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FOREWORD


By Herman Melville

THIS SHORT appreciation of W. Clark Russell first appeared in 1888 as a dedication (“Inscription Epistolary”) to Russell in Herman Melville’s John Marr and Other Sailors, a privately published collection of nautical poetry.

To

W. C. R.

Health and Content:

Hilary, my companionable acquaintance, during an afternoon stroll under the trees along the higher bluffs of our Riverside Park last June, entertained me with one of those clever little theories, for the originating and formulating whereof he has a singular aptitude. He had but recently generalised it—so, at least, I inferred—from certain subtler particulars which, in the instances of sundry individuals, he flattered himself his perspicacity had enabled him to discern.

Let me communicate to you this theory; not that I imagine you will hail it as a rare intellectual acquisition; hardly that, but because I am much mistaken if it does not attract your personal interest, however little it may otherwise, and with other people, win consideration or regard.

Briefly put, it is this. Letting alone less familiar nationalities, an American born in England, or an Englishman born in America, each in his natural make-up retains through life, and will some way evince, an intangible something imbibed with his mother’s milk from the soil of his nativity.

But for a signal illustration hereof, whom, think you, he cites? Well, look into any mirror at hand and you will see the gentleman. Yes, Hilary thinks he perceives in the nautical novels of W. C. R. an occasional flavour as if the honest mid-sea brine, their main constituent, were impregnated with a dash of the New World’s alluvium—such, say, as is discharged by our Father of Waters into the Gulf of Mexico. “Natural enough,” he observes; “for, though a countryman of the Queen—his parentage, home, and allegiance all English—this writer, I am credibly informed, is in his birthplace a New-Worlder; ay, first looked out upon life from a window here of our island of Manhattan, nor very far from the site of my place in Broadway, by Jove!”

Now, Hilary is that rare bird, a man at once genial and acute. Genial, I mean, without sharing much in mere gregariousness, which, with some, passes for a sort of geniality; and acute, though lacking more or less in cautionary self-scepticism. No wonder then that, however pleasing and instructive be Hilary’s companionship, and much as I value the man, yet as touching more than one of his shrewder speculations I have been reluctantly led to distrust a little that penetrative perspicacity of his, a quality immoderately developed in him, and perhaps (who knows?) developed by his business; for he is an optician, daily having to do with the microscope, telescope, and other inventions for sharpening and extending our natural sight, thus enabling us mortals (as I once heard an eccentric put it) liberally to enlarge the field of our original and essential ignorance.

In a word, my excellent friend’s private little theory, while, like many a big and bruited one, not without a fancifully plausible aspect commending it to the easy of belief, is yet, in my humble judgment—though I would not hint as much to him for the world—made up in no small part of one element inadmissible in sound philosophy—namely, moonshine.

As to his claim of finding signal evidence for it in the novels aforementioned, that is another matter. That, I am inclined to think, is little else than the amiable illusion of a zealous patriot eager to appropriate anything that in any department may tend to reflect added lustre upon his beloved country.

But, dismissing theory, let me come to a fact, and put it fact-wise; that is to say, a bit bluntly: By the suffrages of seamen and landsmen alike, The Wreck of the Grosvenor entitles the author to the naval crown in current literature. That book led the series of kindred ones by the same hand; it is the flagship, and to name it implies the fleet.

Upon the Grosvenor’s first appearance—in these waters, I was going to say—all competent judges exclaimed, each after his own fashion, something to this effect: The very spit of the brine in our faces! What writer, so thoroughly as this one, knows the sea and the blue water of it; the sailor and the heart of him; the ship, too, and the sailing and handling of a ship? Besides, to his knowledge he adds invention. And, withal, in his broader humane quality he shares the spirit of Richard H. Dana, a true poet’s son, our own admirable Man before the Mast.

Well, in view of those unanimous verdicts summed up in the foregoing condensed delivery, with what conscientious satisfaction did I but just now, in the heading of this inscription, salute you, W. C. R., by running up your colours at my fore. Would that the craft thus embravened were one of some tonnage, so that the flag might be carried on a loftier spar, commanding an ampler horizon of your recognising friends.

But the pleasure I take in penning these lines is such that, did a literary inscription imply aught akin to any bestowment, say, or benefit—which it is so very far indeed from implying—then, sinner though I am, I should be tempted to repeat that divine apothegm which, were it repeated forever, would never stale: “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” And though by the world at large so unworldly a maxim receives a more hospitable welcome at the ear than in the heart—and no wonder, considering the persistent deceptiveness of so many things mundane—nevertheless, in one province—and I mean no other one than literature—not every individual, I think, at least not every one whose years ought to discharge him from the minor illusions, will dispute it, who has had experience alike in receiving and giving, in one suggestive form or other, sincere contemporary praise. And what, essentially, is such praise? Little else indeed than a less ineloquent form of recognition.

That these thoughts are no spurious ones, never mind from whomso-ever proceeding, one naturally appeals to the author of The Wreck of the Grosvenor, who, in his duality as a commended novelist and liberal critic in his more especial department, may rightly be deemed an authority well qualified to determine.

Thus far as to matters which may be put into type. For personal feeling the printed page is hardly the place for reiterating that. So I close here as I began, wishing you from my heart the most precious things I know of in this world—Health and Content.


THE WRECK OF THE GROSVENOR

CHAPTER I

THERE WAS every appearance of a south-westerly wind. The coast of France, which had been standing high and shining upon the horizon on the port bow, and so magnified by the clear northerly air that you could discern, even at that distance, the dim emerald sheen of the upper slopes and the streaky shadows thrown by projecting points and elbows on the white ground, was fast fading, though the sun still stood within an hour of its setting beyond the bleak Foreland. The north wind which had rattled us, with an acre of foam at our bows, right away down the river, and had now brought us well abreast of the Gull Light-ship, was dropping fast. There was barely enough air to keep the royals full; and the ship’s number, which I had just hoisted at the peak—a string of gaudy flags which made a brilliant figure against the white canvas of the spanker—shook their folds sluggishly.

The whole stretch of scene, from the North Foreland down to the vanishing French headlands miles away yonder, was lovely at that moment, full of the great peace of an ocean falling asleep, of gentle moving vessels, of the solemn gathering of shadows. The town of Deal was upon the starboard bow, a warm cluster of houses, with a windmill on the green hills turning drowsily; here and there a window glittering with a sudden beam of light; an inclined beach in the foreground, with groups of boats high and dry upon it, and a line of foam at its base, which sung upon the shingle so that you could hear it plainly amid intervals of silence on board the ship. The evening sun, shining over the giant brow of the South Foreland, struck the gray outline of the cliff deep in the still water; but the clear red blaze fell far and wide over the dry white downs of Sandwich, and the outlying plains, and threw the distant country into such bold relief against the blue sky that, from the sea, it looked close at hand, and but a short walk from the shore.

There were three or four dozen vessels at anchor in the Downs, waiting for a change of wind or anticipating a dead calm for some hours. A few others, like ourselves, were swimming stealthily over the slack tide, with every foot of their canvas piled upon them to reach safe anchorage before the wind wholly failed and the tide turned. A large ship with her sails stowed, and her masts and rigging showing with the fineness of ivory tracing against the sky, was being towed up Channel, and the slapping of the water by the paddles of the tug, in fast, capricious revolutions, was quite audible, though both ship and steamer were a long league distant. Here and there small boats were rowing away from the anchored ships for the shore. Now and again you could hear the faint distant choruses of the seamen furling a big sail or paying out more cable, the clank, clank of which was as pretty as music. Down in the east the heavens were a deep blue, flecked along the water-line with white sails, which glowed in the sunshine like beacons.

I was in a proper mood to appreciate this beautiful, tranquil scene. I was leaving England for a long spell; and the sight of this quiet little town of Deal and the grand old Foreland cliffs shutting out the sky, and the pale white shores we had left far astern, went right to my heart. Well, it was just a quiet leave-taking of the Old Country without words or sobs.

“The pilot means to bring up. I have just heard him tell the skipper to stand by for a light sou’-westerly breeze. This is a most confounded nuisance! All hands, perhaps, in the middle watch to get under way.”

“I expected as much,” said I, turning and confronting a short, squarely built man, with a power of red hair under his chin, and a skin like yellow leather through thirty years’ exposure to sun and wind and dirt all over the world. This was the chief mate, Mr. Ephraim Duckling, confidently assumed by me to be a Yankee, though he didn’t talk with his nose. I had looked at this gentleman with some doubt when I first met him in the West India Docks. He had blue eyes, with a cast in the port optic. This somehow made him humorous, whether or no, when he meant to be droll, so he had an advantage over other wits. He had hair so dense, coarse, and red withal, that he might safely have been scalped for a doormat. His legs were short, and his body very long and broad, and I guessed his strength by the way his arm filled out, and threatened to burst up the sleeve of his coat when he bent it. So far he had been polite enough to me, in a mighty rough fashion indeed; and as to the men, there had been little occasion for him to give orders as yet.

“I expected as much,” said I. “I have been watching the coast of France for the last quarter of an hour, and the moisture has nearly shut it out altogether. I doubt if we’ll fetch the Downs before the calm falls.”

“There is a little wind over the land, though, or that mill wouldn’t be turning.”

He turned his eyes up aloft, then went to the ship’s side and looked over. I followed him. The clear, green water was slipping slowly past, and now and again a string of seaweed went by, or a big transparent jelly-fish, or a great crab floating on the top of the water. A thin ripple shot out in a semi-circle from the ship’s bow, and, at all events, we might tell that we were moving by watching the mast of the Gull Light-ship sliding by the canvas of a vessel hull below the horizon to the eastward of the Sands.

Some of the hands were on the forecastle, looking and pointing toward the shore. Others stood in a group near the galley, talking with the cook, a fat, pale man, with flannel shirt-sleeves rolled above his elbows. The pigs in the long-boat grunted an accompaniment to the chatter of a mass of hens cooped under the long-boat. There was a movement in the sea, and the great sails overhead hung without flapping, and nothing stirred aloft but the light canvas of the royals, which sometimes shook the masts lazily, and with a fine distant sound.

The skipper stood on the weather side of the poop, against the starboard quarter-boat, conversing with the pilot.

Have before you a tall, well-shaped man, with iron-gray hair, a thin aquiline nose, a short, compressed mouth, small dark eyes, which looked at you imperiously from under a perfect hedge of eyebrow, and whitish whiskers, which slanted across his cheeks, dressed in a tall hat, a long monkey-jacket, and square-toed boots.

Captain Coxon was a decidedly good-looking man, not in the smallest degree approaching the conventional notion of the merchant skipper. Happily, it is no condition of good seamanship that a man should have bow-legs, and a coppery nose, and groggy eyes; and that he should prefer a dish of junk to a savory kickshaw, and screeching rum to good wine. I had heard before I joined the “Grosvenor” that Coxon was a smart seaman, though a bully to his men. But this did not prejudice me. I thought I knew my duties well enough to steer clear of his temper; and for the rest, knowing what a sea-faring life is, and how scarcely an hour ever comes without bringing some kind of peril of its own, I would rather any day take service under a bashaw who knew his work than a mild-natured creature who didn’t.

The pilot was a little dusky-faced man, with great bushy whiskers, and a large chocolate-colored shawl round his throat, though we were in August. I was watching these two men talking, when Duckling said:

“It’s my belief that we shall have trouble with those fellows forward. When we trimmed sail off the North Foreland, did you notice how they went to work?”

“Yes, I did. And I’ll tell you what’s the matter. As I was going forward after dinner, the cook stopped me, and told me the men were grumbling at the provisions. He said that some of the pork served out stunk, and the bread was moldy and full of weevils.”

“Oh, is that it?” said Duckling. “Wait till I get them to sea, and I’ll give them my affidavit now, if they like, that then they’ll have something to cry over. There’s a Portuguese fellow among them, and no ship’s company can keep honest when one of those devils comes aboard. He’ll always find out something that’s wrong, and turn and tumble it about until it sets all hands on fire.”

He went to the break of the poop and leaned, with his arms squarely set, upon the brass rail, and stared furiously at the group of men about the galley. Some of them grew uneasy, and edged away and got round to the other side of the galley; others, of those who remained, folded their arms and stared at him back, and one of them laughed, which put him in a passion at once.

“You lazy hounds!” he bellowed, in a voice of thunder, “have you nothing to get about? Some of you get that cable range there more over to windward. You, there, get some scrubbing-brushes and clean the long-boat’s bottom. Forecastle, there, come down out of that and see that your halyards are clear for running! I’ll teach you to palaver the cook, you grumbling villains!” and he made a movement so full of menace that the most obstinate-looking of the fellows got life into them at once, and bustled about.

I looked at the skipper to see what he thought of this little outbreak; but neither he nor the pilot paid the smallest attention to it; only when Duckling had made an end, the pilot gave an order which was repeated by the chief mate with lungs of brass.

“Aft here, and clew up the mainsail and furl it!”

The men threw down the scrubbing-brushes and chain-hooks which they had picked up, and came aft to the main-deck in a most surly fashion. Duckling eyed them like a mastiff a cat. I noticed some smart-looking hands among them, but they all to a man put on a lubberly air; and as they hauled upon the various ropes which snug a ship’s canvas upon the yard preparatory to its being furled, I heard them putting all manner of coarse, violent expressions, having reference to the ship and her officers, into their songs.

They went up aloft slowly and laid out along the yard, grumbling furiously. And to show what bad sailors they were, I suppose, they stowed the sail villainously, leaving bits of the leech sticking out, and making a bunt that must have blown out to the first capful of wind.

I was rather of opinion that Duckling’s behavior was founded on traditions which had been surrendered years ago by British seamen to Yankee skipper and mates. He had sailed a voyage in this ship with Coxon, and the captain therefore knew his character. That Coxon should abet Duckling’s behavior toward the men by his silence was a bad augury. I reckoned that they understood each other, and that the whole ship’s company, including myself, might expect a very uncomfortable voyage.

Meanwhile, Duckling waited until the men were off the yard and descending the rigging; he then roared out, “Furl the mainsail!”

The men stopped coming down, and looked at the yard and then at Duckling; and one of them said, in a sullen tone, “It is furled.”

I was amazed to see Duckling hop off the deck on to the poop-rail and spring up the rigging; I thought he was going to thrash the man who had answered; and the man evidently thought so too, for he turned pale, and edged sideways, along the ratline on which he stood, while he held one of his hands clinched. Up went Duckling, shaking the shrouds violently with his ungainly, sprawling way of climbing, and making the men dance upon the ratlines. In a moment he had swung himself upon the foot-rope, and was casting off the yard-arm gaskets. I don’t think half a dozen men could have loosed the sail in the time taken by him to do so. Down it fell, and down he came, hand over fist along the main-topsail sheet against the mainmast, bounded up the poop-ladder, and without loss of breath, roared out:

“Furl the mainsail!”

The men seemed inclined to disobey; some of them had already reached the bulwark; but another bellow, accompanied by a gesture, appeared to decide them. They mounted slowly, got upon the yard, and this time did the job in a sailor-like fashion.

“I’m only beginning with them,” he said, in his rough voice, to me; and he glanced at Coxon, who gave him a nod and a smile.

The pilot now told me to go forward and see that everything was ready for bringing up. We were drawing close to the Downs, but the air had quite died out and the sea stretched like oil to the horizon. I don’t know what was giving us way, for the light sails aloft hung flat, and the smoke of a steamboat, with its two funnels only showing away across the Channel, went straight up into the sky. There must however have been a faint, imperceptible tide running, but it took us another half hour to reach the point where the pilot had resolved to bring up, and by that time the sun had sunk behind the great headland beyond Deal, and was casting a broad crimson glare upon the sea.

The royals and top-gallantsails were clewed up and furled, and then the order was given to let go the top-sail halyards. Down came the three heavy yards rumbling along the masts, with the sound of chain rattling over sheaves. The canvas fell into festoons, and the pilot called:

“All ready forrard?”

“All ready.”

“Let go the anchor!”

“Stand clear of the cable!” I shouted.

Whack! whack! went the carpenter’s driving-hammer. A moment’s pause, then a tremendous splash, and the cable rushed with a hoarse outcry through the hawser-hole.

When this job was over I waited on the forecastle to superintend the stowing of the sails forward. The men worked briskly enough, and I heard one of them who was stowing the fore-topmast stay-sail say “that it was good luck the skipper had brought up. He didn’t think he’d be such a fool.”

This set me wondering what their meaning could be; but I thought it best to take no notice, nor repeat what I had heard, as I considered that the less Mr. Duckling had to say to the men the better we should all get on.

It was half past seven by the time the sails were furled, and the decks cleared of the ropes. The hands went below to tea, and I was walking aft when the cook came out of the galley, and said:

“Beg your pardon, sir; would you mind tasting of this?” And he handed me a bit of the ship’s biscuit. I smelled it and found it moldy, and put a piece in my mouth, but soon spit it out.

“I can’t say much for this, cook,” said I.

“It’s not fit for dogs,” replied the cook. “But so far as I’ve seen, all the provisions is the same. The sugar’s like mud, and the molasses is full of grit; and though I have been to sea, man and boy, two and twenty year I never saw tea like what they’ve got on board this ship. It ain’t tea—it makes the liquor yaller. It’s shavings, and wot I say is, regular tea ain’t shavings.”

“Well, let the men complain to the captain,” I answered. “He can report to the owners, and get the ship’s stores condemned.”

“It’s my belief they was condemned afore they came on board,” answered the cook. “I’ll bet any man a week’s grog that they wos bought cheap in a dock-yard sale o’ rotten grub by order o’ the Admirality.”

“Give me a biscuit,” said I, “and I’ll show it to the captain.”

He took out one from a drawer in which he kept the dough for the cuddy’s use, and I put it in my pocket and went aft.


CHAPTER II

I WILL here pause to describe the ship, which, being the theater of much that befell me which is related in this book, I should place before your eyes in as true a picture as I can draw.

The “Grosvenor,” then, was a small, full-rigged ship of five hundred tons, painted black with a single white streak below her bulwarks. She was a soft-wood vessel, built in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Her lines were very perfect.

Indeed, the beauty of her hull, her lofty masts, stayed with as great perfection as a man-of war’s, her graceful figure-head, sharp, yacht-like bows, and round stern had filled me with admiration when I first beheld her. Her decks were white and well-kept. She had a poop and a top-gallant forecastle, both of which I think the builder might have spared, as she was scarcely big enough for them. There was a good deal of brass work on her after-decks, and more expense than she deserved, from the perishable nature of the material of which she was constructed, had been lavished upon her in respect of deck ornamentation. Her richly carved wheel, brass belaying pins, brass capstan, brass binnacle, handsome sky-lights, and other such details, made her look like a gay pleasure-vessel rather than a sober trader. Her cuddy, however, was plain enough, containing six cabins, including the pantry. The wood-work was cheaply varnished mahogany; a fixed table ran from the mizzen-mast to within a few feet of the cuddy front, and on either side this table was a stout hair-covered bench. Abaft the mizzen-mast were the two cabins respectively occupied by Captain Coxon and Mr. Duckling. My own cabin was just under the break of the poop, so that from the window in it I could look out upon the main deck. A couple of broad sky-lights, well protected with brass wire fenders, let plenty of light into the cuddy; and swinging trays and lamps, and red curtains to draw across the sky-lights when the sun beat upon them, completed the furniture of this part of the vessel.

We could very well have carried a few passengers, and I never learned why we did not; but it may, perhaps, have happened that nobody was going our way at the time we were advertised to sail.

We were bound to Valparaiso with a general cargo, consisting chiefly of toys, hardware, Birmingham and Sheffield cutlery, and metal goods, and a stock of piano-fortes. The ship, to my thinking, was too deep, as though the owners had compensated themselves for the want of passenger-money by “taking it out” in freight. I readily foresaw that we should be a wet ship, and that we should labor more than was comfortable in a heavy sea. The steer-age was packed with light goods—bird-cages, and such things—but space was left in the ‘tween deck, though the cargo came flush with the deck in the hold.

However, in spite of being overloaded, the “Grosvenor” had beaten everything coming down the river that day. Just off the Reculvers, for example, when we had drawn the wind a trifle more abeam, we overhauled a steamer. She was pretty evidently a fast screw, and her people grew jealous when they saw us coming up astern, and piled up the fires, but could not stop us from dropping her, as neatly as she dropped an old coal brig that was staggering, near the shore, under dirty canvas. But she smothered us with her smoke as we passed her to leeward and I dare say they were glad to see the dose we got for our pains.

I came aft, as I have said, after leaving the baker, with the biscuit in my pocket, and got upon the poop. The skipper had gone below with the pilot, and they were having tea. Duckling was walking the poop, swearing now and again at a couple of ordinary seamen, whom he had set to work to flemish-coil the ropes along the deck, for no other reason than that he might put as much work on them as he could invent—for this flemish-coiling was of no use under the circumstances, and is only fit for Sundays on passenger ships, when you want to please the ladies with “tidy” effects, or when a vessel is in port. A watch had been set forward, and having cast a look up aloft to see that everything was trim, I went down the companion-ladder to the cuddy, followed by Duckling.

The interior of the cabin looked like some old Dutch painting, for the plain mahogany wood-work gave the place an antique air. The lamps were alight, for it was dusk here, though daylight was still abroad upon the sea; and the lamplight imparted a grave, old-fashioned coloring to the things it shone upon. The skipper sat near the mizzen-mast, stirring the sugar in a cup of tea. He looked better without than with his hat; his forehead was high, though rather peaked, and his iron-gray hair, parted amidships and brushed carelessly over his ears, gave him a look of dignity. The coarse little pilot was eating bread and butter voraciously, his great whiskers moving as he worked his jaws.

Duckling and I seated ourselves at the table, and I had some difficulty to prevent myself from laughing at the odd figures Duckling and the pilot made side by side—the one with his whiskers working like a pair of brushes, and the other with that door-mat of red hair on his head, and the puzzling cast of the eye that made me always doubt which one I should address when I tried to look him full in the face.

“There’s a breeze coming up from the sou’west, sir,” said Duckling to the captain. “The water’s darkish out in that quarter, but I don’t think there’s enough of it to swing the ship.”

“Let it come favorable, and we’ll get under way at once,” answered Coxon. “I had a spell of this sort of thing last year—for ten days, wasn’t it, Duckling?—because I neglected a light air that sprung up south-easterly. I thought it couldn’t have held ten minutes, but it would have carried me well away to the French side before it failed, and made me a free passage down, for the wind came fresh from south by west and deadlocked me here. Mr. Royle, what’s going forward among the men? I heard them cursing pretty freely when they were up aloft.”

“They are complaining of the ship’s provisions, sir,” I replied. “The cook gave me a biscuit just now, and I promised to show it to you.”

Saying which, I pulled the biscuit out of my pocket and put it upon the table. He contracted his bushy eyebrows, and without looking at the biscuit, stared angrily at me.

“Hark you, Mr. Royle!” said he, in a voice I found detestable for the sneering contempt it conveyed, “I allow no officer that sails under me to become a confidant of my crew. Do you understand?”

I flushed up as I answered that I was no confidant of the crew; that the cook had stopped me to explain the men’s grievance, and that I had asked him for a biscuit to show the captain as a sample of the ship’s bread which the steward was serving out.

“It’s very good bread,” said the obsequious pilot, taking up the biscuit while he wiped the butter out of the corners of his mouth.

“Eat it then!” I exclaimed.

“Damnation! eat it yourself!” cried Coxon, furiously. “You’re used to that kind of fare, I should think, and like it, or you wouldn’t be bringing it into the cuddy in your pocket, would you, sir?”

I made him no answer. I could see by the expression in Duckling’s face that he sided with the skipper, and I thought it would be bad lookout for me to begin the voyage with a quarrel.

“I’ll trouble you to put that biscuit where you took it from,” the captain continued, with an enraged nod in the direction of my pocket, “and return it to the blackguard who gave it, and tell him to present Captain Coxon’s respects to the men, and inform them that if they object to the ship’s bread, they’re welcome to take their meals along with the pigs in the long-boat. The butcher’ll serve them.”

“Mr. Royle tells me they find the meat worse than the bread,” said Mr. Duckling. “I guess the hounds who grumble most are men who have shipped out of workhouses, where their grub was burned burgoo twice a day, and a lick of brimstone to make it easy.”

He laughed loudly at his own humor, and was joined by the pilot who rubbed his hands, and swore that he hadn’t heard a better joke for years.

I made what dispatch I might with my tea, not much desiring to remain in company with Coxon in his present temper. I fancy he grew a little ashamed of himself presently, for he softened his voice and now and again glanced across at me. The pilot looking up through the sky-light called attention to the vane at the main-royal mast-head which was fluttering to a light air from the south-west, as had been predicted, and as I could tell by referring to the tell-tale compass, which was swung just over where Coxon was seated. Then Coxon and his chief mate talked of the time they meant to occupy in the run to Valparaiso. I understood the former to say that his employers had given him eight weeks to do it in. I should like to have said that, had they added another two to that, they would still have been imposing enough upon us all to keep us alive. But at this point I quitted the table, giving Coxon a bow as I rose which he returned with a sort of half-ashamed stiffness, and repaired to my cabin to get my pipe for a half-hour’s enjoyment of the beautiful autumn evening on deck.

I don’t think tobacco has the same flavor ashore that it has at sea. Something in the salt air brings out the full richness and aroma of it. A few whiffs on the main-deck came like oil upon the agitation of my mind, ruffled by Coxon’s impertinence and temper. I stepped on to the forecastle to see that the riding lamps were all right, and that there was a man on the lookout. The crew were in the forecastle talking in subdued voices, and the hot air that came up through the fore-scuttle was intolerable as I passed it. I then regained the poop, and seated myself on the rail among the shadows of the backstays leading from the main-royal and top-gallant masts.

The sun had gone down some time now, and only faint traces of daylight lowered in the westward. The light on the South Foreland emitted a most beautiful, clear, and brilliant beam, and diffused a broad area of misty radiance on the land around. The light-beacons were winking along the Goodwin Sands, and pretty close at hand were the lights of Deal, a pale, fine constellation, which made the country all the darker for their presence. The moon would not rise until after nine, but the heavens were spangled with stars, some so lustrous that the calm sea mirrored them in cones of silver; and from time to time flashing shooting-stars chased across the sky, and with their blue fires offered a peculiar contrast to the eye with the yellow and red lights on the water.

There was a little air moving from the southward, but so light as scarcely to be noticeable to any man but a sailor awaiting a change. The vessels at anchor near us loomed large in the starlighted gloom that over-spread the face of the sea. Lights flitted upon them; and the voices of men singing, the jingling of a concertina or a fiddle, the rumbling of yards lowered aboard some new-comers which could not be descried, and now and again the measured splash of oars, were sounds which only served to give a deeper intensity to the solemn calm of the night.

The inmates of the cuddy still kept their seats, and their voices came out through the open sky-lights. I heard Captain Coxon say,

“I should like to know what sort of a fellow they have given me for a second mate. He strikes me as coming the gentleman a trifle, don’t he, Duckling?”

To which the other replied, “He seems a civil-spoken young man, and up to his work. But I guess there’s too much molasses mixed with his blood to suit my book. He wants a New Orleans training, as my old skipper used to say. Do you know what that means, sir?” evidently addressing the pilot. “Well, it means a knife in your ribs when you’re not disposed to hurry, and a knuckle-duster in the shape of a marline-spike down your throat if you stop to arguefy.”

The pilot laughed, and said, “Here’s your health, sir. Men of your kind are wanted nowadays, sir.”

It was plain from this speech that the pilot had exchanged his tea for something stronger. The captain here began to speak, but I couldn’t catch his words, though I strained my ears, as I was anxious to gain all the insight I could into his character, that I might know how to shape my behavior.

I say this for a very weighty reason—I was entirely dependent on the profession I had adopted. I knew it was in the power of any captain I sailed with to injure me, and perhaps ruin my prospects. Everything in sea-faring life depends upon reports and testimonials; and in these days, when the demand for officers is utterly disproportionate to the immense supply, owners are only too willing to listen to objections, and take any skipper’s word as an excuse to decline your services or get rid of you.

Neither the captain nor Mr. Duckling appeared on deck again. The pilot came up shortly after one bell (half past eight) and looked about him for a few minutes. The tide had swung the ship with her stern up Channel. He went and looked over the side, and then had a stare at Deal, but took no notice of me, whom he could very plainly see, and returned below.

I lingered three-quarters of an hour on deck, during which time the little sigh of wind that had come from the south-west died out, and a most perfect calm fell. The large stars burned with amazing brilliancy and power, and I thought it possible that the wind might go to the eastward. This idea detained me on deck longer than I had meant to stop, as I thought it would do me no ill service if I should be the first to report a fair wind to the skipper, and show myself smart in getting the hands up. Perhaps the moon would bring a breeze with her, and as she rose at twenty minutes past nine, I filled another pipe to await her coming.

As I struck a match, the steward came half-way up the poop-ladder to tell me the spirits were on the table.

“Did the captain send you?” I asked.

“No, sir,” he answered. “I thought I’d let you know, as they’ll be cleared away after nine, and my orders are not to serve them again when once they’re stowed away for the night. That’s the captain’s rule.”

“All right,” said I. Another time I should have gone below and had my glass of grog; but I considered it my best policy to keep clear of Coxon until the temper that had been excited by unfortunate production of the ship’s biscuit was cooled down.

I took some turns along the deck, and shortly after nine one of the lamps in the cuddy was extinguished, and on looking through the sky-light I found that the three men had left the table. There was a man pacing to and fro the forecastle, and I could just make out his figure against the stars which gleamed and throbbed right down to the horizon. The rest of the crew had evidently turned in, for I heard no voices; and now that the talking which had been going on in the cuddy no longer vexed the ear with rough accents, a profound silence and peace came down upon the ship. Around me the anchored vessels gloomed like phantoms; the sea unrolled its dark unbreathing surface into the visionary distances; nothing sounded from the shore but the murmur of the summer surf upon the shingle. One might have said that the spirit of life had departed from the earth; that nothing lived but the stars, which looked down upon a scene as impalpable and elusive as a dream.

At last up rose the moon. She made her coming apparent by paling the stars in the southern sky, then by projecting a white mist of light over the horizon. Anon her upper limb, red as fire, jetted upward, and the full orb, vast and feverish as the setting sun, sailed out of the sea, most slowly and solemnly, lifting with her a black mist, that belted her like a circle of smoke; this vanished, and by degrees, perceptible to the eye, her color changed; the red chastened into pearl, her disk grew smaller and soon she was well above the horizon, shining with a most clear and silvery splendor, and making the sea beneath her lustrous with mild light. But not a breath of air followed her coming. The ships in the Downs caught the new light, and their yards showed like streaks of pearl against the night. The red lights of the Goodwin Sands dwindled before the pure, far-reaching radiance into mere floating sparks of fire. The heavens were cloudless, and the sea wonderfully calm. I might keep watch all night, and still have nothing to report; so, knocking the ashes out of my pipe, I descended the poop-ladder and entered my cabin.


CHAPTER III

I HAD slung a cot, although there was a good mahogany bunk in the cabin. No sensible person would sleep in a bunk at sea when he could swing in a hammock or cot. Suppose the bunk is athwartship; when the vessel goes about you must shift your pillow; and very often she will go about in your watch below and catch you asleep, so that when you wake you find your feet are in the air, and all the blood in your body in your head. When I first went to sea I slept in a ‘thwartship bunk. The ship was taken aback one night when I was asleep, and they came and roared, “All hands shorten sail!” down the booby-hatch. I heard the cry and tried to get out of my bed, but my head was jammed to leeward by the weight of my body, and I could not move. Had the ship foundered, I should have gone to the bottom, in bed, helpless. Always after that I slept in a hammock.

The watch on deck had orders to call the captain if a change of wind came; also I knew that the pilot would be up, sniffing about, off and on through the night; so I turned in properly and slept soundly until two; when waking up, I drew on my small clothes and went on deck, where I found Duckling mousing about in the moonshine in a pair of yellow flannel drawers, he having, like myself, come up to see if any wind was stirring. He looked like a new kind of monkey in his tight white rig and immense head of hair. “No wind, no wind!” he muttered, in a sleepy grumble, and then went below with a run, nearly tumbling, in fact, head over heels down the companion-ladder.

I took a turn forward to see if the riding lights burned well and the man on the lookout was awake. The decks were wet with dew, and the moon was now hanging over the South Foreland. The sky was still cloudless, and not a breath of air to be felt. This being the case I went back to my cot.

When I next awoke I found my cot violently swinging. I thought for the moment that we were under way and in a heavy sea; but on looking over I saw Mr. Duckling, who exclaimed, “Out with you, Mr. Royle! There’s a good breeze from the east’ard. Look alive and call the boatswain to pipe all hands.”

Hearing this, I was wide awake at once, and in a few minutes was making my way to the boatswain’s cabin, a deck-house on the port side against the forecastle. He and the carpenter were fast asleep in bunks placed one over the other. I laid hold of the boatswain’s leg, which hung over the bunk—both he and the carpenter had turned in “all standing,” as they say at sea—and shook it. His great, brown, hairy face came out of the bolster in which it was buried; he then threw over his other leg and sat upright.

“All hands, sir?”

“Yes; look sharp, bo’s’n.”

He was about to speak, but stopped short and said, “Ay, ay, sir”; whereupon I hurried aft.

It was twenty minutes past five by the clock in the cuddy. The sun had been risen half an hour, and was already warming the decks. But there was a fine breeze; not from the eastward, as Duckling had said, but well to the northward of east—which brought ripe, fresh morning smells from the land with it, and made the water run in little leaps of foam against the ship’s side.

Captain Coxon and the pilot were both on the poop, and as I came up the former called out,

“Is the boatswain awake yet?”

“Yes, sir,” I answered, and dived into my cabin to finish dressing. I heard the boatswain’s pipe sound, followed by the roar of his voice summoning the hands to weigh anchor. My station was on the forecastle, and thither I went. But none of the hands had emerged as yet, the only man seen being the fellow on the lookout. All about us, the outward bound vessels were taking advantage of the wind; some of them were already standing away, others were sheeting canvas; the clinking of the windlasses was incessant, and several Deal boats were driving under their lugs among the shipping.

“Mr. Royle,” cried out the captain, “jump below, will you, and see what those fellows are about.”

I went to the fore-scuttle and peered into it bawling, “Below there!”

“There’s no use singing out,” said a voice; “we don’t mean to get the ship under way until you give us something fit to eat.”

“Who was that who spoke?” I called. “Show yourself, my man.”

A fellow came and stood under the fore-scuttle, and looking up, said, in a bold, defiant way:

“I spoke—’Bill Marling, able seaman.’”

“Am I to tell the captain that you refuse to turn to?”

“Ay! and tell him we’d rather have six months of chokee than one mouthful of his d——d provisions,” he answered; and immediately a lot of voices took up the theme, and as I left the forecastle to deliver the message, I heard the men cursing and abusing us all violently, the foreigners particularly—that is, the Portuguese and a Frenchman, who was a half negro —swearing in the worst English words and worst English pronunciation, shrilly and fiercely.

Coxon pretty well knew what was coming. He and Duckling stood together on the poop, and I delivered the men’s message from the quarter-deck.

Coxon was in a great rage, and quite pale with it. The expression in his face was really devilish. His lips became bloodless, and when he glanced his eyes around and saw the other ships taking advantage of the fine breeze and sailing away, he seemed deprived of speech. He had sense enough, however, with all his fury, to know that in his case no good could come from passion. He seized the brass rail with both hands, and made a gesture with his head to signify that I should draw nearer.

“Who was the man who gave you that message, sir?”

“A fellow who called himself Bill Marling.”

“Do they refuse to leave the forecastle?”

“They refuse to get the ship under way.”

“Is the boatswain disaffected?”

“No, sir; but I fancy he knows the men’s minds.”

He turned to Mr. Duckling.

“If the boatswain is sound, we four ought to be able to make the scoundrels turn to.”

This was like suggesting a hand-to-hand fight—four against twelve, and Duckling had the sense to hold his tongue. The boatswain was standing near the long-boat, looking aft, and Coxon suddenly called to him, “Lead the men aft.”

I now thought proper to get upon the poop; and in a short time the men came aft in twos and threes. They were thirteen in all, including the carpenter, four ordinary seamen, the cook, and the cook’s mate. The boatswain kept forward.

There was a capstan just abaft the mainmast, and here the men assembled. There was not much in the situation to move one’s gravity, and yet I could scarcely forbear smiling when I looked down upon their faces fraught with expressions so various in kind, though all denoting the same feelings. Some were regular old stagers, fellows who had been to sea all their lives, with great bare arms tattooed with crucifixes, bracelets, and other such devices, in canvas or blanket breeches and flannel shirts, with the invariable belt and knife around their middle. Some, to judge from their clothes, had evidently signed articles in an almost destitute condition, their clothes being complete suits of patches, and their faces pale and thin. The foreigners were, of course, exceedingly dirty; and the “Portugee’s” wonderfully ugly countenance was hardly improved by the stout silver ear-rings with which his long ears were ornamented.

The first movement of mirth in me, however, was but transient. Pity came uppermost in a few moments. I do think there is something touching in the simplicity of sailors, in the child-like way in which they go about to explain a grievance and get it redressed. They have few words and little experience outside the monotonous life they follow; they express themselves ill, are subdued by a harsh discipline on board, or by acts of cruelty which could not be tolerated in any kind of service ashore; the very negroes and savages of distant countries have more interest taken in them by the people of England than sailors, for whom scarcely a charity exists; the laws which deal with their insubordination are unnecessarily severe; and of the persons who are appointed to inquire into the causes of insubordination, scarce five in the hundred are qualified by experience, sympathy, or disinterestedness to do sailors justice.

Some such thoughts as these were in my mind as I stood watching the men on the quarter-deck.

Coxon, with his hand still clutching the rail, said: “The boatswain has piped you out to get the ship under way. Do you refuse?”

The man named Bill Marling made a step forward. The men had evidently constituted him spokesman.

“We don’t mean to work this here ship,” said he, “until better food is put aboard. The biscuits are not fit for dogs; and I say that the pork stinks, and that the molasses is grits.”

“That’s the truth,” said a voice; and the Portuguese nodded and gesticulated violently.

“You blackguards!” burst out the captain, losing all self-control. “What do you know about food for dogs? You’re not as good as dogs to know. Aren’t you shipped out of filthy Ratcliffe Highway lodgings, where the ship’s bread and meat and molasses would be eaten by you as d——d fine luxuries, you lubbers? Turn to at once and man the windlass, or I’ll find a way to make you!”

“We say,” said the spokesman, pulling a biscuit out of his bosom and holding it up, “that we don’t mean to work the ship until you give us better bread than this. It’s moldy and full of weevils. Put the bread in the sun and see the worms crawl out of it.”

“Will the skipper pitch the cuddy bread overboard and eat ourn?” demanded a rough voice.

“And the cuddy meat along with it!” exclaimed a man, a short, powerfully built fellow with a crisp, black beard and woolly hair, holding up a piece of pork on the blade of a knife. “Let Captain Coxon smell this.”

The captain looked at them for a few moments with flashing eyes, then turned and walked right aft with Duckling. Here they were joined by the pilot, and a discussion took place among them that lasted some minutes. Meanwhile I paced to and fro athwart the poop. The men talked in low tones among themselves, but none of them seemed disposed to give in. For my own part, I rather fancied that though their complaint of the provisions was justifiable enough, it was advanced rather as a sound excuse for declining to sail with a skipper and chief mate whose behavior so far toward them was a very mild suggestion of the treatment they might expect when they should be fairly at sea, and in these two men’s power. I heard my name mentioned among them, and one or two remarks made about me, but not uncomplimentary. The cook had probably told them I was well-disposed, and I believe that some of them would have harangued me had I appeared willing to listen.

Presently Mr. Duckling left the captain and ordered the men to go forward. He then called the boatswain, and turning to me, said that I was to be left in charge of the ship with the pilot while he and the captain went ashore.

The boatswain came aft and got into the quarter-boat which Duckling and I lowered; and I then towed her by her painter to the gangway, where Duckling and the captain got into her.

As no signal was hoisted, I was at a loss to conceive what course Captain Coxon proposed to adopt. Duckling and the boatswain, each took an oar while Coxon steered, and away they went, sousing over the little waves which the fresh land breeze had set running along the river.

By this time all the outward bound ships had got their anchors, up, and were standing down Channel. Some of them which had got away smartly were well around the Foreland, and we were the only one of them all that still kept the ground. Captain Coxon’s rage and disappointment were, of course, intelligible enough; for time to him was not only money, but credit—I mean that every day he could save in making the run to Valparaiso would improve him in his employers’ estimation.

The men peered over the bulwarks at the departing boat, wondering what the skipper would do. There was a tide running to the southward, and they had to keep the boat heading toward Sandwich. Strong as the boatswain was, I could see what a much stronger oar Duckling pulled, by the way the boat’s head swerved under the strokes.

I stood watching them for some time, and then joined the pilot, who had lighted a pipe and sat smoking on the taff-rail. He gave me a civil nod, being well disposed enough, now that Coxon was not by, and made some remark about the awkwardness of the men refusing work when the breeze was so good.

“True,” said I; “but I think you’ll find that the magistrates will give it in their favor. There’s some mistake about the ship’s stores. Such bread as the men have had served out to them ought never to have been put on board, and the steward has owned to me that it’s all alike.”

“The captain don’t intend to let it come before the magistrates,” answered the pilot, with a wink, and pulling his pipe from his mouth to inspect the bowl. “He wants to be off, and means to telegraph for another crew and turn those fellows yonder adrift.”

“Won’t he ship some better provisions?”

“I don’t know, sir. Preehaps he’s satisfied that the provisions is good enough for the men, and preehaps he isn’t. Leastways he’ll not be persuaded contrarily to his belief.”

“So, then, the police are to have nothing to do with this matter, and the stores will be retained for another crew?”

“That’s as it may be.”

“There will be a mutiny before we get to Valparaiso.”

“Something’ll happen, I dare say.”

I not only considered the captain’s behavior in this matter bad morally, but extremely impolitic. His motives were plain enough. The stores had been shipped as a cheap lot for the men to eat; and I dare say the understanding between Coxon and the owners was that the stores should not be changed. This view would account for his going on shore to telegraph for a new crew, since sending the old crew about their business would promise a cheaper issue than signaling for the police and bringing the offenders before the magistrates, and causing the vessel to be detained while inquiries were made. But that he would be imperiling the safety of his vessel by shipping a fresh crew without exchanging the bad stores for good, was quite certain, and I wondered that so old a sailor as he should be such a fool as not to foresee some disastrous end to his own or his owner’s contemptible cheese-paring policy.

However, I had not so good an opinion of the pilot’s taciturnity as to make him a confidant in these thoughts; we talked on other matters for a few minutes, and he then went below, and after a while, on passing the sky-light, I saw him, stretched on one of the cuddy benches sound asleep.

The Downs now presented a very different appearance from what they had exhibited an hour before. There were not above four vessels at anchor, and of those which had filled and stood away scarce half a dozen were in sight. These were some lumbering old brigs with a bark among them, with the water almost level with their decks; picturesque enough, however, in the glorious morning light, as they went washing solemnly away, showing their square sterns to the wind. A prettier sight was a fine schooner yacht coming up fast from the southward, with her bow close to the wind; and over to the eastward the sea was alive with smacks, their sails shining like copper, standing apparently for the North Sea.

The land all about Walmer was of an exquisite soft green, and in the breezy summer light Deal looked the quaintest, snuggest little town in the world.

A little after eight the steward called me down to breakfast, where I found the pilot impatiently sniffing an atmosphere charged with the aroma of broiled ham and strong coffee. I own, as I helped myself to a rasher and contrasted the good provisions with which cuddy table was furnished with the bad food served to the men, I was weak enough to sympathize very cordially with the poor fellows. The steward told me that not a man among them had broke his fast; this he had been told by the cook, who added that they would rather starve than eat the biscuit that had been served out to them. Such was their way of showing themselves wronged; and the steward declared that he did not half like bringing our breakfast from the galley, for the men, when they smelled the ham and saw him going aft with a tin of hot rolls, became so forcible in their language that he every moment, during his walk along the main deck, expected to feel himself seized behind and pitched overboard.

“It’s the old story, sir,” said the Pilot, who was making an immense breakfast, “and it’s true enough what Mr. Duckling said last night, which I thought uncommonly good. They ship sailors out of places where there’s nothing to be seen but rags and rum—rum and rags, sir; they give ‘em a good cabin to sleep in, pounds sterling a month, grog every day at eight bells, plenty of good livin’, considering what they was, where they come from, and what they desarves; and what do they do but turn up their noses at food which they’d crawl upon their knees to get in their kennels ashore, and swear that they won’t do ne’er a stroke of work unless they’re bribed by the very best of everything. What do they want?—lobsters for breakfast, and wenison and pIum-duff for dinner and chops and tamater-sauce for supper? It’s the ruination of owners, sir, are these here new-fangled ideas; and I don’t say—mind, I don’t say that it don’t go agin pilots as a body. A pilot can’t do his dooty as he ought when he’s got such crews as sarve nowadays to order about. Here am I stuck here, with a job that I knows of waitin’ and waitin’ for me at Gravesend; and all because this blessed ship’s company wants wenison and plum-duff for dinner!”

He helped himself to a large slice of broiled ham and devoured it with sullen energy.

I could have said a word for the men, but guessed that my remarks would be repeated to the skipper; and since I could not benefit them, there was no use in injuring myself.

After breakfast I went upon deck, and saw a Deal boat making for the ship. She came along in slashing style, under her broad lug—what splendid boats those Deal luggers are, and how superbly the fellows handle them!—and in a short time was near enough to enable me to see that she towed our quarter-boat astern, and that Coxon and Duckling were among her occupants. I went to the gangway to receive her; she fell off, then luffed, running a fine semicircle; down dropped her lug, her mizzen brought her right to, and she came alongside with beautiful precision, stopping under the gang-way like a carriage at your door.

I caught the line that was flung from her, took a turn with it, and then Coxon and the chief mate stepped on board. The moment he touched the deck, Coxon called to his men, who were hanging about the forecastle.

“Get your traps together and out with you! If ever a man among you stops in my ship five minutes, I’ll fling him overboard.”

With which terrible threat he walked into the cuddy. Duckling remained at the gangway to see the crew leave the ship. The poor fellows were all ready. They had made up their minds to go ashore, but hardly knew under what circumstances. I had noticed the pressing forward to look into the boat when she came alongside no doubt expecting to see the uniform of a police superintendent there. The presence of such an official would, of course, have mean imprisonment to them; they would have been locked up until brought before the magistrates. They were clearly disappointed by the skipper’s procedure, for as they came to the gangway, carrying their bags and chests, all kinds of remarks, expressive of their opinion on the matter, were uttered by them.

“The old blackguard!” said one flinging his bag into the boat, and lingering before Duckling and myself in order to deliver his observations, “he hasn’t the pluck to have us tried. Pitch us overboard! let him try his (etc.) hand upon the littlest of us! I’d take six months and thank ‘em, just to warm my fist on his (etc.) face!” and so forth.

Duckling was wise to hold his peace. The men were furious enough to have massacred him had he opened his lips.

The older hands got into the boat in silence, but none of the rest left the ship without some candid expression of his feelings. One said he’d gladly pay a pound for leave to set fire to the ship. Another called her a floating workhouse. A third hoped that the vessel would be sunk, and the brutes commanding her drowned before this time to-morrow. Every evil wish that malice and rage could invent was hurled at the vessel and at those who remained in her. In after days I recalled that beautiful morning, the picture of the lugger alongside the ship, the hungry, ill-used men with their poor packs going over the vessel’s side, and the curses they pronounced as they left us.

An incident followed the entry of the last of the men in the boat. The sail was hoisted, the rope that held the boat let her go, and her head was shoved off; when the “Portugee,” in the excitement and fury of his feelings, drew in his breath and his cheeks, and spit with tremendous energy at Duckling, who was watching him; but the missile fell short; in a word, he spit full in the face of one of the old hands, who instantly knocked him down. He tumbled head over heels among the feet of the crowd of men, while Duckling roared out, “If the man who knocked that blackguard down will return to his duty, I’ll be his friend.” But all the answer he got was a roar which resembled in sound and character the mingled laughter and groans of a large mob. The fresh wind caught and filled the sail, the boat bounded away under the pressure, and in a few minutes was a long distance out of hail.


CHAPTER IV

A FRESH crew came down from London the following morning in charge of a crimp.

Duckling went ashore to meet them at the railway station, and they came off in the same boat that had landed the others on the previous day.

They appeared much the same sort of men as those who had left us; badly clothed for the most part, and but four of them had sea-chests, the rest bringing bags. There was one very big man among them, a fellow that dwarfed the others; he held himself erect, wore good boots, and might very well have passed for an escaped Life Guardsman, were it not for an indescribable something in his gait and the way in which he hung his hands, that marked him for a Jack.

Another fellow I noticed, as he scrambled over the ship’s side and sung out, in tones as hoarse as a raven’s, to pitch him up “blooming portmantey,” had a very extraordinary face, altogether out of proportion with his head, being, I dare say, a full third too small. The back of the skull was immense, and was covered with hair coarser than Duckling’s—as coarse as hemp-yards. This grew down beside his ears, and got mixed up with his streaky whiskers which bound up the lower part of his face like a tar poultice. Out of this circle of hair looked a face as small as a young boy’s; little closed Chinese eyes, a bit of a pug-nose, and a square mouth, open so as to show that he wanted four front teeth. The frame belonging to this remarkable head and face was singularly vigorous, though grievously misshapen. His long arms went far down his legs; his back, without having a hump, was as round as a shell, and he looked as if he measured a yard and a half from shoulder to shoulder. I watched this strange-looking creature with great curiosity until I lost sight of him in the forecastle.

The men bustled over the side with great alacrity, bawling for their bags and property to be handed up in a great variety of accents. There were two Dutchmen, and a copper-colored man, with African features, among them; the rest were English.

The crimp remained in the boat, watching the men go on board. He was from the other side of Jordan. His woolly hair was soaked with oil, and shone resplendent in the sun; the oil seemed to have got into his hat, too, for that had a most fearful polish. He wore a great-coat that came down to his shins, and beneath this he exhibited a pair of blue serge breeches, terminating in boots as greasy as his hat. He was genteel enough to wear kid gloves; but the imagination was not to be seduced by such an artifice from picturing the dirt under the gloves.

I knew something of crimps, and amused myself with an idle speculation or two while watching the man. This was a fellow who would probably keep a lodging-house for sailors in some dirty little street leading out of the West India Dock Road. His terms would be very easy; seven shillings a week for board and lodging, and every gentleman to pay for extras. He would probably have two or three amiable and obliging sisters, daughters, or nieces living with him, knowing the generous and blind confidence Jack reposes in the endearments of the soft sex, and how very prodigally he will pay for them.

So this greasy miscreant’s dirty West India Dock Road lodging-house for sailors would always be pretty full, and he would never have much difficulty in mustering a crew when he got an order to raise one. Of course it would pay him, as it pays other crimps, to let lodgings to sailors, so as to have them always about him when a crew is wanted: for will he not obligingly cash their advance notes for them, handing them say, thirty shillings for three pounds ten? “What do I do with this dirty risk?” he will exclaim, when Jack expostulates. “Supposing you cut stick? I lose my money. I only do this to obleege you. Go into the street,” he cries, pretending to get in a passion, “and see what you’ll get for your dirty piece of paper. You’ll be comin’ back to me on your bended knees, with tears a-tricklin’ and runnin’ over your cheeks, axing my parding for me and willin’ to say a prayer of thankfulness for me bein’ put in your way. You’ll want a bag for your clothes, and here’s one, dirt cheap, five and a ‘arf. And you can’t go to sea with one pair o’ brigs, and you shall have these beauties a bargain—come, fourteen and six, for you, and I’ll ask you not to say what you gave for ‘em, or I shall have four hundred and fifty-vun customers comin’ in a rage to tell me I’m a villin for charging of ‘em a guinea for the same article. And here’s a first-class knife and belt—something fit for the heye to rest upon—honestly vorth ‘arf a sovrin, which I’ll make you a present of for a bob; and if you say a word I’ll take everything back, for I can’t stand ingratitood.”

Our friend watched the crew over the vessel’s side with jealous eyes, for had they refused at the last moment to remain in the ship, he would have been a loser to the amount he had given them for their advance notes. He looked really happy when the last man was out of the lugger and her head turned for the shore. He raised his greasy hat to Duckling, and his hair shone like polished mahogany in the sun.

“Aft here, some of you, and ship this gangway. Boatswain, pipe all hands to get the ship under way,” cried Duckling; and turning to me with a wink, he added, “If the grub is going to bring more rows, we must fight ‘em on the high seas.”

There was a little breeze from the south-east; quite enough to keep the smaller sails full and give us headway against the tide that was running up Channel. The men, zealous as all new comers are, hastened briskly out of the forecastle on hearing Duckling’s voice and the boatswain’s whistle, and manned the windlass. The pilot was now on the poop with the skipper, the latter looking lively enough as he heard the quick clanking of the palls. The men broke into a song and chorus presently and the rude strains chimed in well with the hoarse echo of the cable coming link by link inboard.

Presently I reported the cable up and down. Then from Duckling, the pilot’s mouth-piece, came the familiar orders:

“Loose the outer jib.”

“Lay aloft, some of you, and loose the top-sails.”

“Up with that jib smartly my lads.”

“A hand aft here to the wheel.”

The ship lay with her head pointing to the direction in which she was going: there was nothing more to do than sheet home the top-sails and trip the anchor. The men were tolerably nimble and smart. The three top-sails were soon set, the windlass again manned, and within a quarter of an hour from the time when the order was given, the ship was under way, and pushing quietly through a tide that raced in a hundred wrinkles around her bows.

We set the fore and maintop-gallant-sails and spanker presently; the yards were braced sharp up, for we were heading well south, so as to give the Foreland a wide berth. This extra canvas sent us swirling past the red-hulled light-ship off this point, and soon the Dover pier opened, and the great white cliffs with their green heights. Anon, our course bringing the wind more aft, we set the mainsail and main-royal and mizzen-top-gallant-sail, with the stay-sails and jibs.

The breeze freshened as we stretched seaward—the ship was now carrying a deal of canvas, and the men seemed pleased with her pace.

The day was gloriously fine. The sea was of an emerald green, alive with little leaping waves, each with its narrow thread of froth. The breeze was strong enough to lay the vessel over just so far as to enable one looking over the weather side to see her copper, shining red below the green line of water. The brilliant sunshine illuminated the brasswork with innumerable glories, and shone with fluctuating flashes in the glass of sky-lights, and made the decks glisten like a yacht’s. The canvas, broad and white, towered nobly to the sky; and the main-royal against the deep blue of the sky seemed like a cloud among the whiter clouds which swept in quick succession high above. It was a sight to look over the ship’s bows, to see her keen stem shredding the water, and the permanent pillar of foam leaning away from her weather-bow.
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“The greatest master of the sea, living or dead.”
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