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For Devin, Connor, and Liam


You call it luck. I call it destiny.

—Adventurer Daniel Dravot, in Rudyard
Kipling’s The Man Who Would Be King,
on becoming a god



PROLOGUE
Newport, Rhode Island


I’ve come here, to this natural harbor fronting New England’s intracoastal waterway, to begin my search for the real James Cook. I want to clear away the tangle of myth and hero worship that has elevated this relentless, passionate loner into the realm of historic sainthood. My goal is to better understand him and the motivations that led him to wander away from home and safety for years at a time. It was a wandering that became an addiction, then a bewilderment, and ultimately, a death sentence.

In learning about Cook I hope to learn more about myself, for I am slowly becoming addicted to adventurous wandering, too. The drive is enigmatic, contradictory to my deep love for my wife and three young children, and has made me fixate on a hard question: Why do people who are otherwise deeply content feel the need to risk all—family, career, and even life—to pursue adventure?

The question predates Cook, but feels fresh in an era when the societal craving to scale sheer rock faces, sail the globe, or merely cling to an inflatable raft as it bucks through Class V white water has rendered adventure almost status quo. There is nothing, however, status quo about the horrific consequences of that moment the rope breaks, a rogue wave hits at midnight, or the raft flips, and whatever illusion of immortality the adventurer had clung to for reassurance is exposed as myth. Death is part and parcel of adventure.

The question’s easy answer is that adventurers have death wishes; we’re all aching to go out in the twenty-first century’s version of dying with our boots on. But I know that’s not the case. Adventure’s great irony is that adventurers hold life in higher esteem than the general populace. By pushing limits and confronting fears, life becomes sweeter, more easily savored moment by moment. The other answer, of course, is an addiction to adrenaline. But any adventurer will tell you that’s false, because the only time adrenaline enters into the picture is when things go very wrong. Only the foolhardy get hooked on adrenaline.

I suspect the answer lies with James Cook, the original adventurer. Prior to Cook, the term adventure was synonymous with gambling. The Latin origin of the word is advenire, meaning “about to happen.” A gambler would yell “Adventure!” for help at the roulette wheel, much the same way a modern gambler might cry “Come on, seven!” Gambling was rife in all levels of English society, but to be an “adventurer” was to be of the lowest caste— a man without responsibility or care, abiding by the rules of a parallel society. Quite often adventurer was hurled as an insult.

Then Jonathan Swift wrote Gulliver’s Travels. Swift spun adventure on its head, using the word to imply bravery and edge-of-the-envelope daring. The book was a smash, and adventure’s new meaning filtered into the public’s collective frontal lobe. Men of distinction and daring became glad to hear their names associated with adventure. But it was Cook, sailing the globe forty years after Gulliver’s publication, who became synonymous with the word. He imbued it with courage and class.

Adventure wasn’t just risk-taking to Cook, but a form of labor that bordered on art. “He carried out work that was so all-encompassing,” the great French explorer La Pérouse noted of Cook’s daring, “that there was little for his successors to do but admire it.”

Over the past two centuries, however, Cook has faded to a historical line drawing. Australians beatify the man (perhaps because Cook is the primary reason they don’t speak French), native cultures vilify him, corporations longing to sound worldly take his name. Admirers ignore his shortcomings and paint him as a humble saint. Those with a vague awareness of Cook sum him up as a cartoon figure—a musty, fusty British sailor in a white-powdered wig, spyglass in hand, thundering orders with the gravitas of Charles Laughton. But few identify him with hard-core adventure.

Adding to the confusion is the alliterative way Cook’s name and rank trip off the tongue like a trademark—Coca-Cola, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Captain Cook. That catchy collection of consonants has trivialized the man, but is also a major reason Cook has not disappeared from the public consciousness as have more phonetically challengingly named explorers such as Abel Tasman or Pedro Fernandes de Queirós. Captain Cook became Sir James Matthew Barrie’s Captain Hook of Peter Pan in 1904 and Gene Roddenberry’s Captain Kirk of Star Trek in 1966. Cook’s ambition “to go as far as I think it possible for man to go” even became the starship Enterprise’s mission “to boldly go where no man has gone before.”

It’s worth noting that the alliteration is misleading. In his fifty years on earth, Cook held the rank of captain just four years. The rank does not define the man.

A more thorough insight comes from the personality-typing theories Carl Jung would set forth a century and a half after Cook’s death. Based on actions, relationships, and written words, Jung would label people like Cook an INTJ (Introvert, Intuitive, Thinker, Judger). The INTJs’ mental strength makes them exceptionally independent. They are passionate and warmhearted but, because of their introversion, can come across as aloof. They have a critical mind that questions everything. They disdain authority if it seems illogical. They daydream constantly, and their drive to transfer those dreams into reality can even come across as eccentric to those who don’t share the vision.

Cook, then, was quirky, bold, caring, and proud—and had a vision of the world that is only now being realized. It was Cook who began knitting earth’s cultures one island at a time. Two centuries after Cook, the Internet finished the task, creating a global village. It’s sweet irony that Tuvalu, the modern name for the first collection of South Sea islands Cook ever laid eyes on, has overcome its remote global locale by basing its entire economy on the Internet.

I park my rental car at Newport’s transportation center. It’s October, not yet 8 A.M. I’ve got the place to myself. The sunlight is pale, a pastel backdrop for the autumn reds and yellows bursting in colorful exclamation about the horizon. I walk toward the ocean on this blustery morning, twisting my body into the blow until I am aerodynamic, letting the wind slip over and around me without smashing me hard in the teeth.

I stop a moment along the waterfront and stare out to sea. It’s hard to imagine men willingly setting forth for multiyear journeys atop that unpredictable, unforgiving, indomitable tempest whose color ranges from sky blue to pea green to opaque black.

Then I continue down historic Washington Street, parallel to the waterfront, toward the Newport Bridge and the waterfront military facility housing the Naval War College. The houses along Washington Street are painted in primary colors. They are old—Revolutionary War old—and I feel as though I’ve stepped back into Cook’s era. Many have plaques stating the name and occupation of the house’s owner two centuries ago, when the British ran the town, imprisoning the colonial rebels (whom they considered wayward British citizens, and thus under their domain) and dating the girls of Newport.

The smell of dead, wet leaves and the salty taste from breathing the Atlantic air relax me. I turn my face into the wind, letting it slap my cheeks and smash my teeth, liking how alive I feel. The sensation will be fleeting, and as soon as I find my way back to the rental or find a Starbucks, I’ll prefer comfort over cold. But for now I like this biophilia—this innate hunger to connect with nature.

I stumble down to the shoreline behind the Naval War College. The waterfront is lined with rocks, along with a small collection of new beer cans. The steel span of the Newport Bridge rises to my left. I reach down and touch the cold, green Atlantic, then fix my eyes on a patch of water a hundred yards offshore. Research shows that thirty feet beneath that spot lie the remains of HM Bark Endeavour—the first ship Cook brazenly sailed around the globe. Sunken and out of sight, she is a powerful connection to what once was. Standing so close makes a fine symbolic beginning to my adventure, but it doesn’t begin to answer my question.

I return down Washington Street, wind at my back, emboldened to continue the search for Cook. I will go to London next, to a thoroughfare known as Mile End Road.



PART ONE
Land of Hopes and Dreams




CHAPTER 1
Land of Hopes and Dreams
August 1768


The summer had been one of the hottest on record. The Friday-night air was muggy, or “close” as Londoners liked to say, when James and Elizabeth Cook spent their last night together before Endeavour’s departure. Through the open bedroom window of their cramped brick row house, the mingled aromas of fermenting juniper from the gin distillery next door and the open sewers of Mile End Road below wafted past the thin curtains. He was thirty-nine, stoic and six foot plus, with shoulders squared from leaning hard into many a rope. She was twenty-six, a pretty, extroverted former shop girl hours away from losing her husband, lover, companion, confidant, and soul mate for three years—maybe forever.

Seventy miles away, HM Bark Endeavour waited for Cook at the mouth of the English Channel, in the port of Deal. The week before she had been eased from the clutter of Deptford Yard and guided down the Thames by a river pilot. In the morning Cook would travel to Deal by coach. There he would discharge the pilot and begin a voyage around the world.

The bedroom is a private place, and what went on between the two of them that night of August 5, 1768, can only be conjecture. But James and Elizabeth, married six years, were devoted to one another. Their courtship had been whirlwind, with mere weeks elapsing from meeting to marriage. And while he’d spent six months each year charting North America, James was never unfaithful in his travels.

Elizabeth, for her part, was unswerving in the belief that her self-assured sailor was destined for greatness. They endured the separations, knowing that each hard-won assignment was another rung up the competitive ladder of Royal Navy career advancement. Silently, smugly, they ached for those passionate, frantic nights of homecoming. Their three children—boys James and Nathaniel, and baby Elizabeth—had all been born either forty weeks after the start of a voyage or forty weeks after Cook had returned home. Now Elizabeth alone would care for them.

On this last night, James and Elizabeth might have dreamed of the time between their next meeting, but they probably avoided discussing the most pressing concern of all: that his profession was one of the most perilous on earth, and even veteran sailors such as Cook weren’t immune to the sea’s dangers. Whether by shipwreck, fire, cannibals, mutiny, shipboard fighting, scurvy, suicide, or just plain accidental drowning, death occurred to at least a few members of every crew, on every long voyage. To make matters worse, Endeavour would be alone, without a companion ship to rescue James and the crew in case something went wrong. Speaking of these dangers would have rendered James and Elizabeth’s last night together maudlin, detracting from the romance of a man and woman hours away from a three-year separation.

For all the anxiety, however, the coming morning held incredible promise. James Cook would not only begin an epic voyage, he would make history. His unorthodox decision to leave a promising career in merchant sailing thirteen years earlier, then start all over again at the bottom of the Royal Navy’s enlisted ranks, would finally be validated. He had already become the first man in Royal Navy history to rise from the bottom of those ranks to an officer’s commission and command. Now, rewriting the rules for career advancement, he was joining the very short list of men given command of voyages around the world.

Preparation had consumed Cook all summer. Each morning he had ferried across the river, leaving Britain’s great symbols—the Admiralty building, Westminster Abbey, the Tower of London—behind him on the Thames’s north bank. On the south shore, Cook had turned left and entered the East End waterfront tenement and warehouse slums Charles Dickens would someday make famous in Oliver Twist. Walking the narrow cobblestone path, Cook could smell the rot of trash piled in alleys, the stench of urine pooled at the base of walls outside taverns, and almost taste the thick, black grease of cooking oil and smoke. Some days there were riots, too, brought on by the heat and the overcrowded slums. Endeavour and Cook weren’t so much setting sail from the chaos as fleeing.

The goals set forth for Cook’s journey were lofty and came at a crucial moment for both Britain and the world. The year 1768 was in the middle of what writers were calling the Age of Enlightenment, with mankind shaking off centuries of darkness to embrace learning and reason once again. Science was sexy, peace reigned, and a growing belief in personal liberty was blurring the lines between the upper and lower classes.

Enlightenment or no, however, a handful of nations were behaving as nations had since the beginning of time, jockeying for global dominance. And no nation was pushing more frantically than Great Britain. The tiny island nation (England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland) controlled the seas from India to the Americas. She had recently vanquished archfoe France in the Seven Years’ War—taking full possession of North America, temporarily ending the French military threat they had endured since the Norman Conquest, and even gaining concessions from the argumentative Spanish (who had belatedly joined the war on the side of France), thus rendering the Iberian Peninsula’s residents little more than a respected nuisance.

The focus of world exploration in February 1768 was the Southern Hemisphere. Most everything of note that could be discovered above the equator—save the legendary Northwest Passage—had been. The Portuguese and the Spanish, then the mercantile Dutch, had seen to that. But below the equator lay vast swaths of mystery. The bumbling but ambitious king of England, George III, devised a plan to send a single vessel of discovery around the globe. The voyage would be hailed as a scientific expedition (and science would truly be a vital aspect of its mission). The greater aim, however, was the discovery and conquest of the legendary Southern Continent—Antarctica. Since Ptolemy in the second century, the idea of the Southern Continent had bewitched powerful men, burgeoning from the theoretical—its existence at the bottom of the world was necessary to counterbalance the arctic land mass—into a mythic opiate promising wealth beyond wildest imaginings. “The scraps from this table,” theorist Alexander Dalrymple had written, sure that the Great Southern Continent was bigger than all Asia, “would be sufficient to maintain the power, dominion, and sovereignty of Britain by employing all its manufacturers and ships.”

Kings of many nations, and the men they sent to explore for this lost continent, believed so much in this Southern Hemisphere promised land that they somehow disregarded the obvious: a continent so far south was likely to be just as snow-blasted and awful as its arctic counterpart to the north.

Britain was eager to find and colonize Antarctica because she was in danger of losing her lucrative American colonies. Colonial resources were the lifeblood of Britain, providing raw materials to British manufacturers, who then exported finished goods to other nations and back to the colonies. Without this colonial flow, England’s great thinkers believed, Britain’s international influence would shrivel. As Horace Walpole wrote candidly, “We shall be reduced to a miserable little island, and from a mighty empire sink to as insignificant a country as Denmark or Sardinia. Then France will dictate to us more imperiously than we ever did to Ireland.”

America was the crown jewel of Britain’s possessions, a bountiful land blessed with dense pine forests for fashioning ship’s masts, rich, dark soil for growing tobacco, and thousands of miles of coastal fishing grounds. But that same coastline was the bane of Britain’s attempts to collect colonial revenue, laced with the sort of coves and hidden inlets that concealed cargo ships long enough for their haul to be off-loaded and for customs duties to go unpaid. Between 1763 and 1768, the British began cracking down. Militant colonists fought back, beginning efforts to drive the British from America altogether. King George III—pudgy, with eyes that bulged comically from his head, of limited education but with dreams of a grand legacy—vowed that scenario would never occur. He said he would rather level the colonies than see them independent.

Prudently, George III began searching for other resources. In 1764 and 1766 he sent major probes into the South Pacific. Each expedition consisted of two vessels traveling together. Neither ventured far enough south to discover any evidence of Antarctica.

As the situation in the colonies worsened, George III placed greater expectations on the next voyage of circumnavigation. Instead of two ships, a lone vessel would make the journey to find Antarctica. The captain of this circumnavigation would have to be bold and eager, given to following orders to the letter, and uncaring that the expedition was, because of the extremely stormy and unknown southern latitudes through which he would sail, likely a suicide mission.

So it came to pass that James Cook, the brilliant, upright, and middle-aged career sailor—a man of “genius and capacity” in the words of one admiral—woke on the morning of August 6, bid goodbye to his pregnant wife and three small children, and boarded a coach for Deal wearing his dazzling new blue uniform. He had been plucked from obscurity, granted a commission, and offered command of the expedition. The pain of leaving was tempered by the thrill that Endeavour was all he’d waited for, dreamed of, counted on. Cook had always lived by a self-determined set of rules, and it was finally paying off.

As for preserving the legacy of King George III and ensuring the power of Great Britain, Cook was unaware he’d been so entrusted. His aims were modest—to fulfill his orders to the letter and return to Elizabeth. He was focused and prepared for the challenges to come, The instant the coach pulled away from Mile End Road, however, his life, and his entire motivation for being, would be forever changed.



CHAPTER 2
Adam Raised Cain


Had George III known who was entrusted with preserving his legacy, he might have looked elsewhere. For Cook had a rebel past. His father, also James, had fought to topple George’s grandfather from the crown during the first Jacobite Rebellion in 1715. That the son of this rebel, fifty-three years later, would sail off to claim new lands in the name of George III was an ironic oversight.

The basis of the Jacobite cause was restoration of a Catholic monarch in Protestant-run England. But its failure made Catholic and pariah synonymous, so Cook the elder kept his faith to himself after crossing the border from Scotland into England. When he found a job slopping hogs in the northeastern England region of Yorkshire, he considered himself lucky and set to making a career of it.

Over the next ten years the immigrant earned a reputation for intellect and hard work, endearing him not just to his employer but also to a farm girl eight years younger, Grace Pace. Their flirtations brought out a minor impulsive streak in the thirty-one-year-old immigrant. The pair married out of necessity, and a child was born just four months later, in January 1726. They named him John, after the immigrant’s father.

Two years later, on October 27, 1728, their second of eight children was born. Another boy. Circumstances being more upright, the child was given his father’s name.

Lying in a fertile valley just north of the vast Cleveland Moors, young James Cook’s hometown of Marton-in-Cleveland was scant miles from the North Sea ports of Staithes and Whitby, but light-years away from London’s sophistication and worldliness. England was still an agricultural society when Cook was born in 1728, and young men were trained to follow in their fathers’ footsteps. With Cook’s father risen to foreman of the largest farm in the region, Airy-holme, just outside the village of Great Ayton, young James seemed destined for the same future.

Not that the foreman’s job was a meager position. In fact, because British landowners were required by law to leave their property regularly to serve as justices of the peace, regulate local inns and pubs, and even ensure development of roads and bridges, the foreman had total control of the farm in the owner’s absence. The landowner, then, was like a king commanding his subjects. The foreman was his instrument of power.

Because Airyholme was the largest local farm, the foreman’s role carried even more heft, and James Cook senior enjoyed a rank and status shared by few in Great Ayton. Every Airyholme employee reported to him. Everyone as far as the eye could see respected him. James Cook senior didn’t share in the profits but worked with the proprietary zeal of an owner.

It was a work ethic young James never forgot. And though father and son were different on the surface, that’s because young James was battling hard to be contrary. In fact, the two were very much the same. Between birth and the age of seven, young James displayed rebelliousness, a tendency toward being a loner, and competitiveness—all traits of his father’s. And while older brother John was responsible, a carbon copy of their mother, James rejected familial structure, often wandering off to explore Airyholme’s vast acreage. James was especially fond of examining the structure of birds’ nests. In the confined world of the farm, where his family was subservient to the landowners, James sought a world limitless and free. It was to become his life’s common theme.

At the same time Cook distanced himself from his family, he began seeking approval from a series of surrogate fathers, adopting their manners and morals as indicators of how he should act upon arriving at every new station in life. Cook intuitively trusted these men, honored and looked up to them; saw infallibility and strength. Their copied traits were Cook’s pathway to greatness, filling him with deep notions of honor, duty, and country. And because Cook’s real father had suppressed his Catholicism after fleeing Scotland, young James even looked to the surrogates for views of God and morality, truth and light.

The first was Thomas Skottowe, owner of Airyholme. The year was 1735 and young James was seven. Skottowe made note of Cook’s intelligence and paid for him to attend elementary school in Great Ayton, a great honor in a largely illiterate society. In school, Cook was a charismatic loner, known for having “a steady adherence to his own schemes,” an instructor noted, adding with puzzlement, “but there was something in his manners and deportment which attracted the reverence and respect of his companions.”

In 1745, Cook ceased his formal schooling and left the farm for good. There was a curious symmetry between his flight from home and his father’s flight from Scotland thirty years previously. For a second Jacobite Rebellion was then raging across the border in Scotland, and even spreading into England. Cook—father and son—ignored the rebellion. But the ongoing Jacobite struggle neatly bookended the individual struggles of father and son for personal independence and self-actualization.

Along the dirt donkey paths of North Yorkshire, seventeen-year-old James walked east to the cobbled streets of Staithes, a small fishing village with a reputation as a smuggler’s haven. Apprenticing informally as a shop boy to Thomas Skottowe’s brother-in-law, the brooding William Sanderson, Cook spent his days stocking shelves, slicing slabs of cheese and bacon, and weighing herring. The shop was gloomy and damp, blasted by winter gales. A North Sea chill and the taste of salt air swirled about. The shop was also right on the ocean, so close, in fact, that Sanderson would surrender the shop to the sea in late 1745 and build another only slightly back off the water. That proximity to the ocean slowly eroded Cook’s yearning to become a grocer and increased his desire to chase adventure. Slowly, the sea claimed the impressionable young man.

In the afternoons Cook listened to herring fishermen as they leaned on the shop’s counter, describing their day at sea. Hands gnarled, backs broad, faces leathery from wind and sun, the coarse men spun yarns about North Sea gales, the rocky English coastline, and the mysteries of life beyond sight of land. Enigmatically, they also sprinkled their conversation with complex references to the workings of sun and stars and currents.

At night Cook slept beneath that same counter. He pored over books on mathematics, geography, and astronomy by candlelight, trying to learn between those pages what Staithes’s fishermen had learned through life experience. Cook studied with focus, ignoring anything unrelated to the sea, including grammar, literature, and spelling.

And so it went for a seemingly wasted but hugely formative year. Cook lived in the store’s vacuum, studying by night and stealing flirtatious glances at the ocean by day. Without his noticing, two symbolic connections between the outside world and his own life passed in that time. The first was the death, on October 19, 1745, of the man who had redefined adventure, Gulliver’s Travels’ Jonathan Swift. Cook would not only come to exemplify the word, but live a series of adventures that made Gulliver’s pale.

The second incident was the death in April 1746 of the Jacobite cause that had brought about Cook’s English birth. After a series of brilliant attacks, Bonnie Prince Charlie and his forces of the second Jacobite uprising were defeated a hundred miles short of London and their goal of putting a Catholic back on the British throne. King George II, a German who had been placed on the throne of England to maintain Protestant dominance, and who spoke fractured English with a guttural German accent, remained in charge. Call it historical irony, call it coincidence, but shortly thereafter Cook fled Sanderson’s shop. It was September 1746. The time had come for Cook to begin his life of adventure.

Throwing his few belongings over his shoulder, Cook began hiking south along the cliff-studded coastline to Whitby and the office of John Walker, a prominent Quaker who owned a fleet of cargo ships and a man who would become Cook’s next surrogate father. Cook planned to ask Walker for a job. Sanderson had arranged the interview as a parting gift.

Walking from Staithes to Whitby, Cook was burdened only by a few items of clothing but must have been bursting with relief that he would never spend another day working in Sanderson’s dank little store. By leaving the shop he was admitting failure as a grocer. Hard on the heels of his perceived failure as a farmer, the few people who knew him well might have been worried about Cook as he wandered farther from his roots, hoping to begin a life at sea. He was displaying all the traits of a lost soul, traveling from town to town in search of a niche, perhaps never destined to find his place in the world.

Cook, however, clearly believed himself capable of great things. This was a teenager who had had the audacity to teach himself mathematics and astronomy. Though there would always be detractors in Cook’s life—those who were outraged that a man would dare rise above his preordained rank in Britain’s strict class society—Cook never lost sight of his lofty goals.

* * *

The path Cook followed to Whitby is now part of England’s nationwide network of hiking trails, and easily one of the most stunning. A dozen miles in length, the trek skirts rugged coastline. Sweeping views, full exposure to the very raw elements—it’s the sort of walk that fills a man with a sense of infinite possibility.

Cook arrived in Whitby flushed and tired, but rather than rest, he raced to the waterfront. Whereas Staithes was small and quiet, Whitby was a shipbuilding and cargo transportation center for the entire North Sea and Baltic. Perched on the banks of the river Esk, hemmed from behind by a steep hillside, Whitby had a population of over ten thousand in 1746. The ruined Abbey of Saint Hilda perched on the bluff overlooking town.

Cook gaped at the international armada of cargo ships. The squat behemoths were stately, with masts reaching up to tickle the heavens and yards spreading wide like the arms of God. For the first time, Cook heard the sounds of foreign languages being spoken, as sailors from Baltic ports in Finland, Sweden, Russia, and Germany strolled the docks. From farm boy to shop boy to sailor—Cook had finally wandered to where he belonged. Or at least he hoped so.

Cook entered the spartan office on the first floor of John Walker’s home and requested employment. The middle-aged shipowner leaned back in his cane chair and appraised Cook. Walker saw a lad uncoordinated and handsome, with an angular nose that seemed to own his face and bushy, brown eyebrows that stretched his forehead taut when he was deep in thought. Cook, like his father, was sturdy, standing over six feet tall, with shoulders broad and posture ramrod. He made eye contact. His every mannerism betrayed his eagerness to learn and please.

However, Cook was also seventeen, old for a beginning apprentice. Those eighteen months working indoors had made him pale and a little soft. And there was a rebellious, cocksure side to the youth that bordered on arrogance. Would he be able to take orders?

Walker also had reservations about Cook’s compatibility with the sailors populating his ships. The sailing life was profane and hard, and Cook seemed something of an innocent. “Those who would go to sea for pleasure would go to hell for pastime” was a popular waterfront saying. Sailors were transient, poor, foulmouthed, and disease-prone, but surprisingly literate, with almost all able seamen possessing the ability to read and write. Most of the sailors would die at sea, so they drank as if there were no tomorrow. Because of risk and mortality, 60 percent of all sailors were under the age of thirty, with the average age being twenty-seven (only 2 percent were older than fifty). The average ship’s officer was in his early thirties. Earnings were often squandered gambling or getting drunk in seaside bars. Fights were common because of the heavy drinking and the close living quarters. The fights tended to be bloody and fatal, as sailors were in the habit of arming themselves with a sharp knife at all times.

At sea they faced not just storms, but lightning, freezing temperatures, fire (the seaman’s greatest fear on board wooden ships), and sudden death from a crashing mast or amputation from a snapped rope. Sodomy—“buggery”—was officially outlawed, but sharing hammocks often passed for fellowship in the dingy, rat-infested, foul-smelling holds, even by men who preferred heterosexuality onshore. Personal space was nonexistent. Sailors slept in hammocks six feet long, strung just fourteen inches apart. That fourteen-by-six was a sailor’s sole refuge.

To join the sailing life was to voluntarily step outside society, changing even facial appearance and manner of dress. Wind and sun prematurely creased and coppered faces, “like they’d been hammered into uncouth shape upon Vulcan’s Anvil,” one writer noted. Sailors on land walked with an irregular gait, feet shoulder width, torso rolling side to side as if standing on a pitching deck. This waddle, much like a mallard duck’s, was comical but functional, learned as a bracing maneuver on the high seas.

Sailors dressed distinctively, wearing baggy breeches coated with tar to keep out the wet and cold. The sailor’s shirt was often of a checked pattern, made of whatever thick material he could afford on his annual salary of just one pound sterling. His jacket was the heavy, blue wool fearnought. Head cover in good weather and bad was a floppy watchman’s stocking cap. Beneath, sailors often kept pigtails in place by applying a thin layer of tar to their locks. All this gooey, black pitch coating clothes and hair was how sailors of the era earned the nickname Jack Tar.

For men whose fates were at the whims of the elements’ raw fury, sailors were surprisingly apathetic about God. They put more faith in omens and apparitions, so much so that ministers of the day singled out sailors for their irreligiosity. “Great is the defect among seafaring men in regard to virtue and piety,” one religious writer noted, not understanding that the sailor’s world was one of rage and chaos, in tune with the elements but out of sync with land-bound behavior. More intuitive clergy taking passage on merchant vessels learned to prefer the sailor’s rampant profanity over any tendency toward prayer, because the only time a sailor began praying was when his ship was in danger of sinking.

For the sailor’s whole world was the sea, and it shaped every aspect of his thoughts. Their labor was performed under temperamental conditions, in four-hour shifts known as watches, on ships that spent months away from land. In addition to changing their notion of religious worship, this led to a strong collective identity and a language apart from any other. Sailing jargon and commands—rope names, sail names, portions of the ship, types of weather and waves—constituted a language of technical necessity noteworthy for its clarity and brevity. Syllables saved, however, were spewed through swearing. Sailors were considered incapable of uttering a sentence without an expletive. In addition to being descriptive, the swearing served as a form of protest, an “us versus them” volley of oaths differentiating transient sailors from the middle and upper classes with their polite manners.

The anger stemmed from awareness that men of the sea fit in nowhere else. On land they were out of place, outcasts from polite society and likely to get drunk and wake up in prison. On ship they were subject to random punishment meted out by the captain and his officers. On the other side of the ship’s rail lay the tempestuous sea, that physical embodiment of peril. Some sailors could swim but most could not, and a man overboard was likely to drown in the time it took a square-rigged sailing ship to turn around and sail back to his rescue. In the North Sea and Baltic, where the men of Whitby sailed, going overboard meant a painful death through hypothermia and drowning. Swimming only prolonged the agony.

If sailors acted like the whole world was against them, that’s because it was. They couldn’t even die in peace.

But James Cook wanted to be a part of it. At seventeen, he’d been out of step with society as long as he could remember anyway, and he was sure the sea was his long-sought niche. Walker decided to give the boy a chance. A jubilant Cook was told to find the Freelove in Whitby harbor and report for duty.

When Cook located the functional Freelove, he nervously clambered up the gangplank, stepping carefully to avoid toppling into the cold, green water. Cook stepped on board, his hard-soled shoes clacking against the wooden deck. As he digested the sights and smells and sounds of his new world—masts and rigging, paint and varnish, seagulls and creaking timber—Cook’s body swayed uneasily as a deck rolled beneath his feet for the first time. His new life had begun.

Cook was ordered to sign the muster book. He was issued a hammock and blanket, told where to hang them, then put to work. For a seemingly simple profession, there was much to do and much to learn. Like all new apprentices, Cook quickly set to “learning the ropes”—literally, the knots and names of lines, and the million and one ways to employ the Gordian jumble in good weather and worse—and how best to clamber up the tar-covered ratlines in a gale, then balance on a spindly, bucking yard to unfurl a sail.

Less swashbuckling tasks for the ordinary seaman included latrine duty. The ship’s toilets—“seats of ease”—were planks, one extended over either side of the bow. A hole was cut, and the edges sanded. A man did his business precariously, backside dangling over open ocean. When the weather was perfectly calm, there was no problem. Everything splashed into the sea. But when North Sea winds and waves reared up, foiling gravity, it was an ordinary seaman’s task to be lowered over the side and polish splatter from the hull before the ship nosed into port.

Once comfortable aboard ship, Cook’s next step would be competing for advancement. With Britain shifting from an agrarian to an industrial nation, farmwork was scarce. Scores of teenaged boys who might formerly have worked the fields with their fathers were found employed as apprentices and ordinary seamen on Whitby’s colliers. The competition for promotion and employment was fierce.

James Cook, however, was the competitive type. He excelled as a sailor. Beginning in 1746 he made a dozen voyages per year. His first trip aboard Freelove was to haul coal along the British coast. Then, as the years passed and he grew more capable, Cook was transferred to a variety of Walker’s other vessels, such as the Three Brothers, and began open-ocean passages across the North Sea. Between voyages, Cook slept in the attic of Walker’s red-brick house on Grape Lane alongside his fellow apprentices. He continued his practice of studying mathematics and astronomy by candlelight. Instead of the floor, as in Sanderson’s shop, however, Walker provided him with a table in the corner.

Sailing had become Cook’s passion, and he soaked in every nuance, every nugget of information that would make him the consummate seaman. When his three-year apprenticeship ended, Walker continued Cook’s employment, promoting him up the ranks. Cook’s responsibility was increased. He became adept at the logistics of loading a cargo ship, of how best to balance weight in the hold. He learned to order supplies, and how to oversee a hull and mast’s refurbishment between voyages. He learned what sort of sail combination worked best in what sort of wind. He learned how to drop a weighted rope—a “lead line”—over the side of a ship to measure the ocean’s depth, especially close to the tricky English coast, where rocks and swirling currents made passage delicate. He learned to record speed and distance with something known as a log line. This piece of wood was attached to a rope, then thrown overboard. A sandglass was used to time how quickly the rope unspooled.

Most important, Cook began learning the fundamentals of navigation. He became adept at determining latitude with a sextant. By accurately measuring the sun’s height over the horizon, then consulting latitudinal charts, north-south position could be determined.

Longitude, however, was far more difficult to measure (Sir Isaac Newton, the greatest mind of the early eighteenth century, called longitude “the only problem that ever made my head ache”). It was still an inexact science. Instead of the sun, the moon and the exact time were the keys. By figuring the height of the moon from wherever the ship might be, then figuring the distance between the moon and certain prominent stars, then comparing those figures with the moon’s height as computed at Greenwich’s Royal Observatory, then comparing the time at the ship’s location (using the sun to tell time) as compared with Greenwich mean time, then calculating the time difference converted to degrees, with one hour equaling fifteen minutes . . . it was possible to calculate longitude exactly.

In all that calculation, the two imperatives were a complete book of lunar tables showing exact distances between moon and stars at Greenwich, then a clock to tell time at the ship’s location. Neither, unfortunately, had been invented when Cook was learning his navigation basics. A complete set of lunar tables would not be published until 1755. And a clock had not yet been invented that could withstand the humidity, pitching, temperature changes, and gravity changes inherent in shipboard life. As a result, even the world’s most experienced navigators were rarely exact when estimating longitude.

Instead, navigators often fell back into the primitive art of dead reckoning, combining compass, log line, and observation of wind and currents to guess approximate location. In learning dead reckoning, Cook also learned to keep a sharp eye on the wind and the sea’s activities, and their influence on the ship. Around the Whitby docks he became known for his intelligence and gentle—if distant— bearing.

By 1752, Cook had worked his way up from apprentice to seaman to first mate. In the merchant world, that made him second-in-command to the captain. Whitby was proving to be a quiet and unglamorous, yet ideal, training ground for the budding mariner. As he moved from his teens into his midtwenties, Cook was a solitary and single man, without the wife and family that might have detracted from his growing obsession with career. When not at sea he studied and planned for the next voyage. Like any sailor, Cook enjoyed nights in the taverns fronting the harbor, but he was careful with his money and wasn’t the sort to get falling-down drunk. Quaker Walker noticed these attributes and began taking a greater interest in Cook’s career development. The young farm boy was turning out to be perfectly fitted for life at sea, unafraid of physical labor nor cowed by hard weather, but deeply fond of those cerebral pursuits necessary to guide a ship through troubled waters.

Walker began sending Cook on journeys to glamorous London. Cook was smitten with the big city, fixating on the bright lights and bustle of Thames-side ports rather than on the seedier aspects—the poverty, overcrowding, open sewers, illness. London was where Cook laid eyes on officers of the Royal Navy for the first time, with their powdered white wigs, polished shoes, and bright blue uniforms piped in gold. Their ships were sleek, muscular, and overpopulated. Cannon seemed to poke from every orifice.

By comparison, Cook’s Whitby cats looked stubby and slow. Cook was not a man prone to envy, but he had a weakness for status and wealth. The Royal Navy officers in London seemed to have both. In Cook’s mind, they were true men of the sea. He found himself wondering what it would be like to be one of them.

For all Cook’s idealism, life in the Royal Navy was hellish. Life in the Whitby merchant fleet was a pleasure cruise by comparison. Unlike the motivated career seamen in Whitby, sailors in the Royal Navy were the dregs of society. Many were lost men and derelicts, physically abducted by press gangs and thrown aboard against their will. They knew nothing of life on ship and were prone to seasickness. While merchant sailors could expect regular payment for their work, navy sailors might not get paid for years at a time. The longer duration of navy voyages—to America, Africa, India—meant ships were deliberately overstaffed at the start of a voyage to compensate for the coming multitude of deaths. Hundreds of men died of typhus on every voyage.

The single greatest killer, however, was scurvy. The disease is caused by an absence of vitamin C in the body, the result of spending months at sea without the fresh fruits and vegetables providing this vital substance. Vitamin C is responsible for producing the fibrous tissues that provide strong capillaries, bone, dentin, and cartilage. Without it, the body begins slowly breaking down. Listlessness sets in, teeth fall out, and victims become anemic before dying. In Cook’s time, there was no known cure.

Many, of course, suspected food had something to do with the problem. The standard weekly ration included bread, beer (one gallon per day), beef or pork (four days out of the week), peas, and oatmeal. Storage was a problem, however, and shipboard food was atrocious once it began rotting, especially later in a journey when rats had broken into rations, eaten some, then soaked the rest with urine. Maggots also infested food, with the remedy for killing maggots (placing a piece of dead fish atop the infested food, drawing the maggots from the food into the fish) almost as foul as the maggots themselves.

On top of all their other hardships, sailors in the Royal Navy were subjected to severe punishment should they misbehave. Discipline was harsh and random, and so pervasive that it left an indelible mark on the English language.

Lesser crimes were punished with “cobbing.” That is, a gruff group of sailors would take the offender to the gun room and beat him senseless. A more public punishment was “gauntleting,” when the entire ship’s company formed two lines and the miscreant was whipped using knotted ropes. The term running the gauntlet originated there. The more serious the crime, however, the slower the man was compelled to move through the gauntlet, right down to wheeling him down the line lashed over a barrel, hence, “had him over a barrel.”

The next level of punishment was meted out by having the offender tied to the mainmast and lashed with the cat-o’-nine-tails. This many-tentacled whip was made of leather and was used by many nations, some of whom tipped the end with metal or bone. Even the Royal Navy found this too draconian and forbade such appendage. However, the cats in the antipodean prison colonies were often tipped or turned into a “thieves’ cat” by knotting the strands down their length. These were often wielded by marines or sailors assigned duty as prison guards.

The cat was kept in a red baize bag to conceal the blood covering its tendrils—which brought forth the term the cat’s out of the bag. In bad weather, punishment on board ships had to be done belowdecks. This posed a problem, however, for few spaces had room for the attendant victim, observers, and the master administering the captain’s “award.” If a space was too small, it was said to be “too small to swing a cat.” If the captain felt that the master administering the punishment wasn’t trying hard enough, he, too, would receive “six of the best.”

For truly bad indiscretions, a sailor could be “flogged around the fleet” (six of the best on each of His Majesty’s ships in the port at the time). Keelhauling was one step above that (tied to a rope and dragged along the ship’s bottom from one side of the hull to another underwater, scraping the body against barnacles, often killing the victim by drowning or from bleeding). The ultimate punishment was hanging, done from a mainmast yard.

About the only thing navy life had going for it was the generous daily ration of 94-proof rum mixed with water, a concoction known as grog. The ration was a pint a day, split between a morning and an afternoon serving. And on long voyages, sometimes even the grog ran out.

In East End bars such as the Mayflower and the Angel (with its bar paneled to resemble a ship’s hull, whose rear windows looked out onto the Thames), Cook rubbed elbows with seamen from His Majesty’s fleet. He chose to ignore stories of brutality and focused on the glory. His Majesty’s sailors spoke rapturously of the spice trade or the Americas or failed expeditions in search of unseen places such as the Great South Land and the Northwest Passage. Of Calcutta, Saint Helena, Capetown, New York. Of entire fleets lost in a single ferocious gale or of days without movement in the equatorial doldrums. Of the horrors of working the slave trade, sailing’s most unpopular detail. Of battling ferocious currents off Africa and Tierra del Fuego. Of the legendary Spanish ghost ship that was last seen along the North American coast under full sail, despite the death of her entire crew from malaria, yellow fever, and scurvy. Of sailing from the cold gales of England to latitudes where the air was warm and soft like a lover’s kiss, the sea a soothing turquoise instead of gunmetal gray, and where the women weren’t encumbered by clothing.

The old salts also whispered of hostile natives in those faraway lands who practiced cannibalism. The shock wasn’t that these tropical savages ingested human flesh—cannibalism was alive and well in Europe—but that they had a taste for live people. European cannibalism was confined to cadavers and men dangling from the gallows, whose blood was drained as a cure for epilepsy and as a tonic for healthier living. Local citizenry would line up after a hanging, cups in hand, to let the free samples of life flow into them. Also, “the spirit of life” was routinely consumed by European soldiers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This was obtained by slicing off and eating the genitals of men killed in battle. Phalluses of the newly dead were alleged to contain concentrated life forces.

But the tropical savages hunted and killed men expressly to roast them on a spit or boil them alive. The only organ unfit for consumption was the gallbladder, for it was considered too bitter.

In such fantastic tales Cook’s world grew larger, his vision for his future grander. Whitby—blustery, storybook Whitby, with the river Esk flowing through the center of town and sheer, gray cliffs flanking the harbor like titans—was no longer big enough to contain Cook’s dreams. “Someday,” Cook confided to a crestfallen Walker after returning from one trip to London, “I want to be in the Royal Navy.”

In 1755, at age twenty-six, Cook was an old salt, given de facto control of every ship on which he sailed. Cook’s leadership style was at once casual and demanding, and men took orders well from him. Years plying coastal waterways and the stormy North Sea had made Cook a true navigator, an expert on currents and depths and wind patterns and rocky shoals that needed to be approached carefully at night or in fog, for the English coast had no lighthouses.

Walker, meanwhile, decided it was time to formally discuss promoting Cook to ship’s captain. Financially, Cook would be set for life. As for power, he would be a true commander, with all the authority the position entailed. And the ship wouldn’t be a second-rate vessel like the old and slow Freelove, but the dashing new Friendship, the finest and newest addition to Walker’s fleet.

In the spring of 1755, Walker summoned Cook to his office. The pubescent teenager who’d tramped hopefully from Staithes so long ago was now a man. He was confident and knowledgeable, an excellent choice for command. Walker was lucky to have him and he knew it.

Cook stood before Walker’s desk, knowing what he was about to hear.

Walker offered Cook command of the Friendship. He reminded Cook that Friendship was his best vessel. He reminded Cook that staying in Whitby was the smartest thing he could do, for his immense talents would be wasted in the Royal Navy. Wasted, Walker reinforced. Cook would never be granted command. That honor only went to officers, and officers were always born of the upper class, entering the navy at a young age and guided by influential connections up through the officer corps. The best Cook could hope for (and this was the main point of persuasion, because Walker knew Cook seriously believed he was destined for greater things) was to be a master, always laboring in the shadow of a captain. He might do great things, but another man would always get credit.

Cook was a deliberate man, practical in almost every way, but that adventurous streak ran through him hard. Because of it, Cook not only chased danger and adventure throughout his lifetime, but made three highly unusual and impulsive choices. One got Cook into the Royal Navy, another got him married, and the third got him killed. In retrospect, two out of three were brilliant decisions.

As politely as he knew how, Cook spurned Walker. He announced his plans to sail for London, where he would throw away nine years’ seniority and advancement by enlisting in the Royal Navy. At twenty-six, James Cook would be an able-bodied seaman, starting all over again. In parting, Cook told Walker of the Royal Navy, “I want to make my future fortune there.”

On June 17, 1755, seduced by grandeur and guided by his dream, Cook enlisted in the Royal Navy.



CHAPTER 3
In the Navy


Cook was assigned to Eagle, a sixty-gun ship moored on the English Channel at Spithead. Despite his dreams, Cook had few misconceptions about life in His Majesty’s navy. Being just another faceless crew member was akin to being an inmate. The captain had total authority, a fact of life guaranteed by Admiralty law. Any action or word counter to his will was punishable as mutiny. “They could make life,” it was written of captains, “as tolerable or unbearable as they wished.” This powerlessness imbued hopelessness into the fabric of crew life and crushed the will of independent thinkers like James Cook.
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