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History, I often think, is like a tap on the shoulder. This story of what it was like to be a captain’s wife or daughter at sea is eloquent evidence of this, for the writing involved a whole series of nudges from the past. The research for Hen Frigates was an ever-evolving process, which included the discovery of a long-hidden nineteenth-century gravestone, a wedding portrait that returned home, and diaries hidden in an attic.


Like many a good yarn, this one begins with a discovery made on a tropical isle. The year was 1984. My husband, Ron, and I were cycling around the island of Rarotonga, one of the Cook Islands scattered across Polynesia in the South Pacific. Rarotonga is not a large island, as can be judged by the fact that it takes just two hours to ride completely around it, but it is definitely beautiful. In the middle is a tall, green-clothed mountain, and plantations of oranges, pawpaw, and avocado trees sweep down the slopes to the narrow, potholed road that rims the island beside the sea. On the other side of the road there is a strand of coral rubble where straggly mallows and great Wellingtonia trees  grow, surrounded by thick weeds. And, beyond the trees, white sand rakes down to the turquoise lagoon, the reef, and the sparkling blue sea.


We arrived at a certain place on the beach that is known as Ngatangiia at noon. It was very hot, and we expected it to be deserted, but to our surprise a young man was working away in the littoral rubble, hacking away at the weeds. It seemed such a pointless task that we became curious. Why was he working so hard to clear land that would never produce a crop? When we asked around, however, we found he did have a good reason. An ancestor ghost had come to him in a dream, and had commanded him to do this, because this bit of land was a graveyard.
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Rarotonga. Photograph by Ron Druett.


This explanation was rather hard to credit, for Rarotongans do not neglect graves. As it turned out, the explanation was valid, however: this was a graveyard for outsiders. A long time ago, a sailing ship had called with a dead seaman on board, and the captain had asked the queen of the island—the pa-ariki—for permission to bury the boy on land, a burial at sea not being considered desirable back then. The ariki thought deeply about it, for the rule was that only native Rarotongans could be buried on the island, but then she relented, and had this piece of ground set aside, as a burying place for foreigners. And so it came about that more ships called, and more outsiders were buried there, and so the graveyard had been maintained. Then the sailing ships had stopped coming, and the ground had been left neglected—until this young man had his dream.
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Mission house where Mary-Ann Sherman died.
Photograph by Ron Druett.


Naturally, when the job was finished, we were anxious to investigate. We found nothing in the piles of stones and weeds, however, save for a few indecipherable chunks broken from ancient gravestones. Again, it was very hot. Over to one side, a huge tree was lying where it had been felled by a recent hurricane, its dying branches dabbling in the lagoon, its tangled roots reared up against the milky blue sky. Losing interest in searching the rubble, I wandered over to rest in the shade of the roots—and, in the hole where the roots had grown, I found a grave, exposed to the light of day for the first time in 140 years.


The stone was upright, and as tall as a man. It read:


TO
the Memory of
Mary-Ann, the
beloved wife of
Captn. A. D. Sherman
of the
American Whale
Ship Harrison
WHO
departed this life
January 5, 1850
Aged 24 Years


A woman on a whaleship! It seemed incredible. Instantly fascinated, I thought I would look up a book to learn more about this young woman who had made such a strange and fatal decision to go to sea. There was no book, however. I had to write it myself. It was a quest that led me to Australia, Britain, Hong Kong, and the Hawaiian Islands—and to the museums, libraries, and historical societies of Massachusetts, Maine, Virginia, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New York.
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Grave.
Photograph by Ron Druett.


The search for Mary-Ann Sherman was by no means easy. Illegitimate by birth, dying on a far-off isle, she had left no official records. However, to my astonishment, I found that she was only one of a great host of wives who had accompanied their husbands on the long, arduous, dangerous voyages, women who called themselves “sister sailors.” And so my book became a general account of their remarkable experiences, easily written because the whaling wives had virtually told their own story in the journals and letters they had left behind.


Meanwhile, a small historical society in East Setauket, Long Island, had been presented with a portrait. I remember well the day I first saw the painting, for I found the subject instantly intriguing, so much so that it seemed almost logical to find that she was another Mary. Her name was Mary Swift Jones, a dark-haired, pale-faced young woman who had married a scion of a local ship-owning family. In her portrait she is dressed plainly in black, her appearance relieved only by a few touches of white lace at her throat and wrists, and the small bunch of flowers in her hand. Tranquil, formal, and elegant, she seemed a most unlikely person to have lived at sea on a sailing ship, and on shore in Oriental ports. However, that is exactly what happened. In 1858 Mary boarded the China-trade bark Mary & Louisa with her husband, the captain, and over the next three years the port of Kanagawa (now Yokohama) became almost as familiar to her as the village at home. And while she was away she wrote letters—letters that have survived.
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Detail of grave.
Photograph by Ron Druett.


Here again was inspiration. Would it be possible to research and write a general account of captains’ wives on merchant vessels, by allowing them to tell their own stories through their journals, reminiscences, and letters? They had traveled on all kinds of craft, ranging from the schooners and brigs that plied the coasts, to clippers, downeasters, and windjammers in the blue-water trades, so that the book would have to be as far-reaching as many of their voyages. It would have to begin with those who sailed on voyages that were much more prosaic than Mary Swift Jones’s, though, for that is where women’s seafaring started.


In early settlements, an extensive coastal trade grew out of necessity. Wherever roads were primitive and communication difficult, men, women, and older children loaded the produce of their orchards and farms into small sloops and schooners, and sailed off to market. When their own crops had been disposed of, they bought cargoes on speculation, or carried goods for a fee. There were thousands of these humble craft, far outnumbering the glamorous oceangoing packets, clippers, windjammers, and downeasters, like the bark that Mary Swift Jones sailed upon, that most modern people picture when they think of the Age of Sail. In effect, the little coasters were floating trucks, for they freighted necessary but prosaic cargoes such as stone, salt, coal, clay, sugar, manufactured goods, cotton, and barrel staves from producer to consumer, as well as the harvests of both sea and land. Every waterside hamlet had its pier, complete with a shed where cargoes could be stored, and most had a small shipyard as well.
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Portrait of Mary Swift Jones.
Three Village Historical Society.


And it was only logical that the wives and daughters of the men who sailed this multitude of water-borne drays should sail along with them, cooking and cleaning, dealing in butter, eggs, preserves, rendered lard, and salted meat, just as they would at home or on the farm. However, I had no luck at all in finding anything that had been written by the women who sailed along on these short journeys, not even a daybook, or financial account of goods sold and deals made, even though I knew they had done it. I could only assume that this kind of voyaging was such an everyday matter, and the accounts so brief and matter-of-fact, that no one had bothered to keep records.


And that was when history tapped me on the shoulder again. My husband, Ron, a maritime artist, was offered a long-term residency by the William Steeple Davis Trust in Orient, and so we came to Long Island to live.


William Steeple Davis, only son of a couple named Charles and Carrie Davis, and only grandson of Captain William Smith Hubbard and the village midwife, Jane Hubbard, was a noted maritime artist and pioneer photographer who bequeathed the Hubbard-Davis cottage to a trust for the use of artists, a legacy that included a stock of family papers. With this were four diaries kept by Carrie Hubbard Davis, the artist’s mother. As a maritime historian, I did not expect to be more than personally interested when I started to peruse those journals. In fact, I began to read them out of idle curiosity, because I was living in the writer’s house, and continued only because of the fascinating glimpse they afforded me into the life of a young woman in a rural Long Island hamlet in the period between 1870 and 1884.


And then, one day, while I was idly perusing the third of Carrie’s diaries, it came as an almost unbelievable shock to read the entry for a Friday in March, in the year 1878. There, in her small neat script, Carrie had penned the matter-of-fact message, “I started with Charlie and pa on a Trip in the vessel.”


The vessel! Here, for the first time in more than a decade of researching nineteenth-century seafaring women, firsthand documentation of a woman’s coasting lay before me. As an experience, it was perfectly magical.


It was like a marvelous and most unexpected gift. Not only had this intriguing young woman lived in the same house as I did, but she was a sister sailor, too. Carrie’s voyages might have been short, unexciting ones, but she had a lot in common with the women who sailed on bigger ships, to much more far-off seas. Like Mary Swift Jones, she knew the slap of spray on her face, and the problems of getting around on a tossing deck. Carrie knew the problems of freights and markets, too, and had friends in another port, even if it was just Norwich, Connecticut, on the far side of Long Island Sound. The schooner she sailed upon, the Jacob S. Ellis, was only rated at twelve tons, more than thirty times smaller than the bark Mary & Louisa, but it was just as much part of the family business—more so, in fact, for the family share in the schooner had been purchased by Carrie’s mother, Jane Culver Hubbard, the village midwife and layer-out of the dead. The East End of Long Island was one of the few places in the world at that time where women could not only own property, but could bequeath it to their daughters.
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Carrie Davis.
William Steeple Davis Trust.
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Charlie Davis.
William Steeple Davis Trust.
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Jane Hubbard, shipowner and village midwife. William Steeple Davis Trust.
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Schooners at Orient Wharf.
Etching by William Steeple Davis.


Now, at last, I had to hand the whole experience of the captains’ wives and daughters who went to sea, whatever the range or trade of the ships on which they sailed. Somehow, it was no surprise to find that the same society that owned Mary Swift Jones’s legacy of seafaring had catalogued several lengthy, poetically written journals and many letters penned by yet another Mary—Mary Satterly, also of Setauket, who married Captain Henry Rowland in the fall of 1852 and accompanied him to sea for the whole of her twenty-four-year marriage.


Like Carrie Davis, Mary Rowland sailed in the coasting trade, sailing first in the schooner Stephen H. Townsend. Unlike Carrie, however, she moved on into much bigger ships, as her husband’s voyages took him much farther afield in search of cargoes and profit. “Remarks On board Brig Thomas W. Rowland, H. L. Rowland Master,” begins the first diary in the collection, which recounts Mary Rowland’s fourth voyage to sea. The date of that first entry was October 16, 1855, and the brig was leaving New York for Buenos Aires, “with a full Cargo of Merchandise and Lumber.” With Mary and her husband were their two-year-old daughter, Mary Emma, and an infant, Henrietta. “So ends this day and all is well,” wrote Mary. “Baby is three weeks old and grows finely at sea,” she serenely noted two days later.


Voyaging under these circumstances seems a most remarkable challenge, but Mary was not alone, being only one of a great multitude of women who took up the same strange existence in the blue-water trade, surviving storms, visiting exotic ports, giving birth at sea, raising children on shipboard, and socializing with other wives at scarce intervals. Yet these were ordinary, conservative, middle-class women, certainly not rebels or adventurers. Many came from coastal communities with a tradition of seafaring, which could have made the choice of sailing easier. It is striking how often the women were related to each other by birth or marriage, too. Nevertheless, seafaring was an extraordinary proposition for a nineteenth-century lady—and “lady” was the word of preference when the captains’ wives were describing themselves or their friends. Even their costume was against them. For most of the century it took ten yards to make a skirt, and every decent woman wore a corset, while crinolines, hoops, and bustles came in and out of fashion, and vast amounts of time were devoted to the trimming of a bonnet.


And, just like the whaling wives, these seafarers on deepwater merchant ships liked “to scratch a few lines” when time hung heavily on their hands, so that a fund of journals, diaries, letters, and memoirs speak for the voyagers, in a testimony to endurance and courage. While the great majority of these documents have been lost, hundreds have survived, telling tales so personal and immediate that we can almost feel for ourselves the wide spectrum of emotions—fear, pain, anger, love, and heartbreak—experienced by the writers. And so their stories can be fully told, described in the words that they chose.
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Mary Satterly Rowland.
Three Village Historical Society.
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Captain Henry Rowland.
Three Village Historical Society.





CHAPTER ONE
The Honeymooners
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As Henry says, we have only one life to live, and he cannot be at home, and it is very hard for us to be separated so much, and a very unpleasant way of spending our lives when one is thousands of miles away.


—Mary Rowland, January 1873


On October 3, 1906, twenty-year-old Georgia Maria Gilkey of Searsport, Maine, was married in her graduation dress. There had been no time to make a wedding gown, for the bridegroom was a seaman. Captain Phineas Banning Blanchard had proposed to her during one of his fleeting trips home, and one week later they were married. Georgia felt no doubts about the headlong courtship. As she reminisced later, when Banning had taken her out sleighing the sled had capsized, dumping them both in the snow. And that, according to a local old wives’ tale, was a sure sign they were to be wed. So Georgia married her captain in her graduation gown, carrying a bouquet of pink carnations. And, after a hasty buffet luncheon, the newlyweds took the train to Philadelphia, to embark on the great square-rigger Bangalore for a honeymoon voyage around Cape Horn.


When the train arrived in Philadelphia the ship was ready, loaded with coal for San Francisco. Banning, a prudent and thrifty skipper, bought Georgia a sextant so she could help to navigate the 1,700-ton vessel, and then they took their departure, off on their wedding trip with twenty seamen, a carpenter, a cook, a steward, a cabin boy, two mates, and a bosun, Georgia being the only woman on board.


It was by no means unusual for a bride to be eager to try life at sea. Many, like Georgia, were adventurous, delighted with the prospect of sailing off to exotic ports. Because the captain was expected to invest a substantial sum of his own money in the ship, most young shipmasters could not afford to buy a house on land, and returning home to live with relatives might not seem a pleasant option, after the excitement of the wedding. There were graver reasons, too. Both on land and at sea, good health was a precarious blessing, and letters took so long to get about that many ships arrived home before wives found out that they were widows, or husbands learned that wives had passed away. Visiting Melbourne, Australia, in December 1853, Fidelia Heard of the Oriental met a “Mr. Cutler of Boston” who had just learned that one of his children had died, but his correspondent had neglected to tell him which one.
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Georgia Gilkey Blanchard.
Penobscot Marine Museum.
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Captain P. Banning Blanchard.
Penobscot Marine Museum.
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Ship Bangalore.
Artist: Ron Druett.


Georgia had yet another reason to sail, one which she shared with a great many other young women from the coasts of Maine. She knew exactly what lay ahead of her, for her father was a ship captain, and voyaging was a family business. “It seemed like old times being on board a vessel again,” she reminisced. “I spent most of my youth at sea with my parents, brothers, and sister. Banning grew up at sea, too, and he was a captain before he was twenty.”


A much less seasoned bride was twenty-year-old Alice Howland of New Bedford, who married Captain Joseph C. Delano on December 21, 1826, and went to sea with him on the Black Ball packet Columbia in January 1827. In contrast to Georgia’s hasty and almost impromptu ceremony, Alice’s wedding must have been a glittering affair, for Alice was the daughter and granddaughter of shipowners. And, by the standards of the time, Captain Joseph Delano was quite a social catch, for this was at the peak of “packet fever.”


Compared to the humble, sturdy craft that carried common goods to wherever there might be a market, the packets (called thus because of the canvas or leather “packets” of mail they carried) were the “queens” of the fleets that crowded the major ports, sailing to stated destinations at stated times, carrying passengers and expensive cargoes as well as that all-important mail. The ships were designed for speed, as well as for the strength that was necessary for breasting rugged Atlantic seas, and their captains were strong, spirited, ambitious men, especially chosen for the challenge of sailing their ships to a timetable—quite a proposition in a sail-driven ship, at the mercy of the winds.


Up until January 5, 1818, when the packet James Munroe left the port of New York exactly as advertised despite a lashing snowstorm, ships had been unfettered by schedules, sailing only when the weather was cooperative. Unless passengers bought their tickets at the last moment, when the ships were on the verge of departure, they were given only a vague idea of when they would be expected to take over their berths. It was a case of waiting around in some hotel until the ship’s agent sent a message to say that the vessel was ready. The birth of “square-riggers on schedule” was heralded in 1816, when four New York merchants, led by the Quaker Jeremiah Thompson, pooled their resources and four of their ships, and founded the Black Ball Line, promising to the public that those ships would sail to a timetable.


“LINE OF AMERICAN PACKETS BETWEEN NEW YORK AND LIVERPOOL,” read a headline in the New York papers.


 


In order to furnish frequent and regular conveyance for GOODS and PASSENGERS, the subscribers have undertaken to establish a line of vessels between NEW YORK and LIVERPOOL, on a certain day of every month of the year. One shall sail from New York on the fifth and one from Liverpool on the first of every month. These ships have all been built in New York of the very best materials. They are remarkably fast sailers and their accommodations for passengers are uncommonly extensive and comfortable.


And, what’s more, speed was guaranteed. The James Munroe made the crossing to Liverpool in twenty-eight days, a time that was soon bettered by her sister ships. The packets sailed in fair weather or foul, with or without a full cargo, and every trip was an attempt to break a record. Between five and six weeks had been the usual time to cross the Atlantic. The packets now did the easterly trip in seventeen or eighteen days and made the difficult westerly passage in three weeks.


Legends grew of ships carrying sail until the canvas ripped to flying ribbons, of waves foaming hungrily over the leeward rail as the steeply heeled ships raced ever onward, day after day and night after night. Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote of a terrifying passage where the captain put up his cot in a locker on the quarterdeck, to make certain that the nervous first officer wouldn’t order the crew to take in sail while he was asleep. The ships were manned by so-called packet rats—for the most part Liverpool Irishmen, who were magnificent seamen but among the wildest afloat. Any sign of weakness betrayed by the captain led to trouble—sometimes even murder—and so the commanders were a tough and virile breed of men, romantic enough to be beloved by the public. Traveling by packet became all the rage, and of all the packet companies the first—the Black Ball Line—was the most famous. The flamboyantly reckless captains of these ships were equally well-known, their names spoken in the same breath as the names of the legendary vessels they commanded. They were the social lions of the day, discussed in parlors and papers with the same feverish attention that film stars inspire now.
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Alice Howland Delano.
Oyster Bay Historical Society.


According to the journal nineteen-year-old Alice Howland Delano kept on that wedding trip, however, she felt a trifle doubtful about the “social catch” she had married. “Last eve heard a dissertation on the qualities necessary for a married lady,” she noted on the first Sunday of the passage, “but did not profit much thereby.” Rereading Byron’s “Prisoner of Chillon” suited her mood much better, she said. “Only five hours’ sleep last night,” she wrote, and worried that she was turning into an owl.
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Captain Joseph Delano.
Oyster Bay Historical Society.


Like Captain Banning Blanchard eighty years later, Captain Joseph Delano had put his wife to work. Alice’s job did not involve lessons in navigation, however, having much more to do with the parlor than the sea. The packet ship commanders not only had to drive the ship like the very devil, but  were expected to charm gentlemen, tycoons, dowagers, and debutantes in the after cabin as well—and so, for a man like Captain Joseph Delano, a personable, fashionable wife could prove very useful.


Thus Alice found herself playing hostess to the cabin passengers, each of whom had paid about two hundred dollars for a berth in a stateroom (the shipboard name for a bedroom), inclusive of food and wine. There were hazards aplenty. On the first reasonable day she and Miss B.—“two of the most courageous ladies ever known”—led the way for a promenade on deck, “but alas although protected by our squires we fell.” Miss B. and Mr. Lowe tumbled over the hen coop while Alice herself skidded under it, in what must have been a spectacular flying of skirts.


Mr. Lowe, who had “delicate health—poor appetite—can only eat one chicken for dinner,” needed a great deal of soothing attention, while all the time Alice fended off the amorous advances of a lovelorn German, Mr. Shettler. Poor man, he “wanted a wife so much,” and yet there were two single ladies on board. “I have not been able to decide as yet whether he is a fool or insane,” mused Alice.
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Black Ball packet passing the Battery, 1829. From Harper’s Magazine.


The accommodations, as can be expected from the cost of passage, were good. There were eight staterooms on either side of the main cabin, each with two berths, one above the other. Oddly, there was no ladder leading to the upper bunk, where it seems that Alice slept, for she wrote that she was “in nightly expectation of breaking my neck or one of my precious legs.” Otherwise, each stateroom was supplied with a chest with two drawers and two shelves—which also served as a washstand, for it held a pitcher and washbasin—along with a looking glass and that “unmentionable” item, a commode.


The main cabin was furnished with “a table thirty feet long with seats on either side,” all firmly screwed to the floor. Overhead was a skylight, from which hung an ornate glass lantern, a barometer, and two “casters”—or racks “well furnished” with decanters, bottles, and glasses. A sofa was set at the sternward end of the cabin, right under the companionway stairs, “so that one has to be very cautious how they hold their head.” Otherwise, the passengers could sit in the roundhouse on the afterdeck—“but I do not know why it is called so, it is square.”


The major part of the day was spent at the table, eating and drinking being the most time-consuming occupation on board. As Alice noted, it was fortunate that she had a “famous appetite,” for the menu was remarkably lavish. Breakfast was at nine, and consisted of tea, coffee, bread, broiled fish, and meat. Then at noon the table was set for “tiffin,” a buffet of cold beef, ship’s biscuit, oysters, and cheese, all of which was washed down with copious drafts of porter. According to Alice this drink, a dark-brown bitter beer, was “a fine thing on board ship,” and certainly large amounts of it were drunk by both sexes.


At four in the afternoon, when the passengers surely had not had enough time to get hungry again, the table was laid for dinner. This came in a succession of four courses. Soup arrived first, then roast meat and boiled fowl, followed by puddings, tarts, fritters, and finally apples, nuts, and raisins, all accompanied with appropriate wines. This repast could scarcely have been digested before a “tea” of fresh bread, butter, cheese, cold meat, and cake was served at half past six. “Now, I suppose all reasonable people will think we have eat & drank enough for one day,” wrote Alice.


     


    But no, at ten we call for our punch, biscuit, cheese and often meat. I think we are much like the old woman and what do you think
She lived upon nothing but victuals and drink
Victuals and drink were the chief of her diet
And yet the old woman could never be quiet.


Times were merry enough when the whiskey punch went round, for Miss B. might sing a few songs, and Mr. L. might favor them all with a tune on the flute. But passengers were a difficult lot to entertain, on the whole. “I know not a more idle set,” wrote Alice. “Half the time is passed in lolling on the sofa, reading a little, looking on the chart, playing cards, &c. All of it amounts to a figure nine with a tail cut off,” she decided—which of course added up to a big fat zero.


It is a pity that Cornelia Marshall Peabody, the bride of another packet ship captain, did not sail until 1855, well after Alice’s time (Alice Howland Delano died in childbirth in 1834), for she and Alice would have had a great deal in common, even though they were markedly different in both temperament and character. “Connie” Marshall married Captain Enoch Wood Peabody of the packet ship Neptune on April 26, 1855, and sailed from New York the first week of May. Within days one of the passengers dropped dead, “poor man, died in the second cabin, left a wife and children.” Then, just two days from Liverpool, the ship was overtaken by a tempest.


“Weather continues very bad. Enoch is hard at work. Scarcely had a chance to speak to me during the entire day,” wrote Connie nervously on May 18. “How anxious the Captain looks, is uttered in low sad tones by the passengers.” That night she sat alone and wakeful in the stateroom, listening to the roar of the sea, and heard a sudden cry of, “Breakers ahead! Hard down the helm!” from the deck.


“That fearful sound, never shall I forget it,” she agitated; “and amidst the noise I heard my poor husband’s voice in such tones as never before.” The crisis was so immediate that Connie shifted to the present tense. “He enters the Cabin, how pale his cheek, my heart seems almost bursting. Oh, that he would but speak to me. His look is almost wild,” she penned, in a style that surely reflects the kind of purple prose she must have read.


Connie had put on her wrapper (a loose dressing gown) to get ready for bed. “Why, Connie, have you taken off your dress?” he asked. “Put on all your warmest clothing.” Connie complied and then lay down. “I never closed my eyes,” she wrote, “but listened to the steady tread of my almost exhausted husband. How I wished for power to relieve his care.” Luckily, whatever help she could have given him was unnecessary, for “about two he came to bring me the glad news that we were safe in fifty fathoms of water.” The Neptune docked thirty-six hours later, and Connie was able to write on a much more practical and everyday note that the “passengers look so strange in their go-ashore clothes.”


What with sudden death and dire storm, Connie had not been able to devote much space to her fellow travelers, apart from recording their very understandable reverence of her husband—that all-powerful lord of the quarterdeck who could hopefully bring the ship through the worst the weather could throw at them. They must have been an amiable lot, however, for she was so obviously unprepared for the veritable menagerie of cabin passengers on the return voyage to New York. One arrived in the grip of delirium tremens, another had smallpox, and—worst of all—there was a German woman and her lover traveling together openly, without even pretending to be married!


Matters did not improve. The wine was served as freely as it had been on the Columbia thirty years earlier, but was still not enough for one lady passenger, who hung around the table until everyone else had gone, then poured the dregs from all the wineglasses into her own, which she drained. “The steward forthwith snatched up the bottle, fearing perhaps it might go the same way,” wrote Connie, sighing another time that “I am sorry we have so disagreeable a set of people in the cabin.” It proved a long passage of thirty-five days, and Connie was heartily relieved when they finally dropped anchor in New York. Back in Brooklyn with her family, she went straight to the public baths, to wash every last trace of the voyage away.


Another seafaring bride from Brooklyn was Emma Browne, who in the early 1870s was courted by two young Englishmen. These men were brothers. Thomas Cawse was captain of the tea clipper John R. Worcester, while brother James was only first mate, but Emma chose James, corresponding with him after he left despite the somewhat casual tone of his replies. “Having nothing much to do to employ my time” would herald the start of a letter that consisted mostly of seamanlike reports of the voyage, along with an apology for not writing before he sailed, “but was very busy to the last.”


Emma, however, could read between the lines, discerning a devotion that is not apparent to the modern reader, for she kept up the correspondence for two years. It was not possible to marry him, for it was unusual for first mates to be allowed to take their wives on voyage, and he did not have a home on land. But as soon as she heard the news that James had got his first command, of the same John R. Worcester that his brother had commanded, Emma booked passage on a packet and traveled alone and unchaperoned to Liverpool to meet him.


This was a remarkable exploit for a woman of her time, particularly when there was no guarantee that James would be delighted to see her. Emma Browne, however, was a resourceful young lady. Much later, when her youngest daughter asked her what she would have done if she had found that James was not agreeable to marriage, Emma replied, “I had my return passage right here in my purse.” As it happened, the round-trip fare was not necessary. James met her in Liverpool on June 20, 1876, and they were married on the twenty-third. Then, on August 12, she boarded the ship. “I came along in a little row boat with quite a number of men, bundles, and parcels of every discription, to get on board the John R. Worcester, which lay out a little way in the Mersey river, at eight o’clock in the evening, and climbed up the side of the ship by a rope ladder, like any man,” she wrote with palpable pride. And so Emma sailed for Sydney and the Orient, on a honeymoon voyage that spanned more than three years.


Emma arrived back in England in October 1879, with a seven-week-old daughter named Maud in her arms. The baby had been delivered by her husband on September 8, two days from St. Helena, an island he undoubtedly would have preferred to have reached before the happy event. As it happened, all went “pretty well, thank God. James,” Emma decided the day after the birth, “is perfectly mag. He is exceedingly kind, no one could act nicer, or more gently. He is a good old man.”
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Wedding photo of Captain James Cawse and Emma.
Courtesy James N. Cawse.


It was no problem at all to agree to sail again. The John R. Worcester was a fine, comfortable vessel, and anyway there was no home for Emma in England. She was still sailing in 1891, when James was swept overboard in a storm. He fought his way back onto the ship, but with a lungful of water that gradually killed him of some pulmonary disease at the age of forty-four, though Emma nursed him devotedly. When the ship arrived in port she moved her family of five children back to America, to be with her brothers. But in the meantime she had spent fifteen happy years in the constant company of her husband.
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Tea clipper John R.Worcester.


A particularly poignant honeymoon voyage was that of Bethia Sears of Cape Cod, who wrote the journal she kept on board the clipper Wild Ranger especially for her sisters. When she commenced it, on October 4, 1855, Bethia was nineteen years old, a bride of just four weeks, devoted to her twenty-two-year-old husband, Captain Elisha Sears. “This book which now lies before me with its pure and unspotted pages,” she wrote, “I have designed for keeping a kind of journal solely for the benefit and perusal of you my dear sisters at home, who extracted a promise from me at parting that I would daily record something until my return to my native land, should that time ever arrive—God grant that it may.”


She was very happy, walking the deck with Elisha, reading in the afternoons, taking off her shoes and stockings to paddle on deck when it rained, and playing the accordion. “It is true I am leading a lazy life,” she confessed. Learning how to navigate was quite a challenge, and she did “wish I had someone to sit and sew with me,” but she soon learned how to box the compass, and taught her husband how to cross-stitch. “Wife gets along better than I expected her to,” wrote Elisha in Bethia’s journal on November 4. “She has not vomited (excuse me) but four times since leaving port & we have had considerable heavy weather. She seems happy and contented and thinks she has taken the wisest plan and followed me to sea.” As for himself, he was having a slow passage, and “if it was not for Wifey I should be sick.”


They arrived in San Francisco—“a very hard-looking country”—on February 15, 1856, and sailed again on the twenty-seventh, “bound for Calcutta.” There was some little excitement, for Elisha was detained on shore, and the pilot took the clipper out into the stream without the captain on board. “Judge of my situation,” wrote Bethia; she was alone on board, “with only the mate and a parcel of drunken sailors.” Unsurprisingly, she “was frightened to death”—but then, still worse, the “Pilot appeared, wild and rattle-headed, and sat in the forward cabin all the evening drinking and telling stories.”


Meantime, his ship’s affairs attended to, Elisha was penning a letter “to dear sister Eunice. I have not seen Wife for 5 long hours,” he related. “I heard a few moments ago from her, she was anxious for me to come off, as she was lonesome. We have not been away from each other so long since I left Boston.” The spell ashore had been an enjoyable one. They had “been to one Ball, twice to the theater, and to one or two late dinners. She can carry her part well any-where,” he declared with fond pride. “She says she is going to sea with me as long as I go—What do you think of that? She is without any exception the best female sailor I ever saw, could not do better.”


In April, however, Bethia started throwing up everything she ate the moment she left the table. The reason for her constant sickness is veiled in Victorian reticence, but certain entries in her journal, along with more candid mentions in letters home, make it evident that she was pregnant. Arriving in Calcutta in June, she found that a Cape Cod acquaintance, Captain Edgar Lincoln, had just sailed, along with his wife. “She will be confined on her way home,” she wrote to her parents on the eleventh, but, “it was said she went off with very good courage—You need fear nothing for me.”


Going on shore to board while the ship discharged her cargo and loaded another provided some relief, so that she could go shopping for “a baby dress,” but by the end of July, they were on their way back down the river, and the morning sickness returned with a vengeance. “I feel miserably,” Bethia wrote on September 16. “I do not take anything as I know not what to try. Am very particular about my diet. Feel down-spirited and sad at times. Beautiful weather and fair wind but little of it and a terrible sea. Sails slatting awfully....”


The ellipsis is hers, and ends the last entry in Bethia’s journal, as if she had a premonition of what was to come. “My poor Wifey is dead and gone,” agonized Elisha ten days later—


 


She asked me a few days before she left me to note in her journal how she and the ship were getting along. I told her to let it remain and when she got well to note in it herself, not thinking but what she would do so in a day or two, as soon as we got into fine weather. But alas! My poor little darling Wifey has left me alone ... Poor Wifey is dead.


When last she used pen (Sept 16th) she felt quite unwell, sat on deck with me watching the ship in company, and reading. She had my old Pea Coat on, which made us all laugh when she came up, and for the next four days she kept about the same—lost no flesh or strength . . . but [on the 24th] she seemed very restless—much pain in her chest, and towards morning was quite out of her mind. I drew a blister on her stomach and used hot baths at her feet. In the morning of 25th no better but worse. At 8 she asked me to read the Lord’s Prayer. I did so and never shall I forget how pleasant and fairly she pronounced the “Amen.” She then kissed me and smiled . . .


At 9½ she looked glaringly at me and said, how dark it looks. Oh, imagine my feelings. I caught her in my arms ... she laid her head on my shoulder like a child going to sleep and Died. Oh yes, she died. I would not believe it, no, not when they took her away from me cold and stiff in death. Oh, if a mother could have been with her to close her eyes, or a sister to have wept with me—What a comfort it would have been—but no, I was all alone. She died in her husband’s arms as happy and as easy as a babe going to sleep. O I would not could not believe it, I shook & spoke to her, asked her to say one more word ... but no, she was in heaven. Oh why did she die—why has she been taken from me—oh God, have mercy.


The mates of the Wild Ranger took turns sitting with Elisha as he sat mourning at the side of the corpse. “I have had a coffin made tight and shall take her home to her parents, from whom she was given to me one short year before,” he recorded later, but in the meantime the coffin was left open, and next morning the whole ship’s company passed slowly through the cabin, “with clean shaven faces and best clothes, to take their last look of their shipmate & friend.”


As they came through “one by one to look at Wifey, they (all that could speak English) would add some word of consolation for my poor breaking heart.” The better educated ones produced such awkward platitudes as, “We hope and trust she is in a better world,” while others, more touchingly, mumbled, “Capt, me very sorry for you.” And so the sad day passed, with the first mate reading long passages from the Bible and leading prayers. “No work on board ship today,” wrote Elisha in slow, heavy script. “The Ship Wild Ranger and her Ship’s Company are in Mourning.”


None of the honeymooning brides or their proud husbands could guess what tragedies or joys lay ahead, though good health was such a precarious blessing that the worst was often anticipated. Though Mary Swift Jones did not know it, there was a coffin stowed in the hold when her new husband escorted her on board the China trade bark Mary & Louisa. His motive was morbid but practical, for Mary was terminally ill with tuberculosis. As it happened, she survived the voyage (though she had to spend much of her time boarding on shore with missionaries in Yokohama, Japan), but died a few days after anchoring in New York, in 1861. Mary Swift Jones never saw her home village of Setauket again, but in the meantime she and Benjamin had spent thirty months together that would have been denied to them both if she had stopped at home in Long Island.


Another Mary—twenty-year-old Mary Tarbox Rairden of Woolwich, Maine—was much luckier. Mary Tarbox married Captain Bradstreet Rairden on Christmas Eve, 1850, and set sail with him on the 347-ton bark Henry Warren of Bath, in January 1851. It was a stormy start: “Throught [throughout] this day a gale of wind from North West attended with frequent snow squalls, under close reef’d Topsails, Foresail & reef’d Main Sail, Ship is iced much,” Mary wrote on the thirty-first, but added, “Never mind, she’s reeling off the leagues.”


With such a robust attitude, it is little wonder that a couple of days later she was able to report, “Braddie says his Mary is a exelent little sailor.” Mary escaped all but a small bout of seasickness, reporting within days that she was “quite harty and able to tweak Father Neptune’s self by the Beard.” Even an unexpected bath did not discourage her. “I am a cold water subject, I am,” she mused on February 14. “Was on deck all the former part of the day with Braddie & best of it was Braddie and his Mary got a salt water ducking.”


The Henry Warren dropped anchor in their destination—Havana, Cuba—that same day, just twenty-four days after leaving Bath, Maine, which, when compared to Bethia’s 134-day passage from Boston to San Francisco, illustrates one of the advantages of the coasting trade. “Braddie’s Mary” enjoyed the novel sights of Havana, riding out to the public gardens in a “volante,” eating ice cream and drinking “lemon-ade,” socializing with other Americans in port, and generally taking a view of “all that was to be seen there.” There was a catch, however. Being new to the freighting trade, Mary had not realized that her husband would be so busy in port, where he had to deal with the tradespeople, the consignee, the agent, the customs officers, the shipping master, and all the other port officials.


And that was just the start of all his business. In addition to all the time-consuming chitchat that this involved, Captain Rairden had to collect money for freight, pay expenses, keep accounts, and send detailed statements of all transactions to the owners back in Maine. Mary, seemingly, felt a little provoked at all this, for on March 26, when the bark was at Matanzas loading sugar for Sweden, she wrote meaningfully, “Braddie is seated beside his Mary, singing as merrily as possible, has business on shore but the wind is blowing so hard & such a bad sea cannot think of Braddie’s going in a little boat. No, no, Braddie must not think of it, he must remain with his Mary & read to her.”


Thirty-one-year-old Bradstreet did not appear to be at all irritated by this possessive and naïve devotion, indulgently carrying “his Mary” onward to Sweden, Russia, and Denmark, and from thence to Cadiz, where he procured a cargo of salt for home. Finally, on Friday, September 26, 1851, Mary wrote, “My first Sea Voyage safely endid.” Just two months later, on November 27, she was off on a second expedition, with Braddie “very busily engaged Joynering ... in our own little Cabbin, think my Braddie very neat indeed.”
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