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  Preface




  Mariners ARE WARNED! A seaman with charts and sailing directions is never alone, for at his elbow stand other mariners—perhaps long dead—who speak to him through these publications. They remind him that there is always danger, on the blackest night or under the brightest moon, whether the sea is calm or torn by gale. They tell him ‘Shoals in this vicinity’, ‘Probable line of Sunken Barrier’, ‘No survey of these waters’. They call to him ‘Beware!’, ‘Watch out!’, ‘Take care!’ And, heeding these voices from the past, he is guided safely through the sea . . .




  This book grew from a wartime experience when, as captain of a small ship in the South Pacific in 1945,1 was saved from a perilous situation by warning voices from the past. These came to me through an inscription on an Admiralty chart made long before by Royal Naval surveyors. Though conducted mainly in peacetime, theirs had been dangerous work: they traversed unknown seas, climbed treacherous mountains, crossed trackless deserts, and penetrated hostile jungles. And while premature death was often their reward, the knowledge they gathered at such risk saved countless other lives. Such a man was John Lort Stokes, and this is the story of his work in Australia.




  In December 1941, when the power of the Imperial Japanese Navy exploded in the Pacific, twentieth century warfare was waged with weapons guided by the technology of an electronic age. But while some men died without seeing the enemy who struck them down, others lived, and owed their survival to knowledge painstakingly gathered and meticulously recorded long before they were born.




  This first struck me forcibly on 29 July 1943.1 was at that time a junior sub-lieutenant on one of two small warships, Fairmiles ML814 and ML815 of the Royal Australian Navy, anchored in secluded Kings Cove on Melville Island, north of Darwin. We were preparing for an operation to the Japanese-held island of Timor, some three hundred miles across the sea. Our mission was to succour a small band of Australian commandos still fighting there in the mountains, and desperately in need of weapons, food, and medical supplies. There was to be strict radio silence on this operation, and we had few modern aids to guide us. The rendezvous was to be at night on an open beach where hungry, wounded and dying would be waiting for us. At the appointed time their eyes would be straining out beyond the surf for the dark shape of our ship, and the lives of many hung on our making an accurate landfall. As we left the shelter of St Asaph Bay and lifted to the short pitch of the sea, our navigators spread their feet on wheelhouse decks and braced their elbows on chart tables to plot our course. The chart beneath their dividers was No. 1046, published in London at the Hydrographical Office of the Admiralty on 12 April 1826, and bore the elaborately engraved title: A survey of St Asaph Bay and Port Cockburn with Part of Apsley Strait on the North Coast of Australia by Lieut. John S. Roe R.N. 1824. Roe’s notations about parrots, leagues and fires looked quaint to us in 1943, but his meticulous work of 1824 was as vital to us as it had been to him. The work of the nineteenth century naval surveyors had an enduring quality.




  But the experience in 1945 was for me far more personal and far more dramatic. One day during the north-west monsoon, His Majesty’s Australian Motor Launch 1347 sailed from Port Moresby. I was her commanding officer—young and inexperienced. Our course lay westward across the Gulf of Papua towards Bligh Entrance to the Great North-East Channel, leading through intricate reefs to Thursday Island. The signpost to this channel is Bramble Cay—a small sandy islet two hundred miles from Port Moresby and about forty miles from the mouth of the great Fly River. Beyond the Cay to the west, the Warrior Reefs rise like a submarine wall from deep water, barring that path to navigation for many miles. The Cay, a resort of sea birds and turtles, is about ten feet above the sea, with off-lying rocks. On it at this time was a tower fifty-two feet high, supporting a light designed to flash automatically twice every six seconds, and from the deck of a small ship on a clear dark night it could be seen at a distance of thirteen miles. Such a landfall is often better made in darkness for, when a light is situated on low ground, a friendly flash in the night is more easily seen than the surge of sea across a reef or sandbank by day.
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    Title of Admiralty Chart No. 1046


  




  ML1347 took her departure from Port Moresby about noon in overcast conditions, and the last sight of New Guinea was a glimpse of Mount Victoria towering over 13 000 feet in the Owen Stanley Range. Darkness fell, and with it came a short rolling sea from the north. Everyone on board was tired; there had been little rest for days, and all except four members of the ship’s company were asleep below decks. But there was to be no sleep for me that night because it was vital to sight Bramble Cay light before dawn. The scend of the sea caused the ship’s head to fall away from her course; I had continually to make corrections which I hoped would keep her on her proper track as she ran on through the blackness. About 2 a.m., as I peered anxiously ahead for the longed-for flash of light, I began to feel tense. We could not afford to miss it and blunder on to the Warrior Reefs, and if we did not sight it, daylight might find us trapped among the reefs in dull weather with poor underwater visibility. An hour passed, and another half hour; nothing appeared in the binoculars’ field of vision except the black outline of the waves, the deceiving flash of a white crest, and the lighter line marking the horizon. I made repeated visits to the wheel-house chart table, studying the chart with increasingly bleary eyes. Each time as my dividers measured the probable distance to the invisible Portlock Reefs and other dangers near Flinders Entrance and Pandora Passage, my tired mind wrestled with a stale problem in geometry, now beginning to assume a frightening aspect. The ship’s position had not been fixed since we left Port Moresby sixteen hours before.




  At 4 a.m. there was still no sign of the light, and still no stars to guide. We ran on swiftly to the west. Suddenly a chilling thought struck me: what if the light was out of action? Such things had happened. What if we were, even now, steering straight for the reef surrounding Bramble Cay and about to hurl ourselves on to the rocks at the foot of its darkened tower? Already in my mind I could hear the crash, the sound of splintering wood, and the cries of drowning men. Already I could feel the shock of the surf breaking over the doomed ship.




  Once more—now close to despair—I returned to the wheelhouse to stare at the chart and try to think. But this time something I had not noticed before caught my eye: a ‘caution’ printed near the top edge of the chart. And as I read it a warning voice spoke to me out of the past:




  

    Owing to the proximity of Fly River the Tidal Streams are very strong and irregular especially in the N.W. Monsoon season . . .1


  




  This warning was for me. We were indeed very close to the mouth of the Fly River, disgorging all its mud and water into the Gulf of Papua, and we were in the middle of the North-West Monsoon season.




  I rang ‘Stop Engines’. The motors died and the ship lay rolling in a hollow sea, strangely quiet. I climbed the mast, and clinging to it from a vantage point high above the bridge, searched the dark horizon. At last, unbelievably, it was there: the blessed longed-for flash—not where I had looked for it, however, but far out on the starboard quarter. We had been carried off course; we were well past Bramble Cay, and heading directly onto the waiting Warrior Reefs. Weak with relief and exhaustion, I climbed down to the bridge, rang ‘Full Speed Ahead’, and as the ship gathered way in the morning darkness set a new course for safety and survival.




  A young mariner had been warned by an old voice, and had heeded that warning in the very nick of time.




  The realization of my debt to such early navigators quickened my interest and led me on journeys in search of them. Over forty years ago—long before Lizard Island became a tourist resort in the Great Barrier Reef—I anchored there in a sandy bay and rowed ashore. The island basked in brilliant trade-wind weather—remote, unspoiled, breathing history. The dinghy’s keel grated on a beach of white coral sand, a little stream trickled down through the rocks, a coconut lay at the water’s edge stranded by the tide.




  Unaware at that time that I would study Stokes’s life, or even that he had preceded me there, I climbed to the summit in search of Cook, and stood on the rock 1179 feet above the sea, where Lieutenants Cook and Stokes had stood. Through my binoculars I saw, far out to sea, the blue break in the foaming reef which Cook and Stokes had seen through their spy-glasses and, like Stokes, I felt in that place the ‘inexpressible charm in thus treading in the track of the mighty dead’.




  Such experiences brought these men to life for me and confirmed my debt to them. Some have now become old friends. Since their time ships and navigation have been transformed, but the stars which guided them remain the same, and still guide some seafarers today.




  

    The drawing opposite, by Graham Back, is of Stokes’s constant companion—a sextant by Worthington and Allan, given to him by Captain Robert FitzRoy in 1834, and now in the National Maritime Museum, London


  




  




  

  Who hath measured the waters in the hollow of his hand . . .




  Isaiah 40:12
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    Author’s Note




    As place names are frequently changed, I have preferred much of the nomenclature used by Stokes.


  




  Introduction




  During THE LONG REIGN of Queen Victoria, the great guns of her navy were largely silent. The battles of the Napoleonic wars had ended an era of violent action for the fleet and introduced a period of relative peace for that remarkable instrument of policy, and peace gave it more freedom to direct its resources to science and, in particular, to hydrography. Instead of fighting to secure the seas, Britain could now work freely to protect mariners from the dangers of the sea itself. As her expanding trade demanded safer highways for her shipping, the Hydrographic Service of the Admiralty assumed greater importance and responsibilities. In little ships, naval surveyors probed icy coasts and sounded coral seas—scientific sailors gradually revealing the unknown. But even though Britain was now at peace this was dangerous work: the sea still exacted its payment, and many who undertook it did not return to enjoy the blessings of the land and the fruits of their labours.




  Much of the credit for the Hydrographic Office’s achievements during these years is due to Sir Francis Beaufort, the Navy’s Hydrographer from 1829 to 1855. He began this work at an age when most men today retire, and continued on for a quarter of a century, initiating many important surveys around the world, and raising the Hydrographic Office to a point of excellence where it became the envy and inspiration of other maritime nations.




  One of Beaufort’s great ideals was the completion of the survey of the Australian coastline begun by Lieutenant James Cook in H.M.S. Endeavour in 1770, and continued by Commander Matthew Flinders in H.M.S. Investigator in 1801, and Lieutenant Phillip Parker King in the Mermaid and the Bathurst between 1818 and 1822. By 1835 influential men in England were certain that the Australian colonies would become an ornament to the Crown and, although the discovery of gold still lay ahead, there were already indications that this vast unknown land would amply reward further investigation. Apart from wool, there were the products of her soil and seas—grain, sealskins, mutton bird feathers, whale and other animal oils—all swelling the volume of trade.




  But with increasing navigation of Australian waters the sea was exacting a heavier toll. And while there was little any authority in far-off Britain could do to lessen those known hazards of the sea which still exist today—violent weather, navigational errors, and failure of men or equipment—much could still be done to reduce losses caused by rocks, reefs and uncharted shores. And it was to this end that Beaufort directed all the energies of his powerful mind. The meticulous works of Cook, Vancouver, Beautemps-Beaupré, Flinders and other surveyors were, he knew, only small beginnings, and in the ‘Advertisement’ accompanying the first edition of The Australia Directory of 1830, Beaufort pronounced his creed:




  

    There are no charts of any part of the world so accurate, and no directions so perfect, as not to furnish frequent occasions for revision and amendment; how much more then, in remote regions, like Australia, should seamen consider it to be one of their most urgent duties to examine every questionable point, and to record every useful fact. Insulated remarks may appear to be of little value; yet, when transmitted to one general Deposit, they either confirm what was doubtful, or serve as connecting links to former details, or become useful hints for further inquiry . . .


  




  These were Beaufort’s terms of reference, and the commitment and perseverance of the men who accepted them was unshakeable. Driven by an insatiable urge to discover the unknown, they acknowledged loneliness and privation as inescapable companions of their journeys.




  John Lort Stokes was one of these men. He served in H.M.S. Beagle on her three great voyages from 1826 to 1843. In her he passed through all the stages of his profession from midshipman to commander and captain of the ship. The faithful Beagle carried him through innumerable perils; she became his colleague and his heroine, and in her he made a significant contribution to the work of the Royal Navy’s surveyors in the nineteenth century. For them, and particularly for him, this was a golden age.




  Stokes’s family were not seafarers but country bred, with their history deeply rooted in Wales. His mother, Anne, was the daughter of Dr George Phillips and the granddaughter of John Lort of Prikeston, after whom he was named. His father, Henry Stokes, owned estates in Wales, and it was at one of these—Scotchwell, near Haverfordwest—that John Lort was born on 1 August 1811.* There he spent his earliest years, developing a love of country life which strongly influenced his career.




  His naval service began on 20 September 1824 when, as a first class volunteer, he joined H.M.S. Prince Regent—a 120-gun ship bearing the flag of Sir Robert Moorsom—at Sheerness. The year Stokes spent aboard her was to be his only experience in large ships; after this he served only in small surveying vessels.




  In October 1825, as a fourteen-year-old midshipman, he joined H.M.S. Beagle prior to her departure with H.M.S. Adventure on Phillip Parker King’s expedition to survey the coast of South America and the Straits of Magellan. This arduous voyage was hard training for the youth. He returned from it in 1830 matured and toughened, having proved himself steady and reliable in challenges as diverse as commanding a gale-tossed cutter throughout a freezing night off the icy shores of Patagonia, and setting a shipmate’s broken leg with such skill that there was no call for further medical treatment.




  In 1831 Stokes was reappointed to the Beagle as mate and assistant surveyor for a continuance of the South American survey under Commander Robert FitzRoy—the voyage that was to become renowned for its association with Charles Darwin. On it Stokes and Darwin formed a close and enduring friendship. In small ships on prolonged and remote service, personalities can grate and alliances founder, but in the cramped space of the Beagle’s cabin, the chairs of Darwin and Stokes always remained side by side.†




  This voyage gave Stokes his first experience of command, when he was detatched with two small vessels which FitzRoy had hired in South America to assist the survey. These were uncomfortable and poorly equipped, the larger of the two—the fifteen-ton Paz—being in FitzRoy’s eyes a ‘cockboat’, and ‘as ugly and ill-built a craft as I ever saw covered with dirt and soaked with rancid oil’.2




  Stokes’s steadiness, already evident on the Beagle’s first voyage, had now become even more marked, and was thought by FitzRoy worthy of special mention. FitzRoy described an incident in 1833 when the two tiny craft had been surveying a dangerous area on the South American coast. He told how, as they approached a tide race whose roar ‘might have appalled the crews of much larger and stouter barks’, the wind suddenly fell, and—powerless to manoeuvre—they were caught in the tide and,




  

    . . . swept towards apparently inevitable destruction. Even at this awful time habitual familiarity with danger and zeal for the service showed strongly in Mr Stokes, who eagerly watched for the sun’s meridian altitude with his sextant to his eye, while every now and then he caught a hasty glimpse of the foaming and roaring race towards which the little craft were fast approaching. At this crisis a breeze sprang up which just enabled them to pass clear—no-one who was in those vessels can ever forget that day.3


  




  Expecting death, Stokes nevertheless knew that if he lived the position of this danger would be vitally important to other mariners.




  Although having proved himself a competent, zealous and experienced surveyor, Stokes returned to England still only a mate. As early as November 1833, FitzRoy had urged his promotion to Beaufort, and when at the end of the voyage he made out his usual certificate of service he added to the dry record his own testimony:




  

    Mr Stokes has been my assistant—by my own choice—during eight long years of rough and trying work. I know not the man I should prefer to him in a professional way—as Surveyor, or in a private capacity as a staunch and sensible friend. His sterling value I have found by long acquaintance and have proved by many a trial. That he has served so long as mate, without promotion, is not my fault. I have tried hard to procure for him that Commission which he has so long deserved—but without success hitherto. I do not hesitate to say that there is far more real anxiety and zeal for the service on which the Beagle and himself have been eleven years occupied in Mr Stokes than in any other individual who has been employed in the two expeditions. By far the greatest share of work has been done by him—much by him alone.4


  




  Such high praise from an officer with FitzRoy’s reputation and experience, backed by Phillip Parker King’s comment to Beaufort that ‘Stokes of course must get it [his promotion]’,5 was not lost on Their Lordships, and on 10 January 1837 Stokes was finally commissioned as lieutenant.




  On 25 February he was again appointed as assistant surveyor to the Beagle on the eve of her departure for her third and longest surveying expedition. This was to take them away from England for six years. Much water would flow beneath the Beagle’s keel during that time—and when they sighted the shores of home again, Stokes would be her captain.




  In following the Beagle’s work in Australia, we are accompanying her on the third of a series of voyages undertaken to chart Australian shores. The first of these was that of Flinders in the Investigator, and the second that of King in the Mermaid and the Bathurst. Each survey extended the work of its predecessor and of others such as Dampier, Vancouver, D’Entrecasteaux, Grant, Freycinet and Baudin. On the east coast of Australia, in particular, all knew themselves to be sailing in the hallowed wake of Cook, and they often compared their opinions with his as well as with those of each other. ‘I have always held his works to be sacred’, wrote Flinders,




  

    . . . and pride myself, not a little in being, in some sort, his disciple; my first acquirements in nautical science having been made under one who mostly gained his from that great master himself: untoward circumstances shall not prevent me repeating the name of Bligh at this moment.6


  




  A chain of association and service links many of these men and connects them directly with Cook. Bligh, who served four years under Cook, was his master on his third and final voyage in the Resolution and was with him at his death. One of Bligh’s midshipmen on his second breadfruit voyage was Matthew Flinders, and it was under Bligh’s vigilant and expert eye that Flinders learnt his navigation. Flinders later befriended Phillip Parker King, and is believed by Geoffrey Ingleton to have introduced King to marine surveying.7 And Midshipman Stokes served in the Beagle under the overall command of King. A professional association linking these navigators thus runs from Cook through Bligh, Flinders and King, to Stokes.




  




  * An entry in the Prendergast baptismal register dated 3 September 1811 reads: ‘John Lort, son of Henry and Ann Stokes of Scotchwell, in this parish, was baptised being five weeks old that day.’ This conflicts with statements in most secondary sources—biographical dictionaries, obituaries, etc., which give his year of birth as 1812, but is confirmed by a letter written to Stokes by Crawford Pasco on 1 August 1852: ‘I will wish you many happy returns of this day as well as our truly worthy shipmate John Weeks who dates his existence from the same auspicious day—this day.’1




  † Stokes cherished this association and in 1882, six days after Darwin’s death, he wrote to the Morning Post.




    May I beg a corner for my feeble testimony to the marvellous persevering endurance in the cause of science of that great naturalist, my old and lost friend, Mr Charles Darwin . . . perhaps no-one can better testify to his early and most trying labours than myself. We worked together for several years at the same table in the poop cabin of the Beagle . . . he with his microscope and myself with the charts. It was often a very lively end of the little craft and distressingly so to my old friend who suffered greatly from seasickness. After perhaps an hour’s work he would say to me, ‘Old fellow, I must take the horizontal for it’ . . . and stretch out on one side of the table. This would enable him to resume his labours for a while when he had again to be down. 25 April, 1882




  Lieutenant Stokes,


  Assistant Surveyor[image: ]
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  Prelude to the Voyage




  With THE SAFE RETURN of H.M.S. Beagle from South America at the end of 1836, Captain Francis Beaufort, Hydrographer of the Royal Navy, was well pleased. As he now had available a trusted and experienced team and a stout ship, he could pursue another project close to his heart and further a grand design—the completion of the work of Matthew Flinders and Phillip Parker King in filling up the empty spaces that still remained on the chart of Australia. And in such a project lay the essence of Beaufort’s talent—later extolled by the hydrographic historian, Commander L. S. Dawson:




  

    Captain Beaufort had a remarkable power of discerning and appropriating ability to its right object whenever it came in his way; and at every turn of his life he was using this power on behalf of others . . . He knew that there was scarcely what could be termed a correct chart of any portion of the globe in existence when he accepted office. Seconded by an able staff of surveyors, proud to serve under one so competent to appreciate their labours, he soon gave them occupation . . . The master mind of Beaufort, which directed these efforts for a quarter of a century, did more for the advancement of maritime geography than was effected by all the surveyors of European countries united.1


  




  Beaufort worked quickly, attending first to the ship’s company. Some changes would have to be made here. Her former captain, Robert FitzRoy, later to become governor of New Zealand, would be replaced by her previous first lieutenant, John Clements Wickham—newly promoted to commander. Beaufort was confident in this appointment; Wickham was an excellent seaman and ran a ‘tight ship’—a ‘great hand’, according to Philip Gidley King, midshipman on the previous voyage, ‘for holystoning decks, painting ship blacking . . . and making everything smart’.2 Phillip Parker King (midshipman King’s father) also endorsed the Hydrographer’s judgment: ‘I am delighted at Wickham’s promotion, there is not a more deserving person in the service, nor a better sailor, nor a more correct gentlemanly high minded man’.3 Wickham would also hold the position of surveyor, but Beaufort knew that the great zeal for hydrography lay with John Lort Stokes. Stokes and Wickham must therefore be kept together. With Wickham as captain and Stokes as assistant surveyor, the professional conduct of the work would leave nothing to be desired.




  There were also other tried men available from the Beagle’s former crew. Alexander Burns Usborne, master’s assistant under FitzRoy, would be the ship’s new master—and several other former officers, the boatswain Thomas Sorrell, carpenter John Weeks, and some of the seamen and marines, were to rejoin their old ship. Benjamin Bynoe, the gregarious surgeon, who had sailed with Wickham and Stokes in the ship twice before and had learned much natural history from Darwin on the previous voyage, was also to act as naturalist on the coming expedition, and Lieutenants James Barker Emery and Henry Eden would fill the places of first and second lieutenants.




  As for the ship herself, although she was now in need of a refit, Beaufort knew her to be well suited for the work. Despite—according to Stokes—belonging to ‘that much abused class, the “10-gun brigs”—coffins, as they are not unfrequently designated in the service’, she was an excellent sea boat.4 But as she had undergone many alterations, official plans of other ships of her class do not picture her accurately, and descriptions of her vary. It is known, however, that she was a small three-masted ship with a displacement of only 235 tons. Ninety feet long on deck, with a beam of twenty-four feet eight inches, she drew twelve feet for’ard and thirteen feet aft. In Australian waters she carried six boats: a yawl, a cutter, a gig, two whalers and a fourteen-foot dinghy. The eye of a man standing on her poop deck would have been about twenty feet above the sea.




  In the second week of February 1837 the Beagle was recommissioned by Commander Wickham, and Lieutenant Stokes reported to his old friend and new captain on board at Woolwich Dock. They were to remain there from the middle of February until early June, for a seemingly endless list of tasks and problems confronted them.




  To begin with, a crew had to be engaged—some of them new to the ship. As Wickham could not know how they would measure up until they were at sea, he was fortunate that from Woolwich the ship would sail to Plymouth for her final departure. The journey around the coast would give him a chance to assess his crew in action, and to make any necessary changes before leaving England. Of particular importance was finding a decent cook. Nineteenth-century expeditions did not cater for their members’ bodily comfort as they do today, and sea cooks were sometimes drawn from the ranks of pensioners—the halt and the lame and other old seamen no longer capable of going aloft. But Wick-ham, convinced that the cook’s quality would vitally affect the health and morale of his crew, was not prepared to accept one of these. He looked around for a more suitable candidate and, having found him, appealed to Beaufort for help:




  

    Do you think there is any chance of my getting a cook’s warrant for a man who has been eleven years acting cook of the Mastiff. He is now serving in that ship as an A.B. in consequence of her not being now allowed a warranted cook—Mr Thomas says he will be most happy to discharge him if their Lordships will grant him a warrant, as he well deserves it, he is an old sailor and will suit us much better than an old pensioner who may be deficient of a leg or an arm, the man’s name is Mitchell.5


  




  Beaufort, always anxious for his men’s welfare, gave the nod and Wickham got his cook. William Mitchell, a native of the West Indies, had been a fisherman in his youth, and had travelled far and survived much. On one occasion, trapped for days inside the hull of a capsized vessel, he had bored a hole through the hull and, by waving a handkerchief tied to a stick, had attracted a passing ship and been hauled to safety. But the ‘old sailor’s’ powers of survival were ebbing, and in joining the Beagle he was shipping on his last voyage.




  Fitting out the Beagle was also full of problems. Apart from provisioning, storing and stowing, there were sails to be ordered, boats to be repaired and rigging to be checked. Much new equipment was needed—anchors, charts, chronometers, compasses, fishing lines, lead lines, books, stationery and surveying instruments of many kinds—and in his efforts to obtain these, Wickham was bedevilled by what he saw to be the pinch-penny attitude of the Admiralty.




  This was particularly the case with the sails and boats. The Beagle carried two suits each of twenty different sails; these sails were the ship’s main engines, and each performed a different function in transferring the wind’s power to the ship. Some—like the topsails—had to stand unusually heavy wear, and consequently needed to be especially strong, and Wickham was shocked to learn that one of the suits he was to receive was a legacy from the Beagle’s former voyage—tired and worn from years of work in tempestuous seas. Worn sails could fail when they were most needed—clawing off a lee shore or riding out a gale in the Southern Ocean—and Wickham pointed out to Beaufort that these sails would be virtually useless by the time they reached New Holland. Old sails, he said, were out of the question, and he would not have them.




  Then there were the boats, and Wickham was particularly concerned about one of his whalers which had been badly affected by dry rot during the previous voyage. This, he hastened to assure Beaufort, was not due to his negligence, and no blame for its state should be laid at his door: ‘We managed to keep our boats from being stove or otherwise injured, but we could not keep them from becoming dry rotten’. The carpenter had laboriously replaced the old scarf, but Wickham knew that new wine should not go into old bottles, or sound timber be used to patch decayed boats. In spite of his plea, however, it seems that he did not get a new whale boat; at the end of the voyage Stokes recorded with some satisfaction that the ship returned with its boats and spars almost unchanged from those they had been supplied within 1831.




  While all this bustle surrounded the Beagle in Woolwich Dock, Beaufort was equally busy at the Admiralty. The Beagle was only one of his surveying ships, and his responsibilities spanned the world, but as the winter days lengthened into spring and the Beagle’s departure drew near his mind was much occupied with drawing up instructions for her work in Australia. In this he had consulted with Captain Phillip Parker King, the most experienced authority on Australian hydrography, who knew what still needed to be done to complete the work of Flinders and himself.




  The instructions, delivered to Wickham on 8 June 1837, came in two parts. The first—from the Admiralty generally—began:




  

    By the Commissioners for executing the office of Lord High Admiral of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland &c.




    Whereas his Majesty’s surveying vessel, ‘Beagle’, under your command, has been fitted out for the purpose of exploring certain parts of the northwest coast of New Holland, and of surveying the best channels in the straits of Bass and Torres, you are hereby required and directed . . .6


  




  The requirements and directions which followed were onerous and diverse. From the Thames, Wickham was to proceed to Plymouth to rate his chronometers.* He was also to embark a land exploring party under Lieutenant George Grey, of the 83rd Regiment. The 25-year-old Grey, supported by Lieutenant Lushington, of the 9th Foot, was to lead a land expedition for north-west Australia fostered by the Royal Geographical Society, and the Colonial Office had arranged for the party of thirteen men to sail in the Beagle. Wickham was then to proceed via Tenerife, Bahia and the Cape of Good Hope to Swan River, and from there to Roebuck Bay in north-west Australia, where the great tides and configuration of the coast had led to the supposition that Dampier Land was an island. There Wickham was to exercise a nice judgment: he was to probe inshore as far as the ship and her boats could float, but not ‘too precipitately’ to commit her ‘among these rapid tides, nor to entangle her among the numerous rocks with which all this part of the coast seems to abound’. Furthermore, as solution of the vital question of rivers leading to a supposed inland sea was a principal object of the voyage, no promising opening on the western coast of Australia was to be neglected.




  Also important was the construction of accurate charts and tide registers of Bass Strait, where many ships were being wrecked, and of Torres and Endeavour straits. Torres Strait, too, was becoming a thoroughfare, and contained many unknown dangers. Wickham was cautioned to keep his boats always armed and to be on his guard against the natives there, and to practise towards them ‘dignified forbearance and benevolence which tend to impress far higher respect for our power than the exercise of mere force’. He was also required to visit and assist the proposed new settlement at Port Essington.




  In addition to these many specific duties, should Wickham find himself at a loss for occupation, he was to employ his ‘spare time’ in ‘such discoveries as may more or less tend to the general object of the expedition’. After three years’ work on his ground, ‘unless some very important result were to promise’, he was to return to England. Their Lordships did not wish to employ unprofitable servants.




  The second part of the instructions, couched in Beaufort’s elegant prose, was more specific. To begin with, Wickham was to investigate the ‘Eight Stones’—a group of rocks said to exist in the Atlantic between England and the Canary Islands, and indicated on the chart by a vigia.* Beaufort did not believe these rocks existed, and wished to expunge the vigia from the chart.




  On reaching Swan River, Wickham was to consult with the Surveyor-General, Lieutenant John Septimus Roe—‘that intelligent officer’ who had sailed with Captain Phillip Parker King. And there were other friends who could be called on in times of need, Beaufort pointed out: Sir John Franklin in Van Diemen’s Land and, in New South Wales, King himself,




  

    . . . whose long experience of all those coasts, as well as of the seasons, and of the manner of dealing with the inhabitants, will be of the utmost use to you; and whose zeal for the King’s service, and whose love of science, will lead him to do everything possible to promote your views.7


  




  To facilitate contact with the native tribes, Beaufort suggested that Wickham should hire an interpreter ‘at a low rate’, but he was on no account to bring him home; Beaufort had had enough trouble with the natives FitzRoy brought back with him from South America. He urged Wickham to stimulate the efforts of his junior officers for the good of the Navy, and to bend his and their minds to many things, particularly the study of the activities of coral insects, weather, sea temperatures, rainfall, lunar and solar halos, natural history and the Aurora Australis.




  The Hydrographer ended his instructions:




  

    I have now exhausted every subject to which it can be necessary to call the attention of an officer of your long experience; and I have, therefore, only further to express my conviction, that if Providence permits you to retain your wonted health and activity, you will pursue the great objects of this expedition with all the energy in your power, and with all the perseverance consistent with a due regard to the safety of His Majesty’s Ship, and to the comfort of your officers and crew.


  




  Beaufort’s hopes were not entirely realized, as Wickham did not retain his ‘wonted health and activity’. But the great objects of the expedition did not suffer when command of the survey fell into the capable hands of John Lort Stokes.




  As sailing day approached, the Beagle received last visits from well-wishers, Charles Darwin among them. It was hard to see her go without him:




  

    She sails in a week for Australia. It appeared marvellously odd to see the little vessel and to think I should not be one of the party. If it were not for the seasickness I should have no objection to starting again.8


  




  Darwin’s friends would not forget him, however, and he would be remembered in the nomenclature of the voyage.




  On 9 June 1837 the Beagle headed down Thames in tow of H.M. Steamer Boxer. She was now bound for Plymouth, where she would be swung to determine the deviation of her compasses, her chronometers would be rated, the last of her stores shipped, and crew completed.




  And as Wickham sailed along the south coast, Beaufort found time on 10 June to write him three letters. Having done his best to see that his men would go properly equipped materially, Beaufort now concerned himself in equipping them mentally for the task ahead, assuming the dual roles of schoolmaster and parent—now instructing and admonishing, now anticipating their troubles.




  The first letter dealt with seamanship. Fearing what might happen if the Beagle sprang her timbers on some uncharted rock remote from help, he wrote:




  

    The following subject was not introduced into the instructions. . . but I am convinced that it. . . may be of essential importance to her in the dangerous navigation through which she will have to pass far remote from any other assistance than your own resources . . . It is to select several men from your crew, say a dozen—more or less—and to have them taught and made to practise the art of caulking. Two short pieces of thick plank bolted to a heavy bit of timber would well answer the purpose and those seams might be repeatedly cleaned out and recaulked.




    Be so good in your first letter from Swan River to let me know how many hands you have had trained with the above view.9


  




  Beaufort’s second letter dwelt on the scientific aspect of the Beagle’s expedition. With it he sent a parcel of Nautical Almanacs for the year 1839, as yet unpublished, and copies of the Magazine of Popular Science containing a translation of the ‘admirable’ paper on natural philosophy which the eminent scientist M. Arago had prepared for the French discovery ship, La Bonite. He hoped that not only would the Beagle’s officers enjoy reading this paper, but that it would excite in them ‘an ardent desire to vie with that ship [La Bonite] in making the requisite observations and in solving some of those highly interesting queries’. This letter also drew Wickham’s attention to ‘what are vulgarly called “Shooting Stars” ’—strange phenomena which had been observed on certain November nights all over the world in vast numbers. While observing this wonderful display, Wickham should not be idle, but busy himself estimating their number and duration, their tracks through the constellations and position where they burst. So conditioned was Wickham by this command that years later, when no longer captain of the Beagle, he sent Beaufort a five-page report on the changing size, appearance and angular distances from Alpha Centauri, Sirius, and Aldebaran, of a comet he had observed ‘strongly and beautifully reflected in the river’ at Moreton Bay, New South Wales.*10




  Beaufort’s third letter contained the welcome news that survey pay of 20s a day for Wickham and 8s a day for Stokes had commenced on 8 June.




  Having put into Portsmouth to replace unsatisfactory crew members with other seamen from the fleet, Wickham reached Plymouth eleven days after leaving Woolwich to find Lieutenants Grey and Lushington waiting impatiently.




  Wickham was not enthusiastic about carrying Grey’s party and all their impedimenta in his crowded ship and, writing to Beaufort, he suggested that it would be a ‘fine thing’ if he could get rid of them at the Cape; he argued that if he could drop them there instead of taking them on to Swan River he would have room to stow provisions for another six months, and thus could go straight to work on the northwest coast. And since Grey’s instructions permitted him to charter a vessel at the Cape and proceed independently, this would, after all, suit Grey too, as he could then use the ship to obtain the ponies he needed from Timor for his land expedition.




  At this stage, however, both the Colonial Office and the Navy wished to keep their options open. Beaufort replied sympathetically to Wickham, giving him freedom, if he could divest himself of Grey at the Cape, to go straight to Dampier Land on the north-west coast of Australia and start work there, but he added:




  

    You will, of course, keep all this matter in your own breast for fear that if once mentioned it might lead within the Colonial Office, or those officers themselves to imagine that we wanted to shake them off at the Cape. It will be time enough for you to consider the matter when they have actually quitted the Beagle.11


  




  Beaufort knew how to play his cards close to the chest.




  On 21 June word arrived of the death of William IV—sad news for many in the fleet who held a special affection for the Sailor King. At the dawn of the Victorian Age, Her Majesty’s Ship Beagle was about to carry to Australia the news of the young queen’s accession.




  During the Beagle’s last few days in England she was seldom out of Beaufort’s mind. He had just received a copy of Bligh’s journal from the binder, and sent it for the ship’s library, suggesting that it contained much of relevance to their voyage. He also sent an assistant surgeon, whose presence on board would allow Bynoe more time for naturalizing.* And Wickham had to be kept up-to-date on Australian politics; a letter had just reached Beaufort from King, announcing that the Governor, Sir Richard Bourke, had resigned, and that Surveyor-General Thomas Mitchell was said to be on his way home—there having been ‘a terrible outcry against him for having shot seven natives in his own defence while exploring’.12 The message underlying this report to Wickham was clear: Beaufort did not want any ‘terrible outcry’ against his surveyors.




  Saturday 1 July found Wickham fretting to be off. Everything was stowed for sea: the pigs in their pen and the poultry in their coop. And to fret him more, a fine easterly wind was blowing—just what he needed to carry him clear of England and out into the wide Atlantic. But he could not sail until the crew was complete, and he still lacked a master’s assistant and a carpenter’s mate. Furthermore, the crew had to be paid in advance, and that had been arranged for Monday 3 July. Anxious that Beaufort would not think he was lingering unnecessarily in Plymouth, he advised that he hoped to sail the following day.




  Wickham’s first problem—completing the crew—was soon solved. A master’s assistant, William Tarrant, was supplied from H.M.S. Pembroke, and a carpenter’s mate found in the Plymouth dockyard. But bureaucracy takes little account of fine easterly breezes and captains’ hopes. It moved then as it moves now—at its own pace—and the pay was not ready until Tuesday 4 July. And on Tuesday afternoon, when Wickham had hoped to be at sea, the fast spenders of the ship’s company were ashore on the Plymouth waterfront, where much of their pay remained.




  Stokes also went ashore that night—not for casual company in an ale house, but to be alone with his thoughts. Strolling along the waterfront in the gathering twilight he drew scant attention from passers-by, for there was little about him to attract their notice. Had they regarded him closely they would have seen a stocky figure with thick brown hair and side-whiskers and a kindly face fortified by a chin which suggested courage and purposefulness. But on this occasion his good-humoured expression was wistful and troubled. For him, country-born, yet from early years bred to the sea, the sailor’s life was bitter-sweet. Drawn by the lure of adventure and foreign lands, he came close to ecstasy when looking on unknown places, and as he gazed across the calm waters of Plymouth Sound he heard them calling. But the country called him too, with its different voice and, turning from the sea, he stared back regretfully towards the slopes of Mount Edgecumbe, hazy with smoke rising from cottage chimneys in the evening air. In rejecting all this, there was sadness and a sense of loss. ‘I felt’, he wrote, ‘notwithstanding all the temptations of promised adventure the full bitterness of the price we pay for its excitements’.13




  Wickham, alone in his cabin on board the Beagle, had time neither for roystering nor nostalgia. The wind was holding in the north-east, and he wrote a final letter from England to his chief in cheerful mood, which spoke well for the general morale, and reflected his relief at being about to escape from dockyards, reports, returns, tiresome visits, frustrations and delays:




  

    I am happy to say that we start tomorrow morning at 4. We were paid advance today and are in every respect ready, our crew quite complete and all young and hearty fellows and if we may judge from the noisy chorus they are now singing on the F’castle, they are very happy . . . I long to be clear of the land and out of the way of Port Admirals and all their etc’s—and which from present appearances will be the case long before noon tomorrow as there is now a fresh breeze from the N.E. . . .




    Sincerely hoping to find you at your present post and in full vigour when we return from our wanderings is the earnest wish of


  




  Yours faithfully,   




  J. C. Wickham14 




  Wickham did not hope in vain, and at fifteen minutes past five on the morning of 5 July 1837, the Beagle weighed and stood to sea, bound for Australia.




  




  *The rate of a chronometer is the daily change in its error. It is found by determining the error, related to mean time, on a number of different days at the same spot. As time and longitude are interchangeable, it is necessary for a navigator to know the error of the chronometer and its rate before he can calculate longitude accurately.




  * A vigia is a hydrographical warning on a chart to denote that the pinnacle of a rock or a shoal may exist thereabouts.




  * The Great March Comet, first observed in the Southern Hemisphere.




  *Assistant Surgeon Acton, invalided home from the Cape. His replacement, Thomas Tait, although listed by Stokes as having embarked in the Beagle, actually joined her in Sydney.
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  To the Land of Promise




  The VOYAGE BEGAN auspiciously. On board, the mood was buoyant, reflecting a general optimism that they would make great discoveries in Australia. In tune with these hopes the favourable wind held, hurrying the ship out of Plymouth Sound in company with H.M.S. Princess Charlotte and, as she also was bound down the Channel, they sailed together for three days. For some of the Charlotte’s men—old hands from the Beagle’s former voyage—this revived past memories, and they looked wistfully across the water at her as she set out once more for unknown seas.




  During the next few days the crew took stock of their ship and each other as they settled down to sea routine. Wickham cleared lower deck to read the Articles of War; ignorance of the laws of the Navy would be no excuse for transgressions on his ship. One of the new mates, Benjamin Francis Helpman, began writing his journal. The 23-year-old Helpman, who hailed from Devonshire, had served in the Royal Navy for nine years, and was well accustomed to going to sea—and to leaving girls behind. But on this occasion there had been a special girl—his ‘beloved’ Sarah—and he hoped that she would find absorbing interest in a record of his daily life during their separation.




  Helpman’s hopes were not to be realized. In fact, as she did not answer his letters, it seems that he and his doings were of little concern to the girl. Possibly he never saw her again. But fate works in a mysterious way, and while his outpourings never dazzled the eyes for which they were intended, they provide a detailed and lively account of the first three years of this cruise. When not extolling the virtues of his beloved or bemoaning the cruel fate which separated them, Helpman recorded events both significant and trivial, furnishing character studies of his companions and glimpses of life on board, and in so doing enriched our knowledge of Australian maritime history.




  As well as depicting life on the Beagle, his journal illuminates Helpman himself. Slightly built and almost foppish in appearance, he was extremely gregarious, not only delighting in gossip, wine and female company, but also possessing a knowledge of literature and music and a capacity to hold his own in conversations of a more serious nature. While with these qualities he was an asset to colonial society, in the exercise of his duties he was at times feckless, irresponsible, and a sore trial to his superiors. It was perhaps partly for this reason that when he applied for the post of master of a colonial schooner after three years on the Beagle his application was warmly supported by both Stokes and Wickham.




  Helpman’s journal of this voyage, set against that of Stokes, emphasizes the contrast between the two men and their objectives in recording. Stokes, probably writing with an eye to publication, revealed little of his inner self. Conscientious, sober and devout—‘a steady plodding old fashioned fellow’, as King once described him1—he often passed from reporting their activities to develop his thoughts on economic, political and spiritual matters; seldom did he descend to trivia. And now, having expressed his feelings on his last night ashore, he put regrets behind him. Of the thirteen-day journey he found nothing ‘worthy of particular notice’, apart from




  

    . . . having in obedience to our instructions passed over the presumed site of ‘The Eight Stones’, thus adding another though almost needless ‘testimony to their non-existence, at least in the place assigned them in the old charts’.2


  




  Helpman, on the other hand, was full of chatter: the captain invites him to dine; old Cook Mitchell justifies his appointment by producing hot breakfast rolls; one of his fellow mates, Tom Birch, is ‘selfish to excess’; the ship is surrounded by Mother Carey’s chickens and porpoises; purple and scarlet fish are caught in a bucket, and a current bottle is set adrift. On the day of William IV’s funeral, lightning flashed and thunder rolled around the ship—Nature’s salute and fanfare for the Sailor King. And 13 July, he noted, was an unlucky day for two on board: ‘Bosun taken sick. Killed a pig’.




  Helpman’s interest in his fellows invited their confidences. The surgeon, Benjamin Bynoe—married only six weeks before they left—poured into the sympathetic mate’s ear stories of his tender Charlotte’s affection. But Bynoe’s buoyancy did not permit him to suffer her loss for long, and his growing neglect of his young wife was eventually to exercise Beaufort’s compassionate pen on her behalf. James Barker Emery, the first lieutenant, also had a story for Helpman—a tall yarn which Helpman accepted trustingly, duly recording that Emery was a New Zealand chief, owning estates there on the River Thames. Emery was not the first old hand to while away a long night watch impressing his juniors with tales of adventure, but his may have been based on fact, for he had had his share of adventure since joining the Navy in 1808. While still a midshipman he had commanded a schooner on anti-slavery duties and for two years had been responsible for law and order on the island of Mombassa. He had circumnavigated the globe three times, and spent nine months ashore in New Zealand, fifty miles from his ship, cutting spars in cannibal country. From these experiences he had developed an ability to handle ‘savages’ which was to stand him in good stead in Australia.




  On 15 July they picked up the trade winds, squared their yards for a ‘downhill run’, and soon the Beagle was romping along at nine knots. As the temperature rose, slops were issued to the ship’s company: white jackets and trousers, and broad-brimmed hats to give protection from the glare; eye troubles constantly plagued surveyors in the tropics.




  Their arrival in Santa Cruz coincided with the proclamation of the new Spanish constitution. The town was in carnival mood, and the five days they spent in harbour there were packed with activity and incident. The British Consul lunched on board with Wickham, and the Governor paid them a ceremonial visit. A newly arrived Portuguese brig attempted a nine-gun salute, but after much huffing and puffing only four of the nine guns actually fired. What the Portuguese lost in face the Royal Navy gained in entertainment. But while the antics of the Portuguese were amusing, those of the American frigate Constitution were not. Anchored to the windward of the Beagle, she began to drag and threatened to collide. In the face of this Yankee menace, the British extricated themselves by smart manoeuvring and good seamanship: the Beagle’s boats quickly carried out anchors, heaved on them, and hauled their ship to safety out of the Constitution’s path.




  As well as attending to their social obligations, Wickham and Stokes busied themselves ashore rating the chronometers and experimenting with the dipping needle. Grey also carried out scientific investigations:




  

    Lieut. Grey was most indefatigable in collecting information during the short period of our stay at the island . . . he explored a cave three miles to the north-east of Santa Cruz, known by tradition as ‘La Cueve de los Guanches’, and reputed to be a burying place of the aboriginal inhabitants of the island: it was full of bones, and from the specimens he brought away . . . they appear to have belonged to a small-limbed race of men.3


  




  Stokes found nothing to censure in Grey’s plunder of the mortuary cave. Wickham’s earlier resentment of the soldiers was also fading; now that they were removed from the restraints of officialdom and politics he saw them in a softer light. ‘Our soldiers are very well and happy and make themselves quite at home—they have been busy turning theory into practice’, he wrote to Beaufort in a private note sent in the schooner New Jane.4




  Helpman wrote by the New Jane to Sarah. He longed to accompany his letter but, as he could not, he made the best of pleasures ashore. He noted everything: the balmy weather, with day temperatures of 80 degrees and a cool sea breeze; the finest partridges he had ever seen, bagged by sportsman Bynoe; the fruit, which was bad and expensive, like the so-called ‘fresh’ beef; but fish that was cheap and good. He admired the small craft which bustled around the anchorage as they plied between the islands with their loads of sheep, poultry and local produce, and the picturesque fishing boats which worked off-shore at night with fires in their bows to attract the fish.




  The evening of 23 July found the Beagle once more at sea and running for Bahia at eight knots before a fresh north-east wind. Heavily laden, she rode low in the water, justifying Philip Gidley King’s earlier description of her as a ‘half-tide rock’. Helpman, suffering from seasickness, and looking on life with a jaundiced eye, was inclined to agree: ‘she rolls heavier and deeper than any vessel I ever knew’.




  But seasickness does not last for ever; Helpman’s spirits soon revived, and he was writing again. Whales, bonito and flying fish were now playing about the ship; a fowl laid the first egg of the voyage—harbinger of happy breakfasts in the gunroom; the lower studding sails, brought on deck, were found to be damaged by mildew; the seamen were exercised in shortening sail and, although Helpman found the captain ‘snappish . . . seldom speaks but with a kind of growl’, he was forced to admit that he read Divine Service ‘particularly well’.




  The Pole Star dipped below the horizon—never to rise again for some men on board. Benjamin Bynoe—always the life of the party—whiled away the trade wind watches spinning yarns of former cruises to the new chums. He was also considering the future, and confided to Helpman that he was planning to settle Charlotte in Van Diemen’s Land. Lewis Roper Fitzmaurice, one of the mates, and proud owner of a flute, lightened his shipmates’ hours with music. Fitzmaurice was also a nimble dancer—a skill which later saved his life in Australia.




  Helpman’s record of the trivia and troubles of daily life continued as they approached the line. William Tarrant, the late-joining master’s assistant, was suffering ‘most awfully’ from toothache, and Bynoe’s only available remedy—from a bottle—was no cure: ‘Tarrant has drunk brandy until he is quite drunk, and now the effect has worn off he is in ten times more pain’. Charles Restalia, the steward, who had confided to Helpman his anguish at leaving behind his five children ‘almost starving’, tried the same medicine, and not, from Helpman’s observations, for the first time: ‘Steward has again got drunk’.




  The ceremony of crossing the line afforded the Beagle’s old hands an opportunity to discomfort the new, most of whom—including Grey—had never attended Neptune’s court. Preparations began early on the morning of 10 August. The main courses were hauled up to clear a space, and the deck awning rigged in the waist with its guys left slack to form a belly, into which water was pumped to make a pool. All this was carried out under the apprehensive gaze of the intended victims, one of whom, Helpman noted with disgust, ‘funked the thing most dreadfully and got the doctor to report him sick’. The constables, rigged up in tarpaulin with brown paper caps inscribed ‘Rule Britannia’, rounded up the rest, and when all were assembled Neptune made his appearance:




  

    Neptune’s car formed of the trucks of guns and planks with Neptune (Garlic the quartermaster), Amphitrite (Collins, cook), Neptune’s son (Boy Bone), coachman (McCarthy, captain of the foretop), Secretary (Carr, main top man), Doctor (King, ropemaker), Barber (Dolly, foc’sle man) . . . In the sail were the bears (Saunders and Blakesley) and the Devil (Hayfield); the horses were six in number. The car drove aft, saluted the Captain and officers, enquired if any had not crossed the line, if any were sick. The Captain said he hoped Neptune would not object to a glass of grog and drink success to the voyage—which was done by all the crew in attendance . . .


  




  Neptune, liberally fortified, ordered the proceedings to begin, and the sailors, with an excess of enthusiasm perhaps fostered by inter-service rivalry, gave particular attention to the soldiers:




  

    Grey, one of the Overland expedition, was the first—drenched with water, sat on stage, doctor felt his pulse, said he was well, lathered his face with tar, grease, and shaved him with a razor made of a hoop. There were three of them, one without notches, one bad, the other very bad for stiff beards and those who were obstreperous. Then he was thrown into the sail, the bears grabbed him, scrubbed his face well, keeping him under the water, and let him out where lots of water is waiting in buckets. He starts hurling water at everyone except the Captain and First Lieutenant. Grey was in a perfect passion . . .*


  




  After three hours of horseplay, normal shipboard life resumed and Helpman returned to less spectacular matters: the captain talked in his sleep, making a ‘tremendous row’, hailing the deck and calling out ‘I’m right’. Wickham had much on his mind, and in such closely confined living quarters little escaped notice. Mates patched up quarrels over a breakfast of rice and flying fish, and a concert was held with Clerk Charles Keys playing the flute and Auchmuty Freeze, another mate, the clarinet. At Divine Service Helpman’s thoughts strayed to his Sarah: ‘how cordially did I enter into the feelings of that beautiful sea prayer—that we may return in safety to enjoy the blessings of the land’.




  Favourable winds and currents carried the ship swiftly towards Bahia, where she anchored off the town of San Salvador on 17 August. Wickham reported their arrival to Beaufort in an informal ‘sailor-talk’ letter which speaks well for the relationship between the two. The Beagle had now completed enough sea time since her refit in Woolwich Dock for galling defects to reveal themselves, and Wickham explained that the rigging, which had been ‘pitched over the masthead by the dockyard riggers in very cold weather and is now slipping down about our ears’ would have to be set up again. Nothing was yet known of the north-west Australian exploring party’s plans, he added; Grey was keeping ‘mighty close upon the subject’.5




  The luxuriant tropical scenery of Bahia, ‘dotted with the white and gleaming walls of houses and convents half hidden in woods of every tint of green’, and spiked with ‘the lofty spires of some Christian temple’, directed Stokes’s thoughts to a ‘yet fairer world, invisible to mortal eye’6, while the dominance of the slave population over its degenerate masters moved him to consider the evils of slave trading and the need for stringent economic measures to develop ‘the wonderful resources of the Brazils’.7 The soft-hearted Stokes also found time to




  

    . . . visit the grave of poor young Musters, a little Middy in the Beagle during our last voyage, who died here on the 19th May, 1832, from the effects of a fever caught while away on an excursion up the river Macacu. He was a son of Lord Byron’s ‘Mary’, and a great favourite with all on board. Poor Boy! no stone marks his lonely resting place upon a foreign shore, but the long grass waves over his humble grave, and the tall palm tree bends to the melancholy wind that sighs above it. As I paid his memory the tribute due to his many virtues and his early death, I breathed a prayer that the still and placid beauty of the spot where his mortal remains return to their kindred dust, may typify the tranquil happiness of that world of spirits with which his own is now united!8


  




  Grey, indefatigable in exploring, also recorded his impressions; like Stokes, he deplored the evils of slavery, and, observing the rising power of the slaves and the decadence of their masters, foretold the inevitable result:




  

    The blacks are perfectly aware of their own power . . . It is really strange to one who stands by, a calm and unconcerned spectator, to observe men hurried on by the violence of faction to their own certain destruction and to behold them so entirely blinded by party spirit as not to see the danger which stares them so openly in the face, that a child could scarcely fail to detect it.9


  




  Helpman saw the country in the light of his own immediate personal experiences and, being depressed, looked for every possible fault. The town, he thought, was ‘brutally dirty and close built’; street vendors made themselves a ‘perfect nuisance’, and pilfering was rife; gold lettering had even been picked out of a monument.




  This dark mood was engendered by a series of misfortunes. His first two days there had been clouded by falling foul of Wickham who was beginning to tire of the mate’s irresponsibility. His first black mark had been earned by failing to report for the middle watch, and when—unfortunately for him—the Captain had called for him, he had not been on deck. But worse was to follow:




  

    I am doomed to get into disturbances with the Captain, he went ashore in a shooting jacket and left orders to be looked out for. I did not remember his being in plain clothes and he came off in a canoe.


  




  Wickham was outraged. A local canoe was no substitute for the captain’s gig. But he did not harbour a grudge against Helpman, and soon granted him two days’ leave to make a hunting excursion to the nearby island of Itaparica. Helpman set off with Bynoe in the cutter, loaded with traps, guns, water, and hens in a coop. Whatever their hunting luck, they would have eggs for breakfast, and his spirits were restored.




  The third leg of the voyage began on 25 August. The Beagle ran southward rolling deeply; the temperature fell, and the first albatrosses appeared. Friendships and disaffections were developing. The second lieutenant, Eden, Helpman noted, had ‘declared war’ against the purser, who was ‘a very dirty little fellow’. Wickham, on the other hand, was mellowing, and had lent his books freely to the mates’ berth, which now in the evenings resembled a library. Stokes, who endeared himself to Helpman by spending a long night watch discussing the peculiar nature of the surveying service, also warmed to Grey, and was ‘much amused’ by a story the soldier told against himself:




  

    . . . it seems he had mistaken the Quartermaster’s usual call in conning the ship of ‘Very well, dice,’ (a corruption of ‘very well, thus’) for a complimentary notice of the man at the helm; and anxious to know the individual who so distinguished himself, had two or three times gone on deck to see ‘Mr Very well Dice’; finding a different helmsman each time completely confounded him; and when I explained the matter he joined me in a hearty laugh at the mistake!10


  




  About five hundred miles from the Cape of Good Hope the barometer began to fall—a warning the seamen understood: down in the Southern Ocean a gale was raging, and Wickham snugged down his ship to enable her to take it in her stride.




  The gale they encountered soon afterwards was, by Stokes’s reckoning, only ‘moderate’, but it again brought to the surface the underlying rivalry between the Beagle’s crew and Grey’s party. Stokes, viewing it as a test of the soldiers’ courage, was ‘curious to see what effect such a strange scene would have on our passengers’, and drew some satisfaction from noting that ‘the landsmen were deeply impressed with the grandeur of a storm at sea’.11 Grey, generously admiring the seamen’s discipline and courage, admitted that to him it was




  

    . . . a novel and magnificent sight. Uniform and lofty ridges of waves advancing in rapid succession, and yet with so regular and undisturbed a motion, that one might easily fancy these great walls of water to be stationary: yet onward they moved in uniform and martial order; whilst as the ship rose upon their crests, she seemed to hover for a moment over the ocean in mid air. And now the wind drew round to the northward, and it blew almost a gale. The vessel felt its power, and bent before it. It was beautiful to watch the process of hand-reefing topsails, and making the vessel snug,—the ready obedience to the word of command, and the noiseless discipline with which each duty was fulfilled. First had the men clustered on the rigging like bees; then at the word to lay out, they fearlessly extended themselves along the yard-arm, and, whilst they took in the reefs, the ship pitched and rolled so heavily, that one felt anxious for their safety: but there they swung securely between high heaven and the sea.12


  




  Grey may not have made much of an impression on the Beagle, but the Beagle and her environment certainly impressed Grey.




  Grey also admired ‘the lordly and graceful Albatross, whose motion is a very melody’.13 From a vantage point on deck he watched fascinated as these largest of ocean fliers circled the ship. As if to mock the seamen’s straggle against the storm, they rode with it, demonstrating their superb mastery of flight. Facing the wind with fixed wings they would rise effortlessly upwards, converting lift into altitude and climbing high into the turbulent sky. Then, with a sudden graceful tilt of the body and a dropping of the leeward wing, they would turn back towards the sea, swooping onto the Beagle down the moving hills of water, until at the bottom of their dive they would lower their windward wing, barely feathering the water and, making a swift upwind turn, soar again.




  To seaman Helpman—unmoved by the spectacle of the gale, it was merely an inconvenience: ‘a wet dirty day, blowing fresh . . . double reefed topsails and reefed courses’.




  And so the Beagle rode the storm. Until it passed, her men went without proper sleep or food. Seamen without safety harness worked on heaving decks or clung aloft to slippery spars. They battled with thrashing canvas high in the darkness of a night filled with driving rain and spray, deafened by the roaring of the sea. The decks leaked; the hatches were battened down; but drips and rivulets, which started along beams, shook off with every lurch of the ship, and below everything was soggy. Soaking foul-weather gear lay about; nothing stayed where it should; drawers opened and spilt. Heads, elbows and knees found enemies in innocent fixtures. The men could not wash or shave; performance of their natural functions demanded skill and ingenuity; the stale smell of their bodies suited their tousled heads and bleary eyes. ‘If people in England could but see the officers in this craft as they are dressed in foul weather’, wrote Helpman, ‘they would exclaim “is this our boasted Navy officered by such wretches!” ’ But gales do not last for ever, and soon the strength left the wind, the roar of the breaking seas became softer and their curling tops lifeless. The sun broke through, and the colour of the waves changed from grey-green to sparkling blue and white. And gradually the ship was transformed: reefs were shaken out and new canvas set. Hatches were opened, and fresh sweet air flowed down windsails into the mess decks; clothing and bedding were hung out to dry, and from the galley came the welcome smell of cooking. And after food, with the now gentle rhythm of the vessel’s roll to lull them, the sleep of the seafaring men was sweet.




  On 21 September the Beagle rounded the Cape of Good Hope and anchored in Simon’s Bay. And here, at last, Grey—who had until this time been ‘mighty close’ about his intentions—showed his hand: he would hire a vessel and sail direct to Hanover Bay on the north-west coast of Australia.




  Choosing the Lynher, a schooner of 140 tons, he transformed her into a maritime plant nursery and menagerie, cramming her with stores, seeds and plants of every description, as well as nineteen goats, thirty-one sheep and six dogs. Grey had high hopes of improving the vegetation of Australia. He underestimated the continent, however, and before long he was to acknowledge its power and suffer for his temerity. When he farewelled the Beagle at the Cape, he little imagined how desperate he would be, and how thankful to see her, when they next met.




  Wickham busied himself with preparations for the last leg of their voyage. Although they were rid of Grey’s party, he decided not to proceed directly to the north-west coast, but to sail first to Swan River and to learn what he could about the coast from Lieutenant Roe. Nevertheless, he took advantage of the extra space created by Grey’s departure to stow an extra eight months’ stores, and as the Beagle would be working on a lonely and hostile coast, he had boarding nettings rigged against possible native attack. He also made some changes in the crew. Several unsatisfactory seamen were replaced with men from other ships, and Assistant Surgeon Acton, who had been ill continuously on the voyage out and quite incapable of carrying out his duties, was invalided to return to England, with a request that his replacement be sent to Sydney. Until then Bynoe—also the naturalist of the voyage—would carry a double load.




  Soon after they arrived, the 36-gun French surveying frigate Heroine sailed into Simon’s Bay, stored for twelve months. The old enemies were still scientific rivals and, while outwardly all was cordiality between the two ships, beneath the surface suspicions stirred. Heroine’s commander, Captain Cécille, claimed that he was bound for Van Diemen’s Land, New Zealand and Tahiti, but this did not convince the English; they feared that she was really making north to the ‘Beagle’s ground’, and if she turned up there Wickham hoped that he would already have completed a chart to show to Cécille. ‘What a difference between the French and English surveying ships’, he wrote to Beaufort:




  

    . . . the one with more than 12 months provisions out of sight, and the other with scarcely a passage fore and aft the deck, but I am as much of an Englishman to think that we look more fit for work . . .14


  




  Wickham also wrote to Beaufort to urge the promotion of the master, Alexander Burns Usborne. In 1837 the Royal Navy was much smaller than it had been at its peak in the Napoleonic Wars, and promotion did not come easily to deserving officers without powerful patronage or extraordinary fortune.* As FitzRoy had fought for Stokes’s promotion, so Wickham now interceded for Usborne. But, lacking FitzRoy’s confidence in dealing with his superiors, he chose his words more diplomatically:




  

    I hope Sir Wm. Parker has not been too busily employed with the new election to recollect his promise to poor Usborne, viz. that there were only three before him on the list, and that he should be the fourth promoted. I am quite certain that no one of the three can be more deserving.16


  




  In contrast, Helpman was once more out of favour with Wickham, who had temporarily stopped all leave as they were not ‘smart enough’, although Helpman conceded that he had shown a ‘great deal of good taste’ in his harangue. Nevertheless, there was compensation in the creature comforts of the land: ‘lots of soft tack, milk, butter, eggs, salad’. There were also, when leave was finally granted, pleasant walks ashore, and excursions to the top of Table Mountain. Cape Town impressed him; he thought it ‘very pretty’, as were the Dutch girls, who were agreeble as well, and he found it ‘very proper’ that great respect was paid there to the Sabbath. To his diary he confided a jumble of impressions and memoranda:
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