare her.


I examined her closely. The intervening years had taken their toll. Rust seeped from her right thigh and mildew had gathered about her armpits. The uppermost part of her shield was missing, leaving it flat-topped along an original join. Where it had cracked, the cutlass blade had been bound with white tape that had long since discoloured. Snails with whorled shells, black and beige, clung to the maid. The weathering had set about her face, eroding the features toward blankness. But the figurehead remained recognizably human – which, I guessed, was what had saved her all those years ago.


Somebody must have hauled the figurehead from the shoreline swill and been prompted to lay her aside, at a distance from the gathering pile of wreck timbers, so that she should not burn on some winter hearth; then shouldered her up the cliff and brought her to the graveyard so she might serve as a headstone to the men who had once shipped with her. She had survived all those years, but in the course of them became something more complex and resonant than a simple memorial. As she aged, so the world around her changed until she was from an earlier time. She had become an artefact (and as such it seemed miraculous that she had not been carted off to a museum, where a display case would have become her like a coffin). Instead, she had been left amidst the stirring surround of wreck-littered cliffs, graveyard, and vicarage, singing siren songs of the past to those who happened upon her, songs that had spooked my dog but captivated me completely.


There are ships all down my father’s line. My father commanded everything from warships to the family dinghy. His own father had boats, and his before him. And although my great-great-grandfather gave his business as a commercial traveller, his own father had been master of a merchant ship back in the mid-nineteenth century.


Perhaps this was why I stood beside the white maid for many minutes and wondered what might be known of the ship she had failed and of her passage to this final resting place. In the distance, the ocean showed in a vee where the valley delivered up its busy stream to the sea. And just for a moment it was as if a tall ship from another time stood there, closing on a night shore in a frenzied cloud of shredded canvas.


Before leaving, I carefully removed a snail from the remains of the maid’s nose and threw it among the celandines. I was making for the path that diagonally dissected the graveyard when I tripped. A piece of old planking, painted in a shade of flaking olive, lay hidden among primroses. It had been laboriously inscribed in a white-painted Gothic hand: The figurehead of the Caledonia which marks the graves of the captain and crew . . . was wrecked in 1843. A ship’s name – one quite as Scottish as her figurehead – and a date, I mused, to add to the place where she had been lost.


I set the sign straight and made for the church.
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In 1843, the British government convened a select committee to address the causes of shipwreck.


For decades, shipping losses recorded along Britain’s coasts had been averaging almost two vessels a day, with ‘no less than 1,000 persons in each year’ perishing as a result. Moreover, the statistics for a single storm in November 1824 – 400 vessels and 350 lives lost – suggest that the true figures were sure to have been much higher.


The committee considered the incidence of shipwreck along the north coasts of Cornwall and Devon. Among the witnesses was Goldsworthy Gurney, a resident of Millook, four miles south of Bude. Gurney described the shore between Trevose Head and Lundy, the high-sided granite island lying ten miles north-west of Hartland Point, as ‘a most dangerous coast’. He also submitted three lists of local shipwrecks: those that had happened ‘within the last ten years’, a list given him ‘by a clergyman residing on the coast, amounting to thirty-seven’, and another of forty or fifty ships wrecked in or near Bude Bay. In all, some two hundred vessels had been lost on just forty miles of coast within living memory.


That Gurney had seen frequent shipwrecks, ‘and most distressing ones, upon the coast’, should have surprised nobody. Most British harbours were poorly lit and marked, and offered such limited protection that they were commonly dismissed as ‘wrecking pools’ or ‘ship traps’. They were also pitifully few, and nowhere was more inadequately served in this respect than the north coasts of Cornwall and Devon.


‘Foul and rocky cliff’, a maritime history of Cornwall described this coast as late as 1906. ‘Grim and testing under the most favourable conditions . . . Almost certain destruction when, as frequently happens, it is a lee shore in gales.’ The hydrographer J. W. Norie’s The New British Channel Pilot (1835) describes a generally perilous world, but north-east of Land’s End the volume’s tone shifts resignedly towards damage limitation, as if safe passage became an unreasonable expectation once the Longships Light fell astern to the west. Of St Ives, the most westerly haven along this coast, lit by a single ‘small lantern on the pier-head’, Norie observed, ‘It ought to be generally known that vessels driven into St Ives Bay by violent north-westerly winds, may escape destruction by running upon the beach . . . It is to be remarked, that so often as accident or local knowledge has thrown a vessel upon this beach, the lives and cargo have uniformly been saved, and the ship but little damaged.’ Further north-east there was the harbour at Newquay, which recently had been improved, where there were even heartening instances of ships being saved from destruction by kindly locals who, alerted to their distress, ‘exhibited lights, tar barrels’, to guide them to safety. Norie’s Pilot mentions (though hardly endorses) Port Isaac, where ‘ships of 200 tons go in at high water, and run on the sandy shore, where they lie safe from the power of the sea’. There were similar, last-resort beaches at Bude. But north of Bude, where the cliffs loom high around Morwenstow and run almost unbroken for twelve miles to Hartland Point, the only possible refuges were the tiny, often inaccessible haven at Hartland Quay and the anchorage at the east end of Lundy Island.


The mariners’ rhyme cautioned:




From Padstow Point to Lundy Light


Is a Watery Grave by Day and Night.





It was a shifting verse; ‘Padstow Point’ was interchangeable with Pentire Head, as it was also known, or even with Trevose Head just to the south, and ‘Lundy Light’ increasingly tended to give way to Hartland Light with the building of that lighthouse on the mainland opposite in 1875. But the second line, where the couplet’s dark message resides, remained firmly fixed. Sailors rounding Land’s End and making north-east for the major ports of Bristol or Gloucester feared Padstow and Hartland as protruberances at either end of a great bay forty miles across that was considered a death trap for shipping when the winds got up in the west.


As the north coast leaves Cornwall for Devon, converging on the Bristol Channel, it largely follows a north-easterly direction. From Bude, however, the lie of the coast swings almost directly north, fashioning at the bay’s northern extremity a final obstacle for shipping in the form of a vicious semi-peninsula, a snag that regularly proved impossible to weather, or to round, in the prevailing westerly winds. ‘If an unfortunate vessel is driven by a north-west or a south-west gale within the Horns of Hartland and Padstow Points,’ a correspondent wrote in 1852, ‘God help her hapless crew! for she is doomed to certain destruction. Along the whole coast there is no harbour of refuge – nothing but iron rocks.’


That sea conditions often moderated beyond Hartland Point, where the lie of the coast swung east, only compounded the coastline’s notoriety. Here, the Bristol Channel could be said to first begin, offering at least some sea room and calm in the comparative shelter of Bideford Bay. Charlotte Chanter, an amateur botanist who knew these shores well, was walking westward, from calm into tumult, when she described the transformation in 1856. She noted ‘how the coast and sea alter as you pass Hartland Point! No gentle wavelets . . . but sturdy Atlantic billows rolling in from the Far West . . . leap high into the air as they strike against the projecting mass of rock.’


A previous shipwreck committee, of 1836, had found British shipping to be in an appalling state. Crews were riddled with incompetents, both masters and men, who were subject neither to examination, qualification, nor even, in some cases, to the attainment of adulthood. One ship, the Headleys, was captained on a voyage from Belfast to Quebec by a fourteen-year-old boy named Storey. Masters, moreover, were commonly unacquainted with the workings of nautical instruments. They were often incapable of ascertaining latitude or tracing a ship’s course on a chart. Even those who properly counted themselves able navigators could not necessarily rely on such charts. These tended to be the cheapest and least reliable available because it fell to the master, not the shipowner, to provide them out of his own pay. Drunkenness was habitual.


Ships often suffered from defective construction and regularly embarked fatally overladen. One ship’s captain, Henry Woodruffe, recalled the Princess Victoria as she made her first return voyage from Archangel, Russia, in 1833: ‘Returning laden, through the White Sea, with grain, coming down on a very fine day, carrying royals [strictly fair-weather sails],’ he said, ‘the ship absolutely burst to pieces.’


The insurance industry, which habitually charged premiums of 10 per cent or more of the combined value of the vessel and cargo for every voyage made, only made matters worse by allowing vessels to be insured at exaggerated values. The effect of this oversight, as a witness to the 1836 committee acknowledged, was that ‘the increased value at which she [the vessel] was insured beyond the real value operated as a temptation to the owner rather to be pleased with her being lost than otherwise’. Put more brutally, unscrupulous owners were encouraged to run their vessels into advanced states of dereliction. In what was famously called ‘murder for gain’, owners speculated on the profitable loss of their property quite without consideration for their crews.


You might even believe that the Caledonia and her crew had it coming to them.
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I had walked to Morwenstow from Hartland Quay. The quay lay ten miles to the north, in a brief break in the Devon cliffs, and survived only in name. It had required constant repair for much of the nineteenth century and finally succumbed to a storm of particular savagery in the autumn of 1896. Two short terraces of whitewashed cottages remained, squared up to each other across a shadowed lane that concluded abruptly on a platform of shoreline Atlantic rocks.


The terraces seemed without purpose now that the settlement had been deprived of its original function, serving the vessels that put in here – which were an intrepid few by all accounts. ‘The pier at Hartland,’ wrote Henry Mangles Denham, a naval lieutenant, in 1832, ‘is seldom sought as a refuge . . . for a terrific sea from the westward recoils in a destructive undertow round the inner margin of the pier . . . Nothing better, however, offers between Bude and Clovelly.’ The place had at least retained its striking looks. A steady stream of sightseers, increasingly representing the commerce of the modern age, visited Hartland Quay’s small museum, gift shop, and pub, which went by the name of the Wreckers’ Retreat. They arrived by the land route these days, following the narrow high-banked road that bent to circumvent the church tower at the village of Stoke, a high grey beacon half a mile inland. The road then ran straight between sloping fields before switchbacking down a steep incline, which was flanked by ramparts of sea cliffs, with views of Lundy Island to the north-west, to finish in a car park just above the sea where gulls loitered.


The red earth path, rutted with boot-buffed stones, climbed steeply, following the cliff top as it rose from the gully where the quay lay. The wind tugged at the dog’s ears as it led the way through the gorse. Rusty bracken, brittle as parchment, powdered between my fingers. Early sea pinks, like tiny pompoms, clustered among the rocky outcrops. Rollers unfurled at the foot of the cliff, booming and spitting spray skywards. I looked ahead to a succession of high sandstone headlands that stretched into a grey distance where the last stood out distinctly – a face in profile, lying flat and staring upward, the chiselled nose protuberant.


At Spekes Mill Mouth, a worn path led down to the beach. Local people had once filled the panniers of their donkeys here with the beach sand that they then sold inland, where it served as an effective fertilizer for the fields. But beyond Spekes Mill, the cliffs rose higher still, severing all contact with the sea until the shoreline was as inaccessible as these headlands would seem to wish it. From this distance, the black shale rocks appeared embossed on the water. They ran seaward in parallel broken scabs. Furious breakers funnelled between them before retreating in foaming disorder. I peered over the edge; the cliff fell away in an eroded jumble of precarious bluffs and protruding boulders, with grey screes gullying between them. At my back, buzzards’ shadows passed over the coarse moorland. On the cliff top, a rusting pile of riveted hull plates, bolted engine sections, and the spiky severed cables of a pulley arrangement marked a salvage attempt long since abandoned.


By and by the moorland gave way to grassier pasture, then to arable land. The flat fields, freshly ploughed, were expanses of sheeny sods. The tractor, I noticed, had repeatedly come close to the cliff edge before wheeling sharply away, as if the end of the earth had caught its driver unaware. The landscape had a prairie confidence; the proximity of an ocean unto Labrador was almost inconceivable. Unlike the approach to Devon and Cornwall’s south coasts, with their steadily receding contours and widening river valleys that are typical of most seascapes – a carefully scripted, step-by-step handover to the sea – the north coasts charged lemming-like to their magnificent, abrupt conclusions.


Only, the buildings held back. Nor, I guessed, was it merely shelter from the prevailing west wind that had led the people of Stoke and Elmscott, Hardisworthy, Southole, and Welcombe to consistently build their houses, barns, and churches a few significant fields inland. It was as if these scattered communities had long since turned their backs on the sea, which, for all its proximity, played no part in their lives. Routes to the shore were rare indeed. So steep were the valleys that fissured this coastal plateau that there were almost no natural inlets or harbours to have given rise to fishing villages or trading ports. Geography had played a trick upon these people, ensuring that even as the flying spray tasted as salt upon their lips, they remained landsmen. They knew nothing of the ways of the sea, nor of seafaring, and held these traditions in no affection. They regarded the sea’s presence as an accident, as if they lived alongside a closed border and had come, by and by, to lose interest in the world that lay beyond it.


Occasional events of note might, of course, revive their curiosity in the unfamiliar shore. They might even be lured down to the water. These cliffs were certainly hazardous, difficult and steep, but they were rarely sheer, like the white chalk cliffs of Dover or the limestone precipices of Moher in County Clare, Ireland. And when an onshore gale arose to embay a passing ship, they would scramble down the screes or risk themselves on such paths as existed, knowing it might pay to be there when ships broke their backs upon these rocks. Charles Kingsley, writer, clergyman, and father of the botanist Charlotte Chanter, grew up at nearby Clovelly and developed a lifelong association with north Devon. Kingsley provides an intriguing glimpse of the excitement that shipwrecks generated in his account of following a stricken ship along this coast, ‘a great barque, that came drifting and rolling in before the western gale’, during the 1840s. Kingsley detailed the crowd that followed the barque’s broken progress. But the ‘parsons and sportsmen, farmers and Preventive men’, and the local agents of Lloyd’s, the marine insurers. were either his natural peers or officials, here for duty or diversion. His account seems strangely incomplete, lacking the hard-up farmhands, the labourers, the milkmaids, urchins, layabouts, opportunists, and part-timers upon which other contemporary accounts insist. ‘Whilst in other parts of the English coast persons may assemble by hundreds for plunder on the occasion of a wreck,’ as an official report of 1839 stated, ‘on the Cornish coast they assemble in thousands.’


True though it was that the people of this coast accounted seafarers an alien breed and their stricken vessels fair game, they could also rise to expressions of condolence. The figureheads of shipwrecks such as that witnessed by Kingsley, marker memorials to the lost ships they had formerly adorned, were once a common feature of this coastal landscape. Many of them survived well into the twentieth century. In the absence of the more conventional sea indicators, like fishing nets, or upturned clinker dinghies, their paint peeling, or boatyards heavy with the cheesy musk of fresh timber, they served as powerful reminders of the sea’s proximity and destructive power.


One such figurehead, which has since rotted away, stood in the graveyard beneath the great church tower at Stoke. It marked the loss of the Saltash on the Hartland rocks in August 1868. Another, of a bearded turbaned Indian warrior, could once be seen in the graveyard at Bude, where it commemorated the fifteen men lost along with the Bencoolen in October 1862. I found a photograph of that figurehead in a faded newspaper cutting dated September 1937 that was pasted into an old guidebook to the region. The figurehead was in a sorry state; the cutting contained an appeal for its restoration. ‘By May 1938,’ an unknown hand had scribbled across the cutting, ‘it had fallen to pieces, having only from time to time been repaired with cement.’


Another figurehead, that of the William, a ship lost in 1894, stood in the graveyard at St Gennys, near Crackington Haven. In the 1850s, there were some five ships’ figureheads at the Morwenstow vicarage. That of the Jenny Jones, lost on Brownspear Beach in a ferocious gale of February 1868, could once be found in a garden at Milford, near Speke’s Mill. It has now disappeared, and endures only in a fading black-and-white photograph where it stands alongside a girl dressed in late-Victorian costume, sitting on a garden bench in the sunshine. Others survive only in brief mentions; one stood on the porch of the vicarage at the nearby village of Bridgerule in the 1950s, another in a garden at Newquay. The figurehead from the Othello, wrecked on the Morwenstow rocks in 1808, adorned for many years a new seafront terrace at Bude, one of a rash of developments resulting from that town having ‘lately become the fashionable Watering Place of the West’, as an 1835 map put it. A hundred years of rain and sunshine, however, had eaten away at the cracks that the salt had forced during the figureheads’ working days until they were mostly reduced to stumps deep in the dewy grass of gardens and graveyards.


And so to Henna Cliff, where an onshore wind leaned into my shoulder like a pavement drunk to drive me repeatedly from the path. I looked down on a wooded chasm far below and a stream gathering above the shore waterfall where the wind flung a thin spray inland. The way ahead plunged almost to the heaving shore before its reddish-brown seam began the long climb toward the next headland to the south. I took the inland fork, traversing the valley’s northern flank above a slope of impenetrable thorn and blazing gorse, where small speedy birds ranged like pinballs. At the head of the valley I could see a squat church tower facing the sea. On the slopes just below it an imposing vicarage stood, its prominent chimneys crenellated like chess pieces. I followed the edge of a winter beet field, then shed the clods that clung to my boot treads across a stretch of pastureland, bright as Day-Glo and mottled by pats and molehills, before dropping into a brief dappled combe in the valley’s shallow upper reaches. I crossed a stream at the footbridge and was climbing the path through woods into Morwenstow when my dog began to bark.
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I brushed at my trousers, passed inside the arched Norman porch, and pushed open the heavy wooden door. The dog clawed at the closing door in protest at its exclusion. The church was larger than I had expected, and unvisited, but something of its silent atmosphere caused me to tiptoe down the stone steps onto the flagged floor. From the seaward end, where braided bell ropes hung from high in the square tower, pillared arches of ornately carved stone marched to the east, forming arcades along either flank of the vaulted nave. There were ranks of dark-stained pews, their ends worked to a primitive beauty. A wooden screen, on which a tall rood crucifix was mounted, concealed the chancel. Light fell through the high stained-glass window on the south wall. At the window’s foot ran the caption, in black-stained glass: TO THE GREATER GLORY OF GOD AND IN MEMORY OF ROBERT STEPHEN HAWKER, PRIEST, FORTY YEARS VICAR OF THIS PARISH. FELL ASLEEP 15TH AUGUST 1875, AGED 72, RIP.


I’d never heard of R. S. Hawker until I first came to Morwenstow. In time, I would come to appreciate how his local renown extends almost to cult status, though he never quite seems to have made the grade to a wider audience. It may be that being captivated by Hawker depends upon experiencing his turf at first hand, as if the memorable ensemble of cliffs, vicarage, church, and graveyard, the backdrop to the greater part of his life, acts as a powerful spur to his appeal.


Yet Hawker also boasts a kind of paradoxical universality, providing as he does a classic template for a particular nineteenth-century clerical stereotype: rural, romantic, literary, and idiosyncratic. Certainly, for a man better known for foibles than for any concrete corpus of achievement, he has inspired a disproportionate number of biographies and reminiscences. Hawker of Morwenstow, who spent most of his adult life in the remote parish with which he is uniquely associated, was parson, poet, and visionary, favouring yellow ponchos, fishermen’s jerseys with the spear wound that lanced Christ’s side stitched blue into the pattern, and brimless purple hats that apparently derived from his enthusiasm for the Eastern Orthodox tradition. High Church, a Christian Socialist, and controversial convert to Roman Catholicism on his deathbed, he believed in demons and mermaids, married a much-loved forty-year-old in his twenties, and, some years after her death, substituted her with a twenty-year-old when he was in his sixties. He was famously particular, insisting upon swans’ quills for writing, 4B pencils for sketching, Latakia tobacco for his pipe, and exorbitantly expensive oak shingles for the roof of his church. He developed a taste for opium and is popularly portrayed indulging the habit, and bending his mind to the composition of romantic poetry, in the hut that he built on the cliff close to his vicarage. The best of his verse has been compared to that of Tennyson, with whom he discussed Arthurian mythology on one of the great poet’s visits to Tintagel, some twenty miles to the south, in 1848. But it is his own description of his parishioners, as ‘a mixed multitude of smugglers, wreckers, and dissenters of various hue’, that best evokes Hawker, placing him in a colourfully romantic but moody milieu that serves his maverick character well.


The stained-glass window comprised four narrow arched columns. Within the yellow margin of stylized vine leaves, tonsured and haloed heads proliferated. The progress of John the Baptist was represented (the church is dedicated to him and to the local saint, Morwenna), along with images that I recognized as local: a view of the church itself, with pinnacles rising from the tower’s four corners; the celebrated Saxon font that stood by the church door; the graveyard’s noted sepulchre to a local landowner gored to death by a seventeenth-century bull; and the Celtic cross in commemoration of shipwrecked sailors. Then, in the top right corner, I noticed her: the white maid viewed face on, her eyes rescued from erosion, above the words FIGUREHEAD OF THE CALEDONIA. According to the window caption, Hawker had been vicar here for forty years prior to 1875, which put him at Morwenstow at the time of the loss of the Caledonia. Was this the man who had buried captain and crew, and stood the ship’s figurehead over them?
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A framed faded photograph hung on the church’s western wall. It was signed in a brownish large-lettered scrawl that would become familiar in the months ahead, ‘Yours affectionately, R. S. Hawker’. It was apparently taken in 1875, a week before Hawker’s death, and showed him in full canonicals, complete with surplice, stole, and biretta, the square hat of the High Church. His imminent demise might have been inferred from the absence of focus in the old man’s eyes, while the down-turned mouth contributed the faint suggestion of constipation. But it was not an especially telling photograph; rather, it typically revealed more about the arduous business of being photographed in the early days than it did of its subject. Its very existence said something, however, about the span of Hawker’s life, one that ended in the photographic age but began at the very advent of machinery, and it placed the loss of the Caledonia at the heart of that same span.


I stepped outside and wandered among the gravestones. I was looking for verse epitaphs dating from Hawker’s incumbency, which have been described as first drafts of the vicar’s poems. Here he was on infant mortality, delivering rhyming comfort to the parents of John Rouse, who had died on 31 January 1840, aged three weeks:




Those whom God loves die young


They see no evil days


No falsehood paints their tongue


No sickness their ways.


Baptized and so made sure


To gain their blessed abode


What could we pray for more


That they die and are with GOD.





I was considering the poetic course that Hawker might have charted in the case of shipwrecked dead when I realized I was not alone. On these remote cliffs or along the narrow lanes where grass grew high down the centre, Mohican-style, one soon came to expect to be alone. Hawker referred to Morwenstow as ‘Far Cornwall’; the writer Arthur Mee even managed ‘the lonely Farthest North of England’s Farthest South’. The woman was kneeling amongst daffodils before a headstone, scraping at the lichen there.


‘Looking for clues?’ I asked knowingly, as if the two of us had history’s lure in common. I liked to think that I shared her delight as she retrieved the faint characters, one by one, from beneath the lichen, and the old stories began to give themselves up. The woman looked up through owlish spectacles.


‘I’m looking for lichens,’ she explained. ‘I’m a botanist.’


I left by the lychgate.




Chapter [image: image] 5


The tip of my finger rested against an entry in Lloyd’s Register of Shipping for 1842.


I was looking for a wreck, which was how I’d described my research interest on the application form at the Public Record Office in Kew, West London, and had begun by searching for the ship she had once been. The PRO stood amidst leafy avenues with literary names, lined by Edwardian terraced houses with tiled porches and faux-Tudor gables. But the PRO was an avowedly modern building that resembled the informal campus offices of some high-tech corporation. It was fronted by a paved piazza in which an extensive lake, complete with fountains, was fringed by willows and thickets of bamboo. The lake’s sheer sides had been fitted with helpful slipway ramps for swans, ducks, and moorhens that had long since learned to manage without them.


The expanse of water, however, also lent this repository of record an unintended moated impression, as if the old habits of secrecy endured and the building remained protective of its contents. Here, I reminded myself, was where journalists and researchers congregated whenever the building finally bowed to public pressure, coughing up classified documents decades after the political intrigues and scandals, conflicts and crises that had spawned them.


The interior of the building strove hard, however, to dispel these engrained notions of obstruction. In its bright and spacious hallway a small collection of leafy trees even grew. Though the trees stood indoors, they were alluringly suggestive, evoking the dappled glade to which one might retire, book in hand, on a summer afternoon, as if to imbue the acquisition of knowledge with a proper sylvan innocence. There were large circular working tables of blond wood and aluminium. The information desks were manned by smiling assistants. From the banks of user-friendly computer terminals, a vast range of national records – from customs and trade to the Foreign Office, the health service, and the armed forces – could be requested. Visitors were even supplied with pagers that would sound when items were available for collection.
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The visitors, however, seemed to hail from a former researcher’s world – of ill-lit corridors and cramped work surfaces, and interminable delays while mislaid items were listlessly pursued in creaking filing cabinets that turned up only the desiccated corpses of grey mice whose diet of cardboard had eventually done for them. They wore grey anoraks with multiple pockets from which bitten Biros thrust, and lingered in doorways, by the lavatory’s shiny urinals, or in the cloakrooms, a distant daze playing across their faces. Here to pursue family lineages and obscure histories, to add a few further stitches to their chosen corner of the past’s threadbare tapestry, they were evidence that archive research could be a harmfully obsessive habit, but as I carried Lloyd’s Register for 1842 to a table, it did not cross my mind that I might ever become like them.


I’d grown up among boats. Sepia family-boat portraits by the maritime photographers Beken of Cowes hung on the walls. We’d lived on England’s south coast, by a creek in Chichester Harbour, where the retreating tide left a line of weed alive with sandhoppers along the shingle and revealed dark banks of mud that men dug for cockles. The mud sucked noisily at their waders, their heavy footfalls releasing the rank smell of rot. But when the tide was high, my father launched his dinghy there and dreamed of Cape Horn or the Roaring Forties while his sulking son looked up at the little boat’s faded brown sail and determined to prove to his father that he did know a halyard from a hamster.


I knew nothing at all, however, about archives or their workings. On this, my first visit to the PRO, I actually felt certain that I was looking in the wrong place. It seemed inconceivable that I should find my ship in these old pages. Wrecks lay elsewhere, barnacle encrustations in the drifting sediment of the seabed, and were truly found by divers directed from the latest scanning equipment installed on high-tech search vessels. The remnants at Morwenstow, soused in atmosphere, seemed too large and resonant to be reducible to the single line of codified detail that I had settled upon.


Shortly after my arrival, however, the PRO information officer directed me to Lloyd’s Register. It buoyed me to learn that Lloyd’s, London’s coffeehouse association of shipowners, merchants and insurance brokers, should have published an index of all British then UK-registered merchant ships over one hundred tons since 1764. For a moment, I allowed myself to believe that finding my ship might even prove straightforward.


The Register listed thousands of abbreviated ship details in an antique black type whose heavy impress had punched an inverted Braille into the backs of bluish brittle pages. The ships’ names were arranged alphabetically. Some names were commoner than others; I might have guessed that Caledonia would be among the commonest. There were twenty-one in all, hailing from Scottish ports including Inverness, Dundee, Peterhead, Alloa, and Arbroath but also from Guernsey, Chester, Sunderland, Liverpool, Newcastle, and even Newfoundland. I was confounded.


My straying eye then noticed the occasional items that showed in the Register’s page margins. These tended to be of a different-coloured ink – often red – and of another typeface that regularly overlapped the existing text. They were evidently later additions, and their meaning – Wrecked, Stranded, Lost, Missing, or Sunk – was all too clear. The Register not only listed ships, then, but also recorded casualties among them. The word Wrecked alongside the entry should lead me to her. There were just two. And the terse obituary on one of them, a Caledonia out of Greenock, had been pencilled over with a correction.


The abbreviations on the only remaining entry yielded their meaning readily enough. Working from left to right, Sw indicated the vessel to be a snow. The snow was in all respects a brig, the common two-masted sailing vessel of the period, except for the distinctive arrangement on the mainmast where a supplementary runner essentially functioning as a separate mast eased the workings of square- and fore-and-aft sails.


The next item of information, which gave the name of the ship’s captain or master, was rather more startling. While St. Peter achieved a certain canonized exoticism of his own, it was the prosaic company he kept – he was flanked by the likes of ‘J. Roche’, ‘W. Powell’, and ‘R. Thew’ – that tipped the entry toward the surreal. A fishing boat on the Sea of Galilee granted, but the only St Peter I knew of had no business mastering a mid-nineteenth-century brig. The subsequent facts did, however, return this Caledonia to a more plausible mooring. She measured 206 tons, had been built in Arbroath (which was also her home port) in 1839, and was owned by one J. Esplin. Her ‘destined voyage’ was given as to London and Marseille. Upon survey, she had been assigned an A1 insurance classification by Lloyd’s for ten years, which implied a worthy vessel. C.41 indicated that she had been copper-bottomed in 1841, and 4 mo that she had been launched in April, the fourth month, of 1839.


Here, then, were the bones of a ship that bore the right name and had been lost around the time in question. But nothing else in the skeleton linked her with the figurehead at Morwenstow.


‘You could check her Certificate of British Registry,’ suggested the man at the information desk. ‘That’s the ship’s basic paperwork, as required by customs. Look in the Board of Trade catalogue, under her home port.’


It was a battered leather ledger, entitled ‘Registered Vessels, Montrose and Arbroath, 1839’. The ships’ certificates it contained were pre-printed forms that the local ‘Comptroller of Customs’ had completed in an ornate hand. The certificate I was seeking soon lay before me. The owner of the ‘Caledonia, of Arbroath’ was confirmed, in greater detail, as ‘Joseph Sanderson Esplin of Arbroath in the County of Forfar, Merchant’. The rest, however, was a powerful reminder that certificates were not designed to inspire or evoke, not even in the nineteenth century. There were data on tonnage, and ‘length from the inner part of the Main Stem to the fore part of the Stern Post aloft’, and ‘breadth in Midships’ and ‘depth in hold at Midships’, on rigging, on her bowsprit, and a reference to the ship’s builder, one Arthur Smith. And then my ranging eye fell upon a few brief words that sent a pulse of recognition coursing through me: this Caledonia had ‘a female figure Head’. There was barely time to register this first concrete suggestion that I might have found her before I saw the sentence, scrawled in a hurried hand, as if signing off, which ran across the certificate. ‘Vessel totally wrecked,’ it read, ‘on the Cornish coast per Lloyd’s List 10th Sept 1842.’
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God help me! The date1 was off by a year, but since the Cornish mention far outweighed this as evidence, it now appeared that the graveyard sign must be mistaken. I was out of my seat, weaving my way between the tables toward the information desk, where the officer regarded me warily, as if noting the first signs of obsession. What was Lloyd’s List? Where was it kept?


‘It’s Lloyd’s shipping news publication,’ the officer explained patiently. ‘It provides information about merchant shipping movements and casualties received from ports around the world.’


‘Where, where?’


‘Not here,’ he replied. ‘I believe the Guildhall Library keeps it.’


I checked my watch; I could just reach the Guildhall before it closed. I left the building in a hurry, stuffing awkward sheafs of paper into my bag. I raced past the lake, alarming a moorhen, which launched itself onto the water with a disgruntled squawk, like a portly matron committing herself to an uncustomary swim. Along the railings that fronted the terraced houses leading to Kew’s tube station styrofoam cups had been slammed, the spikes protruding from their upturned bases to resemble Prussian helmets, but unlikely ones featuring the logos of soft-drinks conglomerates. The train lurched with a leisurely gait into a long string of stations, then idled onward, so I reached the Guildhall Library just ten minutes before it closed.


‘Five minutes,’ I told the librarian breathlessly. The librarian, who was busy ushering people out, looked unimpressed.


‘Two,’ I almost shouted my improved offer. The librarian reluctantly allowed me in. The List was on microfilm. I dragged the reel from a drawer and speared it onto the spool of a reading machine. Then I put the machine on fast-forward and whirred noisily through the spring and summer of 1842. At my back, the librarian served me a coughed reminder. Then I was at 10 September. After several pages detailing arrivals and departures from Archangel to Rio, I saw what I had come for and thumped my fist against the desk.


‘You did say two minutes,’ the aggrieved librarian called out.


‘I’m done,’ I replied, scribbling the last few words from the List into my notebook and rewinding the reel through the year until it spun free. I returned it to the drawer, shook the bemused librarian’s hand in gratitude, and stepped outside. I sat on a bench and turned to the words I had copied into the notebook: ‘Caledonia, Peter, of Arbroath, from Odessa to Gloucester was totally wrecked near Bude, 7th inst. Only one of the crew saved,’ it read. ‘Letter from Morwinston,’ it concluded, referring to the manner by which word of the ship’s loss had reached the List.


Morwenstow was misspelt and the master had lost his sainthood. But there was no doubt that I had found my ship.


And there had been a survivor.




Chapter [image: image] 6


I returned to Morwenstow three weeks later. I had learned that Robert Hawker had written about the Caledonia tragedy. The present owner of the vicarage had copies, which I was welcome to read in the very house where the account was originally written.


A drive wound beneath budding sycamores and puddled into a gravelled parking area before the vicarage. I climbed from the car and eyed the house. With its slate roof and stepped gables, a castellated porch topped by a cross, and thick freckled walls of grey and brown stone, it seemed made for the rooks that wheeled over it. Above its neat fringe of shrub-filled beds rose ecclesiastical windows, tall, arched, and in groups of three or four, with white frames that plunged the leaded panes they housed into darkness. Robert Hawker, who was made vicar of Morwenstow in 1835, had begun building the house in 1837. The origins of the building confounded its singularity – the plans were lifted directly from a popular contemporary architectural volume, Hunt’s Designs for Parsonage Homes – though Hawker did add idiosyncratic touches of his own by modelling three of the chimneys on the towers of parish churches he knew well: Stratton, near Bude, and North Tamerton and Whitstone, both a few miles inland on the Launceston road. The fourth was modelled on the tomb of his mother.


A kindly middle-aged woman with bright eyes answered the door. Jill Welby led me into the house where Hawker had lived for thirty-eight years until a few weeks before his death. Corridors right-angled with homely Victorian confusion across a tiled floor plan of elegant but moth-eaten rooms. Through black-painted door frames, I glimpsed the sun falling on old brass, faded prints, and lithographs of Hawker and various members of his family.


‘It’s not that I particularly like his poetry,’ shrugged Jill. ‘It’s not even that I particularly like the man.’ She was striving, it seemed, to arrive by a process of elimination at the reason for her fascination. ‘It’s more to do with his oddness,’ she concluded. ‘The contradictions in him.’ The Welbys had bought the vicarage in 1986; it was as if the spirit of the vicarage’s original occupant had since then stolen upon Jill unsolicited, presuming upon their shared experience of residence in this isolated place to forge a kinship that belied the century and a half between them. Though she could not quite say when she had begun to do so, Jill had amassed an impressive collection of Hawker papers over the years. There were letters and postcards, sermons and scribblings, biographies and reminiscences, first editions of his own works, critiques of his poetry, obituaries and other newspaper cuttings, as well as miscellaneous items and even pieces of furniture, like Hawker’s pine wardrobe – formerly home to his collection of colourful cassocks – which stood in the vicarage’s hallway.


Jill was not alone in being captivated by Hawker’s singular life. In time, I would come to understand that a fascination with the man was something of a common local condition. Nicholas Ross, who had lived in nearby Kilkhampton until his death in 1967, had succumbed spectacularly in his later life. He often picnicked on the cliffs at Morwenstow with his wife, Adelaide, reading from Hawker’s Arthurian epic poem ‘The Quest of the Sangraal’, or took duck and port to consume at Hawker’s cliff top hut on the August anniversary of the vicar’s death. Ross, who is buried alongside his wife about fifty feet from the Caledonia figurehead, garnered his own extensive collection of papers and memorabilia. He corresponded with other enthusiasts, tracked down descendants of the man, and spent much of his time preparing a book on Hawker that he never completed.


Jill showed me to my room, then led me to the sunlit library. She prowled the shelves, her fingers playing imaginary piano keys on the book spines. She picked out two faded volumes, which she bookmarked and passed to me, then left me to read. I sat on a chair before a low wicker table with a glass top and picked up one of the books. It was an antique mocha-coloured hardback with a perishing spine. Its yellowing pages, irregularly cut, snagged my thumb. Though embossed with stylized grapevines and acanthus, like a hymnal, it proved to be a volume of Hawker’s poetry, dated 1904 and entitled Cornish Ballads. I opened the pages at the bookmark to find a poem entitled ‘The Figure-Head of the Caledonia at her Captain’s Grave’:




We laid them in their lowly rest,


The strangers of a distant shore;


We smoothed the green turf on their breast,


’Mid baffled Ocean’s angry roar;


And there, the relique of the storm,


We fixed fair Scotland’s figured form.


She watches by her bold, her brave,


Her shield towards the fatal sea;


Their cherished lady of the wave


Is guardian of their memory.


Stern is her look, but calm, for there


No gale can rend or billow bear.


Stand, silent image! stately stand,


Where sighs shall breathe and tears be shed,


And many a heart of Cornish land,


Will soften for the stranger dead.


They came in paths of storm; they found


This quiet home in Christian ground.


1841




I smiled. The date made the impossible claim that the poem had been written a year before the Caledonia’s loss. The error recalled the sign in the graveyard that dated the shipwreck to 1843. Dates seemed to straddle the actual year of the wreck, but never nailed it. These near misses, which suggested facts fading as the Caledonia receded into a blurry past, might have served to warn me of the difficulties of my search. But the poem alone had already yielded more than the few scant references I had hoped to glean from the visit, leaving me feeling replete with new material.


So; Hawker had been present at the time of the wreck, and had also supervised the recovery of both figurehead and corpses. The experience had clearly left its mark upon him, moving him literally to poetry. The figurehead had touched him most deeply, if the number of euphemisms it had inspired were anything to go by. The poem was a hymn to the figurehead’s peculiar capacity to evoke.


All of which reminded me what the poem was not: a conventional dirge for the lost lives of the crew. Hawker seemed less interested in lamenting their deaths, which he hardly mentioned, than in celebrating their proper interment – their ‘quiet home in Christian ground’. There was also the poet’s intriguing insistence on his and his associates’ part in the process: ‘We laid them in their lowly rest’, ‘We smoothed the green turf . . . ’ and ‘We fixed’ the figurehead above the grave.


I turned to the second volume. Equally aged, it was entitled Footprints of Former Men in Far Cornwall. It proved to be a collection of Hawker’s prose pieces that had originally appeared in various Victorian periodicals, most notably Charles Dickens’s All the Year Round, between the 1850s and 1870s. Jill had marked an item called ‘Remembrances of a Cornish Vicar’. I began to read.


Hawker was thirty-nine and had not been long at Morwenstow when, he wrote, he was ‘plunged all at once into the midst of a fearful scene of the terrors of the sea’. He then recounted the events of a stormy September dawn in 1842:




About daybreak of an autumn day I was aroused by a knock at my bedroom-door; it was followed by the agitated voice of a boy, a member of my household, ‘Oh, sir, there are dead men on vicarage rocks!’




Hawker quickly dressed in gown and slippers, and rushed out to find one of the household, a young lad, ‘weeping bitterly, and holding out to me in his trembling hands a tortoise alive’ that he had found on the shore. The vicar crossed the fields to the cliffs and set off down a steep path to the shore:




It was indeed a scene to be looked on only once in a human life. On a ridge of rock, just left bare by the falling tide, stood a man, my own servant; he had come out to see my flock of ewes, and had found the awful wreck. There he stood, with two dead sailors at his feet which he had just drawn out of the water stiff and stark. The bay was tossing and seething with a tangled mass of rigging, sails, and broken fragments of a ship; the billows rolled up yellow with corn, for the cargo of the vessel had been foreign wheat; and ever and anon there came up out of the water, as though stretched out with life, a human hand and arm.




A survivor was found, ‘just where a brook of fresh water fell towards the sea’. The exhausted man addressed Hawker in French but was in no condition to give details about the ship. They assisted him to the vicarage, where they also bore ‘the corpses, decently arranged’ on ‘a temporary bier of the broken planks’. Later that day, the survivor, ‘refreshed, and collected, and grateful’, told Hawker his story.


The man’s name, Hawker wrote, was Le Daine. A native of Jersey, he had joined the Caledonia at Malta, where he had been recuperating from illness in the hospital. The Caledonia, of Arbroath, had been on a two years’ voyage in the Mediterranean trade, last taking on a cargo of grain at the Black Sea port of Odessa. Also engaged at Malta was a Portuguese cook, who received a grievous wound in a street quarrel the night before the ship departed for Falmouth. To the engagement of the cook, Hawker then claimed, ‘as one link in a chain of causes . . . the loss of the vessel might be ascribed’.
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