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  1

  EARLY SEA DAYS

  “Aloft with ye, Paddy, and clew that fore royal!” Kicked hard in the ribs with that order, sixteen-year-old Johnny O’Brien awoke with a start. Half-starved and sore, he had tried to sleep on the deck that night with the crown of the starboard anchor as a pillow. When he jumped to his feet, the youth was now shoeless and didn’t know if he had misplaced them or if they had been stolen.

  O’Brien stared up the soaring foremast of the Marlborough , a square-rigged tall-sail ship. He couldn’t put his hands around the trunk of this thick pole, the high mast closest to the ship’s bow, and it seemed to disappear through the stretched, moonlit sails into the stars. He hesitated at first, knowing that climbing up the tallest sail by the clew rope to its yardarm under these conditions was difficult at best. The seaman yelled, “Get going, boy!” and the disapproving look of the bulky, whiskered mate drove him into action.

  O’Brien grabbed the weblike rope shrouds to the massive pole and began pulling himself up. He climbed into the silhouetted darkness on the crossed ratlines, while the taut sails about him pulled or noisily flapped with the ever-changing winds. The higher he went, the more he became aware of the surrounding noises from the ship’s creaking, ropes pulling tighter, and the vessel’s rolls into the sea. Before he was halfway up the rigging, the lad found he was holding on tighter as he neared a cross-tree, the short bars across the mast that spread the rigging—all used to support the heavy pole, canvas sails, and yardarms.

  Continuing upward, past more yardarms and sails, he finally stopped in front of the highest sail and clung to the ropes while the royal flapped in front. The wind gusted stronger with the rising sea, while the large sail ship heeled over sick-eningly toward the rolling, white-capped ocean. He now looked straight down at the churning sea stories below, and O’Brien felt the mast bend from the strain.

  When the vessel righted, he tried to pull the sail up and then to smother the wind from the shaking canvas. A roll to windward and the ship’s pitch forward threw the sail full of wind; the vessel’s rise on the next wave tossed the sail around his head as he clung with clenched fists to the ropes. The next roll carried the sail back, slapping it coarsely against his head and scraping his face.

  O’Brien tried to use his weight, feet, and legs against the sail. By pulling and hauling blindly, he nearly succeeded in spilling the wind from it when a big sea carried him high in the air. The tall ship dove forward again, and a gust of wind caught the sail and tore it from his grasp, at the same time ripping off a fingernail. The deck seemed chasms below, and the Marlborough threw noisy spray high over the bow as the ship plowed through the frothing water. Everything about the vessel was streaked with white foam. When he glanced below, the wet decks seemed to shimmer in the moonlight with a surrealistic look that he didn’t understand.

  This was his first windstorm on top of the sails, and he was high in the skies trying to take in an unheeding one. With the wind came the first spatters of rain, making the sail even more difficult to handle and the rigging harder to hold onto. While he struggled to control the royal, a strange vibration of the sail shook his arms, frightening him.

  Another dip to the leeward and he understood. The wheelman was keeping the schooner into the wind; and the foresail, or lowest sail, flapped back and forth when too near the wind, shaking the foremast from trunk to keel. While the ship bounded through harsh waves, he tried his best to pull up the clew lines, the ropes attached to the free corner of the high sail. With turns of the mooring lines, he gradually smothered the wind and secured the sail fast to the masthead.

  O’Brien slowly inched down the slippery mast, clinging fretfully to the rigging. It was always easier to climb up than down. Johnny didn’t know how long he had been aloft, but no sooner was he back on the safety of the wet deck when the mate called Lawrence cursed, “Get aloft again and loosen it!” He again crept up the mast and this time put his feet on the yard and began letting the heavy sheet of canvas down. The work was hard, the windy and wet conditions precarious, the night suffocating, and the sea stories below. O’Brien finally loosened the sail from its bindings to the yard, with the wind blasting into his face.

  The short, lithe teenager worked his way carefully down to the pitching deck. His feet had barely touched the planks when the mate yelled for him to go aloft once more to “clew and furl it.” Without shoes, Johnny’s bare feet and shins were cut up and bleeding by now as he again inched his way up the ratlines. The skin was chafed from his shins.

  After completing again what he had done on his first climb, O’Brien began the dangerous descent down. Exhausted and losing focus, he slipped halfway down, skidding into the dark abyss. He felt a crack to the back of his head and lost consciousness. Later, a bucket of saltwater splashed over his face, and he looked up into the face of another seaman. He was alive—bruised and hurting, but alive. The cross-trees of a lower sail had broken his fall.

  The year was 1866, the location somewhere in the Pacific, and the English ship’s final destination was India. Lawrence was the chief mate and did what he could to break down the young man in the manner of the times. A “boy” started out friendless and could be unmercifully picked on. He did the dirtiest work, even at times the most dangerous. This brutality was calculated to “put the fear of God into us,” as one survivor said, and “to strengthen discipline, to add snap and vigor to our movements.”

  These “boys” weren’t the cabin boys, who worked inside the ship and attended to the needs of the captain, passengers, and crew. They would do the duties everyone else avoided and as directed by the chief mate. The relative youngsters were the ones who brought the food to the seamen’s quarters and then brought the dirty dishes back. If the food wasn’t plentiful or mainly poor—as on this voyage—the boys ate the least. These “green hands” had to learn fast, whether the task was pulling up sails with a myriad of ropes, scaling to the top, or furling sails. Their labors were tortured until their “outraged” muscles finally adjusted to the unaccustomed work.

  Like all initiates, O’Brien’s hands on his first voyage were raw, red, and bloody from working the ropes. A time-honored approach was to hold your raw hands in saltwater. If you could stand the pain, the hands seemed to heal faster—or at least, the pain was less afterwards. Over time, a seaman’s hands could become so calloused, scarred, and ugly that men would look for gloves to wear when they left on shore leave.

  Chief mate Lawrence, the seamen, and O’Brien lived together in the small fo’c’sle (or forecastle) at the forward part of the deck. The high break of the fo’c’sle head sheltered this billet from sea and wind. Running fore and aft, a bulkhead could divide the quarters to separate the different watches. Plain wooden bunks lined the sides, and above a few bunks were rough calendars marked on the woodwork, some from past voyages. Small shelves rigged above the bunks held tobacco, matches, ditty bags, well-thumbed books, old newspapers, and assorted bric-a-brac. Small lines were stretched above the bunks for drying clothes, and hooks for hanging clothes, sea boots, and oil skins were screwed into the wall planks.

  The fo’c’sles were bitterly cold in winter and uncomfortable no matter when. Crewmen usually didn’t have the luxury of a small stove; it was nearly impossible to read inside, even though the men would have a flickering “slush” lamp—made from an old tin can half filled with slush (fat from salt beef or pork) or oil, with a floating wick made from a bit of rag. The furniture was sparse, if at all: a long narrow table with hard, crude benches on each side. Small lockers were sometimes present where each man could stow a horse blanket, spare clothing, and his mess gear of a mug, plate, knife, fork, and spoon.

  The short half deck forming the fo’c’sle head was not high enough for a man to stand upright, and the bosun’s lockers, if there, were arranged along the sides into the bow—along with the paint locker and oil stores. In the very nose of the fo’c’sle were the crew’s toilets, which were very wet and uncomfortable during storms, noxious in all weather. Large oil tanks with leaking seal or whale oil were put above these and fitted with small copper tubes for discharge.

  Whether he was taunting the lad in the fo’c’sle or on deck, Lawrence seemed to live his life every hour of the day with a hatred of O’Brien. He seemed infuriated at his inability to break the lad down. When it was Johnny’s morning watch and the weather fine, Lawrence ordered him to clean up the pigsty under the deck. The mate would wait until O’Brien was working there and then lock him inside the smelly, rotten enclosure for two hours with its three large pigs. Johnny was not afraid of this and didn’t mind the time when he could leisurely clean the area, although he was careful not to let Lawrence know. At night, the sadistic bosun forced him during the watch to walk the quarterdeck with a heavy capstan bar on his shoulder, shouting that he was going to make a soldier of O’Brien yet. “I suppose he thought I would throw down the capstan bar and that would be the reason for more humiliation,” O’Brien wrote later. “Oh, how I love the memory of that. Some brute was that Lawrence and I despised him.” But he would later exact his revenge.

  * * *

  Johnny O’Brien was born in Cork, Ireland, on January 29, 1851. He wrote in his memoirs:

  
    It seems our family, especially on my father’s side, was always in trouble with the British Government. I may say also on my mother’s side, as her father had to flee Ireland for the United States in the 1820s, landing in Baltimore, Maryland and eventually making his home in Washington, where he became a businessman. My grandmother remained in Ireland and her daughter, my mother, became engaged to General Thomas Francis Meagher until he—with John Mitchell, Smith O’Brien, Dorsey McGee, and others—were arrested in 1848 for high treason and sentenced to be hung, drawn, and quartered.

    Afterwards, their sentence was commuted to life imprisonment; a few years later, he escaped with others from a South Pacific prison island and sailed to the U.S. on a New Bedford whaler. During the Civil War General Meagher was in command of the famous Irish Brigade.

    [Note: Meagher escaped from Tasmania, Australia, to the United States and arrived in New York City. Once in the U.S., he studied law, pursued journalism, and traveled on lecture tours. An opponent of slavery, he joined the Union Army when the Civil War started and rose to the rank of brigadier general, most notably forming and leading the Irish Brigade during that conflict. After the war, Meagher was designated the acting governor of the Territory of Montana.]

    After becoming completely convinced there was no possibility of her imprisoned lover ever receiving a pardon from the English government and giving up on his return, she married my father, who at the age of thirty-three, also fled his country in the cause of Irish freedom. My mother followed him a year later.

  

  His Irish family had “some means” and sent Johnny across the Atlantic Ocean and English Channel to a boarding school at St. Leonards-on-Sea in Sussex, England. After four years, they arranged a post for him in London with the offices of Sir Wally Cugin, a well-known architect and engineer. Although barely fifteen, after a short visit home O’Brien journeyed back to England and the position. However, he never arrived to meet Sir Cugin.

  While in a jolting railway car, he noticed a bearded man who was sitting on the long seat across the aisle. The man smiled and asked him if he had ever been to sea. Johnny responded that he had loved his time spent sailing about Cork Harbor on a “catboat,” a wide-beamed sailboat with a centerboard and single sail.

  The stranger he had happened to meet was an English sea captain on his way to join his ship, which was to sail to the East Indies. Johnny O’Brien showed the quick decision-making ability that he carried to his death. He penned:

  
    The wonderful stories he told of the sea and the prospect of some day being in command, as he was, impressed me so that I at once decided that a sailor’s life was the life for me. This was late in the year 1866. On our arrival in London, I went to the shipping office and the shipping mate was very kind. He told me to do my best as a “boy”—and that someday—I may sail up the Thames River in command of a ship. The day after arriving in London, I signed on the ship Marlborough . Twelve years later, I came to London from British Columbia with the first full cargo of salmon just that way—on the Alice Dickerman .

  

  * * *

  O’Brien knew what he wanted to do with his life, and this decision meant he could avoid working in a boring, closeted office, day in, day out, toiling over a drawing board—the future post that troubled the adventure-minded lad. He also had made another commitment. Instilled when young, his staunch and unquestioning Catholicism played a vital part in his life. Simple yet powerful, this commitment fulfilled a need for religious expression with a daily regimen of worship first nurtured in his Irish home. This faith also made him quick to conclude divine intervention in the near calamities that seemed to constantly occur around him.

  One incident during this first voyage served to strengthen his sturdy belief in God. The Marlborough was surging through bad weather when rounding the Cape of Good Hope, and the captain ordered the seamen to bring down the royal and t’gallant yards, which due to the vessel’s rolling and wild plunges would be dangerous. A grizzled sailor named Bass, who was “some sixty years old,” was the first man aloft and, while securing the gantlines on the highest yardarm, fell a dizzying distance.

  O’Brien was on deck and saw Bass’s body hurtle down, crash through the longboat lashed bottom up, and land on the hatch. He had fallen wildly more than one hundred feet. When sailors hurried to pick up what must have been a corpse, however, the old man shook his head weakly and protested: “Let me be, boys. Soon’s I get my wind, I’ll get up.”

  He gravely informed the shaken O’Brien that Providence didn’t intend for him to die aboard a ship—and not be buried on holy ground. A few minutes later, Bass picked himself off the deck and slowly walked away. Bass’s survival was the exception to the rule on high-wire falls to the deck.

  The work was constant and hard, but Johnny was equal to the job. An important task was to continually wash the ship down, since this kept the decks tight and the ship sanitary. The men worked the “pump brakes” back and forth to draw up water from the suction hose thrown down into the sea and then washed down the decks. Canvas water buckets filled with seawater, brooms made of coir (hard, dried coconut fiber), wooden buckets, and “much slopping about in bare feet” were used. Being the lowest person on the totem pole, O’Brien, as with other new recruits, would have to swab and clean all of the white paintwork, railings, and cabin moldings.

  The work of “holystoning” also began. The seamen worked in gangs, sawing away at the deck planks with different stones to wear away the scum. In holystoning, the men used two sizes of stones, the larger ones called “bibles” and the small pieces—useful for getting into the corners and along the edges of paintwork— were known as “prayer books.” Cushions to kneel on were built by nailing three cleats to pieces of board and stretching a piece of old canvas over that.

  While scrubbing, seamen used two buckets: one of water and another half full of beach sand. A piece of old canvas was used as a cloth to wash the painted sections. Since this was not very soft, rust stains and blotches of tar on posts and railings couldn’t be removed as easily; dipping the canvas into the bucket of beach sand helped, but if the sand failed, the mate threw a handful of lye into the water. This usually removed the stains—as well as the skin from the man’s fingers.

  Due to washing through heavy seas for several weeks, the long hard sweep of the main deck became slippery with a deposit of white saltwater slime, making the footing precarious. The sheen of this scum under the moonlight and a film of running water gave the decks a ghastly Flying Dutchman –like appearance, which O’Brien had seen from the top of the royal sail. The seamen then brought out the “bear”: a heavy box with a thick thrum (unspun fleece) mat lashed on the bottom and heavily loaded with broken holy stones and wet sand. Four stout rope lan-yards were rigged to the corners and used to haul the box back and forth as sand filtered through the mat, providing the necessary scouring agent. It took a day or two, night included, before the bear worked to scour off the deck.

  During a voyage, the ship’s timbers kept her bilge “sweet” by allowing quantities of cool seawater to seep in. When “heavy” (or bad) weather happened, sailors needed to continually man the bilge pumps—and this was back-breaking work. Four men were on each crank, two to a side, and while facing each other, their tired arms and backs needed to be synchronized to the rotation, like toy figures on an antique clock. When the low, raucous wheezing of the valves informed the men that the hoses were sucking air, the mate in the darkness yelled, “Belay the pump!” And Lawrence had ordered O’Brien onto one of the cranks.

  After a voyage of four months and “lousy food,” the ship arrived off Calcutta, and Johnny had made up his mind that he would never again ship “before the mast on an English vessel, not if he had to rot in that heat-moldy, dirty town off the bow [the fo’c’sle].”

  In those months of hard work and harsh treatment, O’Brien had to learn the rules of surviving long trips over the sea as a boy. He had to quickly obey any order to the letter, especially when he lived and worked so closely with his chief antagonist. O’Brien learned that a savage attack was the best way to survive fights on board—with bad accidents being only a heartbeat away—and that only tough bodies with calloused fists could survive a fight. His hands had become strong from the constant around-the-clock work. His body was now muscular from the constant walking on watch, washing down decks, cleaning the unthinkable, pulling on heavy ropes, and climbing tall masts. Although short at five-feet, five-inches and a lad of 135 pounds, he was now strong and quick as a cat.

  The ship had anchored near the docks when O’Brien heard a loud crash behind him. Looking around, he was startled to find the sadistic Lawrence—whom he had named “the Devil Mate of the Ship Marlborough” in his memoirs—lumbering toward him. O’Brien knew that with the ship’s reaching its destination, Lawrence felt all bets were off. He didn’t have to observe the smallest of rules on the treatment of a lowly “boy.”

  O’Brien saw murder in the man’s eyes and grabbed the first object that was around. He took the sharp-edged binnacle light and put it behind his back. When the screaming man’s hands were closing on his throat, O’Brien swung the brass object around with all his might. He heard the crash of the lantern against flesh and saw the mate’s hulk crumple to the deck, blood spilling from his face.

  Shortly thereafter, O’Brien was sullen and a bit apprehensive as he eased out onto the yard to furl his last sail on this ship. He wondered which of the “great buildings yonder” would be his jail, for he expected to be punished for his insubordination in striking the mate. But it felt good to look at the disfigured man with the badly swollen and bandaged face. “Some Calcutta doctor will have a good job coming to him,” he thought, still burning from the thoughts of the man’s bullying during those long weeks. Even with his act of retribution, O’Brien would remember that man’s face for as long as he lived. Whenever he met a man named Lawrence, he would find out if there was any kinship between that person and the “brute.” “The man’s face is as plain in my memory,” he inked, “as when the day I disfigured it.”

  When the crew was departing, O’Brien walked straight to the ship’s captain. He stopped and simply requested that he be put in jail due to his act of injuring the mate. True to his character, he didn’t make excuses—O’Brien was ready to pay the price. But the captain did not blame him and paid him off with about sixteen rupees, or four dollars, for the voyage. The boy had received one dollar for each month of his hard labor.

  The “tanned and hardy, if half angry” youth was too eager to leave the ship to worry over what to do when his slender earnings were gone. He quickly lowered his bag of clothes onto the lazily rolling shore boat. O’Brien could only wonder if the “evil-countenanced mate” had seen him spit on the shining deck of the Marlborough just before he slid down the hand rope for land.

  * * *

  He wandered lazily through the crowded, noisy, strange streets of the great Indian city of Calcutta (now named Kolkata). Located in eastern India on the east bank of the River Hooghly that emptied into the Bay of Bengal, the British East India Company and then the British Empire had developed the colonial city as its Indian capital. Johnny ambled through one congested, dusty alleyway after another and listened to the strange mumble of different tongues. He found himself very much alone, but he felt optimistic in that he was now “a sailor, in a sailor’s proper setting—a faraway port.” After asking a seaman who carried a similar duffel bag under his arm, O’Brien was led to a boarding house. And a Catholic church.

  He attended church every morning, and soon he was hurrying along to get there on time. As he passed a gentleman who was dressed in an expensive-looking suit, the man turned and said, “My boy, why hurry? You have plenty of time.” The two talked as they walked together. When at the church, the man invited him to his home that afternoon and handed Johnny a card: “J. Cutto—19 Chilpore Road.”

  O’Brien kept that card for many years until it was yellowed with age and nearly illegible from being kept inside his leather wallet. He carried it as a “memoir of a care-free youth, and of a time when a slight Irish lad of sixteen chatted in a sun-splashed Indian garden with a teasing girl of fifteen.”

  Passing through a “most beautiful garden” and by a dozen native gardeners fast at work, he came across an equally exquisite home and an awaiting Mr. Cutto. After exchanging greetings, the man called for his daughter, who smiled back from a French window and left to come onto the veranda. She seemed to flow toward him with her hand extended, and that “vision of loveliness” said, “Papa has been telling me lots of nice things about you, and I am glad to know you.” They talked for hours as if they were longtime friends. He learned that she was half Irish and Portuguese. Her brother was an engineer and was building the railroad from Calcutta to Delhi.

  Her father invited him to stay for dinner, and afterward she “charmingly” played the piano and sang for him. The two spent time together on more occasions in the colorful, manicured gardens and drew closer. On their last meeting, she told him when her brother returned, she’d make him take Johnny along to be an engineer and that India was the “most lovely country.” He wouldn’t have to go to sea again. Although he treasured those “last hours of pleasure,” especially after the hardships he had endured on the Marlborough , O’Brien wasn’t sure what to say in return.

  The answer came when a “horde of mosquitoes” attacked him that night in his boarding house room. When he awoke the following morning, his face, body, and hands were covered with swollen, red blotches. Thinking that it would not do to have the girl that “he almost worshipped” see him this way, he shipped out that day on the vessel Eliza , bound for various ports, including Singapore and Hong Kong.

  Johnny reasoned he would return to Calcutta to see his lovely lady as soon as his face and hands were in better shape. However, the “fates had thought otherwise,” and he never returned. Mr. Cutto answered his note about his leaving, but then the family and O’Brien never communicated again. Even after the horrible Mr. Lawrence, Johnny O’Brien had used the excuse of the mosquitoes to not end his sailing over the seas.

  He “blew some wind” and was accepted on this voyage as a seaman. The sail ship Eliza was now his home, and this voyage was in sharp contrast to his first one. The weather was ideal with clear nights under the Southern Cross and easy gales as the ship sailed past the Malay Peninsula, Ceylon, and the East Indies. The chin-whiskered Captain Sedgley and his wife invited Johnny to attend church with them when the boat finally came to port, although the tropical islands they passed seemed to be as far away as the dim clouds on the horizon. When his work was done on-board, O’Brien could spend idle moments reading and watching the magnificent sunsets—and the good food was in marked contrast to his first experiences.

  Food and water were the great variables on these voyages. The quality depended on the captain’s disposition, the owner’s budget, the cook’s temperament, and how long the voyage was. The amount of food carried was large and depended on the crew’s size. A small sailing vessel for a round-trip between San Francisco and Australia carried the following provisions: 2,500 pounds of flour, 800 pounds of biscuits, 1,800 pounds of salt beef, 900 pounds of salt pork, 200 pounds of salt fish, and 600 pounds of canned meats—plus oatmeal, beans, split peas, rice, barley, buckwheat, sago and tapioca, canned fish, canned milk, canned fruit, canned vegetables, sugar (400 pounds), syrup, jam, coffee, and tea.

  Although it depended on the ship’s captain, coffee was typically served at 5:30 a.m. ; at 8:00 a.m. , three-quarters of an hour was allowed for a breakfast, for example, of hash or stew, bread, and coffee; from noon to 1:00 p.m. was a “dinner” of soup, meat, and vegetables; from 3:00 to 3:15 p.m. , coffee; and at 6:00 p.m. , a supper of cold corned beef or pork, bread, margarine, and tea. The coffee, however, was typically “more chicory than coffee and always muddy.”

  On a ship with a good menu and cook, breakfast would be combinations of porridge and milk, pork and beans, Boston brown bread, bread, and butter; lunch (called dinner) could be pea soup, corned beef, potatoes and vegetables, pie, biscuits, and cheese; supper might consist of corned-beef hash, cold corned beef, pickles, bread, and butter. On Sundays, the menus improved: breakfast (stewed prunes, hot cakes with syrup, bacon and eggs, bread and butter); dinner (vegetable soup, tinned roast beef, potatoes and vegetables, plum duff, and bread); and supper (meat stew, cold ham and beef, pickles, corn bread, tinned fruit, biscuits, and cheese).

  On poorly provisioned vessels, seamen would complain about the continual use of salted beef and pork, salted fish, one pound of margarine (no butter), and one pound of sugar a week—all measured out—with only soft bread and hardtack (a small brown rye loaf, halved and rebaked, much like zwieback, only harder). And when the food was bad, it was a terrible situation. On one voyage off the Yucatan coast, the crew endured provisions of “Mexican black beans, a few bags of moldy worm-eaten biscuits, and a couple of barrels of half-rotten fish.” Their supply of brackish water turned so bad it was almost undrinkable. Day after day, the scanty meals were “beans, stinking fish, and biscuits out of which the weevils crawled.” When they finally reached Falmouth, England, the only provisions onboard were “five gallons of the putrid water and a few biscuits, or rather, just a few hundred dusty weevils.”

  A breakfast item for some seamen was “cracker hash”: a mixture of broken pieces of hardtack soaked in water until it became soft and then mixed with pieces of salt beef, pork, and sliced onions for flavor. The coffee might need to be sweetened with molasses, especially if the water was drawn from a rusty iron tank. The cabin fare for officers and passengers was better than for the ordinary seamen—they could have sugar for their coffee, butter on their bread (soft-tack), and other delicacies thrown in. The crew would have salt beef and pork, but the cabins would be furnished with the choice cuts of meat.

  The beef came in three-hundred-pound cakes and was soaked in brine “well saturated with saltpeter.” When taken from the cask, the meat was “red as a flannel shirt.” This was placed inside a wooden oval cask, holding about forty gallons, that was larger at the bottom to keep it from tipping over. The wood was usually scraped and oiled on the outside. Bound with brass hoops, polished brightly, and called a “harness cask,” this container was used exclusively for soaking out the salt. The meat was allowed to soak for a day or so in freshwater before it was fresh enough to cook. The salt beef wasn’t noted for its moisture and usually was as “dry as a chip.” Sailors said it took a little time to get used to salt beef, and at the first eating it took the skin off the roof of the mouth—but as with his hands on the first voyage, as soon as a sailor’s mouth became calloused enough, he could digest anything that he could swallow.

  In John Cameron’s Odyssey , the seaman told what meals were like when he first shipped out in 1867 as a “boy”:

  
    At four-thirty in the morning, coffee was served to the watch on deck. This was drunk, like many a better draft, straight, for few could bring themselves to also eat a fragment of biscuit from last night’s allowance. At seven thirty, we had what was known as breakfast: another swill of bewitched hot water [tea], a hard biscuit, and (for the self-denying) a sample of beef or pork left over from yesterday’s rations. At noon, dinner was graciously handed out by the cook in a greasy wooden mess tub from his pigsty of a galley. It consisted of a boulder of salt beef, or “salt horse,” marked now and then, but full of bone and fat; a biscuit was added with more bog water. At five o’clock, something suggestive of tea was doled out. With this, a biscuit, and a small portion of beef or pork left over from dinner, we made our supper.

    On Mondays, Wednesday, and Fridays, we fared a trifle better, for then we had pea soup, which we ate with gusto, if it was not burned and unpalatable—as it almost invariably was. On those days we also had salt pork, but I could not stomach the stuff. On Saturdays we had a mess of rice, and a mess it was, half cooked, or boiled to a mush, or scorched. “Duff Days” fell on Thursdays and Sundays. This was a mixture of cake and pudding, seasoned highly with spice, generally almost as dark as gingerbread, and served with hard sauce—which could be tasty if done right. But we had a duff pudding compounded of a little flour and a few anemic raisins and cooked in a canvas bag in the coppers wherein the beef and pork had been boiled. From this method of preparation, it derived a certain brassy weight. Some vessels (not our ship, the Ida ) gave allowances of butter, potatoes, pickled and tinned meats occasionally, but then the other rations were materially reduced.

  

  The longer the voyage between ports, the less fresh and more salted portions were used. In turn, the men traded food and anything else desired for what they liked: for example, a seaman would pass off his share of fish for another’s share of meat. Short voyages would have fresh fruits and vegetables, cuts of meats on ice, and a variety of provisions.

  Many ships carried cows and pigs for slaughter. However, catching the porkers, killing them, and then dressing them on a pitching ship could prove difficult. On one voyage, after sticking the pig, the men let the animal go. Instead of dying, he ran out of the pen and didn’t stop until he jumped into the sea. A trailing shark quickly ate the pig just as it struck the water. The captain was so mad that he knocked the steward down and then jumped on him. The watching seamen thought that every rib in the steward’s body had been broken, but the man was able to clean up the mess and get dinner.

  Seamen hated sharks, as hunters hated snakes, and seldom lost an opportunity to kill one. After the sharks were hooked and dragged aboard, the men battered the heads to pieces with handspikes, seeing that they endured punishment before dying. If someone had lost a friend to a shark attack, he really took his time. Cutting off their tails was a quicker but dirty job, as streams of blood sprayed the deck for fifteen feet or more. Although shark meat is safe to cook and eat, the flesh has a high ammonia content unless soaked in milk, so the crew and passengers usually preferred to eat other caught fish, such as the delicacy of flying fish.

  Flying fish are easily identified by their long pectoral fins and lopsided tails. They don’t fly the same way as birds, because birds vibrate their wings during flight. This fish gains its power and speed from its tailfin, which it moves from side to side with powerful strokes. Flying fish can launch themselves from the water like rockets and can fly distances over five hundred feet at thirty miles per hour. They are attracted to light and would often strike against a ship’s sails at night. If the ship’s cook was friendly, he would fry this little delicacy (about one foot, or so, in length) for those fortunate enough to find them.

  In light winds, the men could lie out on the bow and fish for bonito, albacore, and dolphin. Using a cod line baited with a small fish the size of a flying fish, the men straddled the boom of the forward sail. Leaning against the stay for support, a seaman skipped the hook at the end of the line on the surface. The fish would swim across the ship’s bow and rise to the surface like a trout for a fly. Pulling a hooked fish hand-over-hand from under the ship’s bow, the seaman would yell for a gunny sack. As he pulled up the fish, someone always rushed over to see if the man had fallen overboard—with or without the fish.

  The most important provision was having sufficient quantities of potable water. As drinking water could become contaminated with salt during a storm, be undrinkable due to poor quality, or deteriorate over a long voyage, freshwater at sea could be scarcer and more valuable, as was said, than whiskey ashore. When a ship’s water stores became low, drinkable water had to be rationed among the men.

  In John Cameron’s Odyssey , the writer observed:

  
    When the weather turned favorable, the men should have been thankful. However, nearly all of our scanty allowance of three quarts of water a day for each man went for cooking our food. What remained was stingily doled out, and the tin dipper locked up to prevent us from pilfering a drink from the barrel. Now and then, when the good Lord sent rain, we caught what water we could from the cabin deck and from canvas spread down for that purpose. After a heavy shower, the barrels on deck were full; but the water turned rotten—I am no scientist to explain why—and the reek was as horrible as the taste was abominable. Both smell and taste vanished, however, after ten days; the water then was clear and sweet, although it reeked of tar from the spun yarn used in slinging the dipper. To this reek we were inured, for the odor of tar permeated the whole vessel: it was in our food; it was (incredible as that may seem) in our bodies. Since Heaven sent the rain and it cost the Ida ’s owners nothing, the dipper at last was allowed to loll in the barrel.

    Lack of drinking water was not our sole privation. More than once I saw eight men wash their hands and faces, one after the other, in a single quart. Economy could scarcely go farther. Small wonder that we prayed for rain, aye, importuned Heaven for a deluge, and when a tropical shower fell, we plugged the scuppers and turned the decks into a huge laundry and bath, all in which we washed our clothing and bodies and frolicked like school-boys.

  

  At other times, a ship could be sailing under a bright sun with the tar starting to run from the deck seams, and then a rain squall would suddenly spring up to pass within a few feet of the ship without one drop falling on board. When the squalls passed over a ship, the crew would catch the water from the cabin top. If enough was captured, they could wash their clothes and blankets; however, some seamen would stay in the same clothes for the entire voyage with “smells and disgusting appearances.”

  When the rains came, the sailors used a variety of ways to catch the freshwater. Sometimes the harness cask was quickly scrubbed out and taken aft to catch the rainwater from cabin tops. A short piece of hose connected the downspout or scupper to the cask, from which men filled the empty water casks on the deck. The water in the first cask was usually very brackish, but the cooks could use this. The men also rigged an old sail over the main deck to catch rain, which was diverted through a canvas pipe to the main tank, a large upright iron cylinder standing on the blocks in the main hold. The men used anything they could to catch fresh rainwater—and this was precious indeed.

  As for other seaman needs, the ships had slop chests. The men could buy clothing (underwear, shirts, dungaree pants and jumpers, socks, sea boots, slippers, and oilskins), matches, soap, pipes, tobacco, and threads and needles, but typically no cigarettes due to the fire danger. The owner supplied these items, and the charges were deducted from pay owed at the voyage’s end. Although the articles were supposedly sold at low prices, or 10 percent over cost for American ships, arguments over the pricing were frequent. Thus, most men tried to acquire what they needed when their ship was in port.

  * * *

  The Eliza arrived at Hong Kong “without an incident” and anchored for six weeks while the crew readied the ship for a chartered voyage to San Francisco. During this time, the seamen were busy loading cargo into the lower holds and building quarters for a large number of Chinese laborers who were being brought to work on the West Coast. On every nonrainy day, however, the crew assembled on the stern and were drilled in the handling of muskets and clubs. When O’Brien asked about this, the captain told him that pirates were lying in wait off the neighboring islands.

  The ship carried a crew of thirty-six able seamen and six ordinary seamen, including Johnny O’Brien. If the sailors showed experience (usually three years at sea) and skill, they were graded able-bodied seamen, or ABs. Men who weren’t ABs were paid as ordinary seamen. Few sailors had obtained certificates, and there was often no way, other than actual trial, to prove that a man had the claimed proficiency. At the end of a voyage, most sailors were too eager to get ashore to take the time to ask for a “paper of experience.”

  Tattoos had some value in recognizing “professional” experience, as some of the old-timers were walking art displays. An old picture of one unidentified sailor showed large tattoos on his legs, body, and arms. These included a man-of-war, a huge green snake (its head extending down to the top of his foot, while its body encircled his leg twice and continued over his thigh), and a beautiful nude woman. His chest pictured a full-rigged ship with studded link chains running over each shoulder and down his spine. On his left forearm were the words “Sailor’s Return,” while the right displayed “Flags of All Nations.” Bracelets were tattooed on each wrist; nude women were inked on his hands, the thumb and forefingers outlining their legs; and bands of rings were around his fingers. There was literally no room left on his body for any more tattoos. When questioned about the tattoos, he answered, “I was a damned fool for having it done, but being drunk at the time, I was in such a condition that anything suggested was just fine with me.”

  The men on the Eliza were a “formidable-looking collection of ruffians,” usually wearing a beard or mustache, generally shoeless (unless it was winter or they were working under a hot sun with tar on the decks) and wearing dungarees. A scarf around the neck, long shirt (rolled sleeves in summertime), and a rough sweater when cold. These men—like all other crews—were rough-and-tumble, uneducated men. Seamen were rascals. Some were deserters, running from the law; others couldn’t hold down any job, and policemen were always looking to “spot their troubles.” There were turbulent, belligerent souls among the men; personality conflicts, cultural differences, and language barriers made flare-ups unavoidable—which also happened daily on the Eliza .

  During the last two weeks of the stay in Hong Kong, the Chinese boatmen on the docks or gliding past the ship showed a “wave of restlessness.” O’Brien had come to know one, who was especially adept at gracefully moving his junk through the waters with its long oar at the back. He told Johnny that six native boatmen had disappeared, and only their floating, water-filled, empty junks were later located in the harbor. The day before the Eliza sailed, the body of one of the missing sampan men was seen drifting by the ship.

  O’Brien helped to bring up the body. His first taste of seeing death was unsettling, especially with the way the man’s skull had been crushed. The body was still wrapped with a broken rope, which had ripped away from the weight used to sink the boatman. As it seemed the body hadn’t drifted far, the harbor police questioned every man on the Eliza , but nothing of a suspicious nature was found.

  Onboard, O’Brien had made the acquaintance of a strange seaman. He was a “magnificent brute, the strongest man on board” and apparently liked O’Brien. The man didn’t talk much, and he observed the police and the dead man with a detachment like a researcher does with lab rats. They were making small talk while walking the deck on their watch. The man suddenly grabbed O’Brien by the elbow, stared at him intensely, and coolly said:

  
    Jack, you remember those Sampan coolies who were missing in the harbor. Well, I was the one who put them out of business. You know, my boy, these coolies are not human. When I used to come on board at night, I always took a sampan where there was only one of them working. Just before reaching the ship, I would crack him on the head, throw him overboard with a weight, and come up to the ship. Then, I would punch a hole through the boat’s bottom and let her go adrift. Now, Jack, you tell anyone about this, and I find this out, it will be a sorry day for you. [Note: Seamen were often called “Jack Tar” in England and the colonies; the name “Jack” then came to be used interchangeably for “sailor” or “mariner.”]

  

  The seaman looked strangely at O’Brien and continued on the watch. There were no further conversations between them. As he thought it over, O’Brien had no proof other than the serial-killing statement of a crazed sailor. He decided to be quiet for the time being, and the man then disappeared after their watch. When Johnny asked about him, the mate said he had no idea where the seaman was and that he had probably jumped ship. When O’Brien returned years later to Hong Kong, he asked about the seaman, but no one had heard of him.

  The work of hiring the new crew began, and this included a bosun, cook, steward, carpenter, and the mates. The first officer or chief mate was the ship’s executive officer and reported directly to the captain; he had usually passed his examination for a master’s license and was hopefully awaiting a change to obtain his first command. The lowest rank of the regularly certified officers was the second and third mates. They took the captain’s and first mate’s orders and carried them out with the bosun and crew. All ate in the officers’ mess and had their own rooms.

  The bosun was the link between the quarterdeck (officers) and fo’c’sle (seamen). He was the top sergeant in this army and supposed to be the best all-around sailor on the ship, barring the licensed officers. He led the way for his men in crisis; if he didn’t, the captain or chief mate demoted him. The man then gave up his room and moved his sea chest into the fo’c’sle to take his place with the crew as an able-bodied seaman.

  The cook prepared the meals for everyone; at mealtimes, each watch in turn sent someone to the galley to receive the food in a large wooden basket and which they ate in the fo’c’sle. The steward supervised the cook, kept the forward cabin and pantry in order, and served the officers.

  Like the steward and cook, the carpenter was a specialist: He stood no watch, didn’t work with the sailors, and worked at jobs assigned by the captain or first mate. In fair weather, he replaced the dry rot on the deck, spars, or railings. In foul weather, he worked making fancy gratings and adornments. The carpenter was the village blacksmith, if the ship had a portable forge, and typically watched over the vessel’s freshwater supplies.

  As to the captain, John Cameron’s Odyssey described him best:

  
    The captain was king and his word was the only law; he exacted implicit and instant obedience from all, officers as well as men; he was the autocrat of a floating kingdom, nay, of an isolate universe; and I gained what comfort I could from the reflection that I was not his only serf. He could suspend his mates and send them to their rooms, or even could disrate them, reducing them to foremast hands, fellows of the men they had once commanded.

    Of greater immediate importance, he kept no watch. While we were at sea, the weather side of the poop was reserved for his sole use, in order, I assume, that the air he breathed should be contaminated by no lesser being. When he elected to grace the deck, the officer of the watch stepped quietly to leeward; and the seamen, in going aft to relieve the wheel, always went by the lee gangway, or if the vessel was running before the wind or was lying at anchor, by the port side. Ceremonial gone mad? Perhaps. But formality is the essence of discipline, as generations of sailors and soldiers have proved.

  

  With its new crew and officers, the ship sailed for the Pacific Coast. Headed for American and Canadian railroad construction crews, 510 Chinese laborers were jammed into the b’tween deck, along with general cargo now loaded in the lower holds. In addition to the cargo, food, provisions, and water stores that this (or any) ship carried, the vessel also brought along a variety of materials for repairs and maintenance purposes: paints, brushes, linseed oil, tar, pitch, turpentine, varnish, kerosene, holystone, soap powder, brooms, assorted manila and wire lines, ropes, twine, sail needles, spikes, chipping hammers, scrapers, different-sized canvas (usually six hundred yards), carpenter materials, and a variety of other items.

  The first few days at sea was always a period of shaking down and adjustment. If the mates were new to the ship, they had to learn the captain’s ways and their vessel’s seaworthiness and handling. The officers had to find out which sailors could best do their tasks. The seamen needed to adjust to the new mate, and this change could be difficult.

  One of the cooks became ill, and the mate, a Mr. Farmby, told O’Brien to get in the galley and help out the cooks. There was no discussion, and O’Brien went. As he hated to work in the galley—but dared not refuse—he made up his mind after the mid-day meal that he wouldn’t “last long.” And he didn’t.

  O’Brien piled all the soiled dishes, lifted up as many as he could, and let them shatter with a loud crash onto the brick floor surrounding the iron oven. The mate gave him a “cuffing” and he was sent to the mainmast to climb up it and “whistle to the wind.” After whistling for an hour with not much wind being called, Farmby ordered him down.

  The same mate later ordered him up the mast to scrape and oil a heavy, sixteen-foot-long metal spar. From eight stories above the quarterdeck, O’Brien yelled down that it was loose and needed to be lashed down. The mate told him to do as he was told. Johnny finished the task, worked his way down the ropes, rigging, and ladder to the deck, and just as he landed, the spar plummeted down and crashed through the poop deck into the cabin. It narrowly missed him. “Why it didn’t give way when I was working on it, Heaven only knows,” he wrote later. These incidents seemed to happen all too regularly on these ships.


  2

  NEAR DEATH

  AND A PROMOTION

  When O’Brien arrived in San Francisco in 1868, he worked with the rest of the crew to unload the ship’s cargo. Then he impulsively headed off to seek his fortune in this “land of gold.” Although the California Gold Rush was nearly twenty years before, the rumors of golden fortunes suddenly discovered still abounded, and so he packed up his duffel bag on “one dark night” to make his way past Oakland into the countryside. After a “twenty-four hour tramp,” the teenager came upon a ranch in the golden hills and asked the owner if he had any work. From daylight to dusk, O’Brien labored for two days with a shovel and pick axe in digging a ditch. With the following day being Sunday, he thought he would have the day off.

  He was mistaken. The man sent him for the entire day into the grain field, where O’Brien with yells and raised arms scared away the crows that swooped down for their meals. When darkness finally and mercifully came, the lad lay down in the barn where he was bunking “among the mice.” At nine o’clock that night, the owner returned from town and promptly ordered O’Brien to wash down his buggy. At that command, Johnny knew he was not cut out for this type of life.

  The following morning, he asked the owner to pay him for the three days of hard work. After the rancher cussed him for quitting, he threw a quarter at O’Brien in full payment. Johnny angrily picked the coin up and threw it back, hitting him square on the forehead. When the enraged man lunged at O’Brien, the youth took off running and left behind both the rancher and any further ideas of ranching.

  After “tramping around” for a week in search of any possible gold fields or strikes still undiscovered, he returned empty-handed to San Francisco, only to find that his old ship Eliza had already sailed away. Locating a beaten wooden boardinghouse by the docks, O’Brien befriended the owner—a man by the name of Bob Penny—whose acquaintance proved to be quite helpful. The old, wrinkled, and tattooed ex-sailor warned the youth about the nearby kidnapping of men, who were then pressed into working on a ship that quickly sailed away. Drugged, clubbed on the head, or unconscious from drinking too much whiskey, the “new” sailor was shanghaied onto a shorthanded vessel to awake hours later on the bounding ship. Whatever was left of the man’s pay was either with his last drinking “buddies” or at the boardinghouse—and this usually happened one or two days after the poor soul had left his old ship on shore leave.

  O’Brien spent the next two days on the waterfront checking out ships and destinations from leads provided by Penny. That night, the infamous, chilling San Francisco fog had swept in. O’Brien quietly walked back into the rundown boardinghouse and stopped by the doorway. As his eyes swept around the shadowy room of hewn timbers, a scarred counter, and rough tables and chairs, he heard a noise to one side. In the flickering light from a candle on the counter, he could just make out the outlines of two burly men carrying an unconscious body through a door down the corridor. With a grunt from one, the group then disappeared.

  Johnny had assumed that all of the doors led to small, barely furnished rooms like the one he was in; but he was curious and inched his way to the open doorway. In near darkness, he saw what appeared to be stairs that led downward. O’Brien slowly walked down the open staircase and peered into the void. He heard the sound of scraping and an eerie noise like a rusty gate being opened. The youth then saw the shimmering of moving candlelight and watched as they lowered the body through the gloom and a trapdoor to what seemed to be a waiting rowboat below. The men disappeared into the boat. O’Brien next heard the low guttural singing of a sailor’s ditty and turned in that direction. He saw Bob Penny walk from the other side toward the opening and quietly close the trapdoor.

  O’Brien turned and quickly went up the steps—two at a time. He raced down the corridor and into his room. Once there, he didn’t light the candle on the crude table by the small bed, as he didn’t want Penny to see any light leaking out at this time from under his doorway. O’Brien never mentioned to Penny what he had seen, but now thought he ought to find a position a bit sooner than before.

  He knew the best crewmen were not found this way. O’Brien now guessed that experienced seamen stayed away from these places, if they could, and asked for work only on the best ships. Unscrupulous sea captains without enough crew-men and soon set to sail away, however, wouldn’t pay much attention to how their crews were brought onboard—if they knew that beforehand. Johnny didn’t like that unconscious men were dumped that way through the trapdoor so close to his room, but he didn’t worry that he could also be shanghaied. Although his confidence could have been misplaced, Penny apparently liked him, and probably just as important, O’Brien had promised to pay the gnarled owner a “referral fee” when he found a ship he liked.

  Johnny decided to accept a seaman’s position on a small sailing bark with three masts, all square rigged (except for the stern), named the Cambridge. He liked the captain of this coastal lumber ship that was heading up the Pacific Coast and decided to join the crew. He didn’t know that the heavyset, unkempt mate by the name of Hegg would take offense to him—which mates seemed to do with the young—and decide that O’Brien needed “convincing in discipline.” Physical and verbal hazing of men by mates and officers was commonplace, and it would be decades before this would be controlled by the strict enforcement of seamen’s laws.

  O’Brien was on the lookout watch on the forecastle during a windstorm and was staring intently out to sea for any signs of reefs, ships, or land. Standing with his back to the forward capstan (anchor winch), he was knocked completely over from behind and landed on his face and stomach. Turning over painfully, he looked up into the sneering face of the large Hegg, who was standing over him. A quick kick in his ribs turned O’Brien over, and the mate walked away, yelling over his shoulder, “Watch out for surprises, Limey!”

  The enraged Johnny jumped to his feet and without thinking grabbed a nearby handspike from the rack. Waving the heavy iron crowbar over his head, O’Brien charged Hegg with a blood-curdling yell. The large man ran over another seaman as he lumbered toward the stern, with Johnny and his raised spike closing the gap. Before the mate could crash down to the presumed safety of the officers’ quarters, O’Brien threw the spike at the man. It ran true and thudded into Hegg in the small of his back. He fell down to the planks as if cut down by a scythe. The captain and another seaman took the moaning Hegg to his cabin, and he stayed there for a few days before being able to return to duty. O’Brien commented later, “He didn’t trouble me or the crew again.”

  O’Brien had learned on the Marlborough that there was a point where rough seamen had to be met, quickly and with full force. Whether in social situations or hostile ones, however, he was considered “impulsive” by some, “thoughtfully” spontaneous by others. He had a quick temper that lasted his life, but he was also showing another trait of trying to control whatever situation he found himself in. O’Brien had a natural instinct to lead that clashed with authority. This was coupled with a curiosity to learn more about what interested him at the time.

  A few days after his run-in with Hegg, the ship docked in Eureka, California, a small logging town about two-thirds of the way to Oregon from San Francisco. Having been warned that the mate would wait until the best time to attack and kill him, O’Brien jumped ship. He never saw the ship, captain, or mate again—including what wages he had earned—and it sailed away with its cargo of lumber.

  Eureka was a small, bustling port due to its unending supply of redwood lumber, which was needed—even in current times—for building houses and structures in San Francisco and Portland. The harbor was constantly filled with sailing ships, and the now eighteen-year-old O’Brien decided to stay there and learn more about sails and ship rigging. He found a job with an elderly ship rigger and sailmaker, John Fox, who had for years been a mate on deepwater ships. The much-younger Johnny learned about the heavy gear of large ships, knowledge that would be very helpful for him in the years to come. Although not growing taller, his body was maturing; the hard labors with stout cables and tarred ropes had thickened his arms and strengthened his shoulders. He stayed for several months in Fox’s home, learning more about the sea, ships, rigging, and sails than he could have ever learned from any school.

  After a stint of “a few months” with a lumber mill interspaced between his time with the sailmaker, O’Brien one year later joined a sail ship, the Washington Libbey, which sailed from Eureka to Peru hauling a large cargo of redwood lumber. The seamen onboard were mainly hardworking, fairly collected men, but there were exceptions—and every voyage seemed to have a few.

  The muscular cook on the Libbey had gone mad when the ship under heavy sail was crossing the equator. He had rushed from the galley, shrieking curses and manhandling one stricken sailor with “maniacal strength.” O’Brien and other seamen ran after the cook, who was lifting the screaming man over the railing to throw him into the white-capped sea. The seamen were just able to grab the sailor by his legs before he was tossed overboard. With contorted twists and snaps of his massive shoulders, the cook at first easily shrugged O’Brien and another sailor away. Both seamen then rushed the crazed man and rammed him to the deck. When another sailor joined in, the men were finally able to subdue the thrashing cook.

  The captain gave the order to put him in irons, and seamen snapped wrist and leg irons onto the screaming man. He was so violent that to put the leg irons on, the carpenter had to bore two holes into the bulkhead and lash him “close up” to the wood. Whether it was orders, curses, promises of help, or liquor placed to the man’s lips, nothing could calm the deranged cook. The man struggled to the very last. Striking his irons again—and again—against himself, the bed, and the wall, the insane cook died the next day.

  The captain asked O’Brien to recite the services at the burial, and he thought this was because he owned the only prayer book on board. Johnny read a few passages, gave a prayer for the man’s soul, and put the book down. The day was ironically calm, with little wind or clouds and a warming sun. The captain gave the signal for crewmen to lift the canvas-wrapped body over the poop rail, and the dead man slid away into the blue seas. With iron spikes placed at the bottom of the canvas, the shroud quickly disappeared into a splash of white.

  Although Hong Kong had initiated Johnny into what death looked like, the way in which this man died was tragic. He had seemed normal enough, but then suddenly lost all control. One could not assume anything on a voyage, Johnny concluded, because danger and death seemed to coexist with safety and life.

  Without further incident, the ship made Callao, Peru, the port of entry for landlocked Lima. The lad traveled to Lima for a couple of days, and as Milton Dalby wrote in his book The Sea Saga of Dynamite Johnny O’Brien, this was a city where “empty-eyed Indians drifted by with a shuffling of shapeless feet and a few listless carriages rolled over the rutted paving.” After discharging its cargo of lumber, the vessel returned to San Francisco with a cargo of textiles, cotton, and sugar.

  Along the way, O’Brien began studying navigation when off watch and in the forecastle. The mate liked the hardworking young man and lent him books and charts. Answering the questions that poured out from Johnny, the mate showed him the stars and how to navigate by them.

  By the time the ship anchored in San Francisco Bay, O’Brien knew how to calculate a ship’s position by estimating where it had traveled from the last point, known as dead reckoning, as well as how to “shoot the sun” for latitude and take star sightings for longitude. The ship’s officers had also discovered that the promise of a half hour with an old sextant was the best way to get O’Brien to do extra duty. He would have to rely on these skills in dangerous times—sooner than he would have thought.

  * * *

  He shipped out from San Francisco on the small 256-ton three-masted bark Samuel Merritt. O’Brien worked on this vessel for one year as it made runs between San Francisco and Eureka, hauling shoes, clothing, and manufactured goods north and redwood lumber back. This vessel was another ship that came as close to any to bringing about his demise. The Merritt had sailed directly into a screaming nor’wester off Cape Mendocino—the jut of land thirty miles south of Eureka that is the furthest U.S. western point. The captain quickly ordered Johnny and a Dane to climb aloft and furl the topsails to keep them from being shredded by the gale. They reached the stories-high topsail and began their work while bracing themselves against the winds and the ship’s violent lurching.

  To have freedom in working on the out-of-control sail, O’Brien decided not to pass his arm through a nearby “safety” rope becket (looped at its end). They had hauled half of the heaving canvas to the yard when the ship, dominated by the huge rollers, crashed heavily into the sea. The sail suddenly bellied out, and the ship’s movement pitched Johnny over and into the air. His freefall to the deck and thrashing ocean was thwarted by a quick bone-jarring jerk when the footrope attached “fast to his ankle” became taut.

  Dangling upside down by the short rope, he was swinging uncontrollably with the wind gusts and bouncing motions of the vessel. The Dane climbed down the mast and tried to grab the spinning seaman but was unsuccessful. Arms outstretched toward the heavy pole, O’Brien tried to reach safety. When he was tantalizingly close, the ship lurched away and he swung out again.

  The crashing seas and surf seemed to reach toward him, and Johnny was becoming anxious as to whether he would reach the mast—or whether the rope around his ankle would break first. He began to swing again toward the heavy wooden pole, and when the vessel pitched forward, O’Brien reached mightily for the mast. The Dane stretched his foot out, which Johnny gratefully snatched, and he was shortly back on the yard. With his arm now inside the becket, the two men finally succeeded in furling the sail.

  Once back in San Francisco, O’Brien traveled to Portland “on a lark,” interested in seeing the city. Once there, he soon ended up with the boatswain’s position on the Roswell Sprague out of Boston. Sailors usually worked on different ships in short periods, but it wasn’t that typical for a young man to work himself up the ladder this fast. By “blowing more wind” as to his work experience and qualifications, the twenty-year-old O’Brien succeeded in jumping to being both an able-bodied seaman and boatswain (or bosun) at the same time. Depending on the size of the ship and its crew, the bosun could be the chief mate or even a third or fourth mate. The bosun was the deck crew’s foreman and had to be highly skilled in all matters of seaman-ship, from supervising repairs and operating the anchor windlass to overseeing cargo storage and changing rigging. The boatswain assigned and supervised work, whether it was changing the sails in a gale or repairing them afterward.

  The trade-off from his quick “promotions” was that this ship was so old and severely overloaded that others passed it by. The Sprague was loaded with “many more” tons of grain inside her holds than the law allowed. The creaking, deeply laden vessel shipped heavy amounts of water, and even in an ordinary sea, the men had to constantly man the pumps. Despite this, the three-masted tall-sail ship eventually crossed the dangerous Columbia River Bar and “squared away” south for South America and eventually Cape Horn.

  While running down the northeast trade winds, the mate, Mr. Hatfield, who was a “fine, handsome, young man,” came forward while O’Brien was setting up the rigging on the foremast. He asked if Johnny was superstitious. When the boatswain answered in the negative, the mate replied:

  
    Neither am I. But during my four to eight watch below this morning, I had such a vivid vision, or dream, of seeing this ship in a terrible gale. I saw myself and a great number of the crew washed overboard, while the ship left us to drown. I awoke covered with sweat, and mark my words, Jack, this ship will never round Cape Horn. I and others will drown.

  

  O’Brien laughed at the man’s seriousness about such a tale, but then he felt a strange anxiety over whether it might come true. A few days later the ship sailed into a bad northward gale, which increased to near hurricane force. The Roswell Sprague was running under only its lower mainsails, and the captain ordered all hands to be “mustered aft.” Several crew members were lashed to the pumps amidships, where they struggled to man the pumps but still breathe through the crashing floods of seawater that cascaded down. The pumps then stopped. With the sea surging inside the holds, the sailors knew that they and their ship were in great danger.

  Since Johnny was muscular but slender, he told the seamen to lower him down by ropes into the dark pump well. Once inside the stinking hold, he discovered that the sea had washed in grain that now clogged the pump valves. He began to grope around the machinery to clear the equipment at the leaky, watery ship’s bottom. Thrown by the vessel’s bucking into the slimy, grainy water, O’Brien choked when he went face-first into the filthy saltwater. The smells were torturous, the labors excruciating, and the conditions risky, but he finally cleared the pumps so they could continue their vital work of pouring out the ocean through the hoses.

  The storm blasted winds and waves, and the ship rolled sickeningly in the frothy seas. One seaman kept chanting nervously, “Lordy, I’m going to be washed overboard,” and ran forward to try to hide, but the ship’s bucking threw him back. When the sodden ship’s staggering and pressure on the large rudder became too much for one man to handle, O’Brien left the deck by the pump well to help the overwhelmed helmsman. The second officer ordered two sailors, who had been standing by the forward hatch, to find thick line and secure the clew (corner) of the bow’s upper topsail, which was now noisily snapping back and forth like a whip. The men, however, slunk away to find a safer place.

  With the savage shaking of the heavy canvas, it was only a matter of time before the sail ripped completely from the yard. O’Brien told two others to take over the helm and grabbed the helmsman. Trying to yell over the din of the shrieking winds, he told the man that both of them needed to get up to the upper topsail and tie down the corner. The two men grabbed the mainmast to keep from being washed overboard by the savage green rivers of ocean that crashed over the railings. They began climbing up the humming, vibrating rigging in the teeth of the gale. Trying to keep their balance over fifty feet high in those winds was a hard task, but they finally got to the yard and successfully secured the sail.

  When they were ready to descend, O’Brien noticed that the winds had begun acting strangely in striking him on one side of the cheek, only to whip back and hit him on the other side. He knew that something serious had happened on the deck. After O’Brien told his companion to get down and go aft as soon as possible, the bosun then “hastened” to get off the thick pole. He made his way down the mast, jumped aft to the yard of a lower sail, and then peered through the raging darkness to where the two quarter boats had been lashed. They had disappeared. “No men, no boats, no hatch, no bulwarks,” were visible, O’Brien penned later, “and a big gaping hole appeared in the forward part of the poop [the exposed stern deck].” A spare topmast that had once been securely lashed to one side was now adrift, and the surging seas smashed it against the ship’s sides and railing.

  Even with the strong winds, a strange sound began to be heard. It was human—but not human. Listening closer, O’Brien realized it was the moaning of someone injured, and it seemed to be coming from the floating wreckage on the deck. When the ship surged on its port side, he leaped onto the deck from the lower yard and pushed his way through the debris toward the sound, nearly masked by the shrieks of the gale. He struggled against the constantly moving water and wreckage, sometimes knocked off his feet, always groping through the cold seawater, and when the ship went into a deep, near-death roll, he slid through the water to grab the aft mast’s rigging. When the heavy sloshing washed him toward the wreckage, O’Brien frantically thrashed his hands around the ever-present ocean to find and save the man, with the knowledge that time was against his efforts. The helmsman joined him, and the two finally dragged up the unconscious body of a seaman.
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