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AUTHOR’S NOTE



THIS STORY IS SET IN THREE DISTINCT PERIODS, THE GREATER PART OF the narrative being between summer 1867 and March 1872, with a prologue and epilogue taking place in the summer of 1964 and an afterword in 2018. Both the dialogue and attitudes herein depicted are, therefore, those of these times. Consequently there is some racist dialogue along with other inter-social prejudices carried by my characters in sections of the story which are today unacceptable. I wish to make it quite clear that no offence is intended by this historical verisimilitude. However, to dismiss the past without reflecting the known—and well documented—behaviours of the time in question, would weaken both the credibility and integrity of my yarn. If nothing else, it shows that while we have a long way yet to go, some progress has been made.


I hope that the occasional use of foreign terms is generally selfexplanatory, but just in case the reader finds this difficult some explanations here may help. The Malay term orang puteh means white man; orang kaya, a rich man, and orang laut, man of the sea—specifically herein a Bugis pirate. The title Tuan, as used on the Singaporean waterfront of the day, was the colloquial and contemporaneous equivalent of the English use of the word ‘sir’ (occasionally elevated to ‘Lord’) as a general term of respect, caste or rank being as important to cultures other than those of the British imperium.


Ship-board ranks were often confusing but broadly speaking the Malay nouns Tindal meant boatswain, and Casab signified the boatswain’s mate (itself a rank that might also be known as lamp-trimmer —‘lampy’—in colloquial English); Jurmudi, was a quartermaster, charged with the vessel’s steering. Titles of other etymology common at sea were Tomelo, the ship’s carpenter, and Shawbunder, the collector of customs and/or harbour-master. Other Malay words/phrases in common use by all races living in the Lion City were hujan, meaning rain, and torrential tropical rain at that; arriah, meaning ‘lower-away there’; makanan, meaning ‘food,’ and makan ‘eat,’ so that ‘saya pergi makan’ meant ‘I am now going to eat,’ and bagus, meaning ‘good’ as in ‘it is good,’ ‘I am satisfied.’


Other nouns and adjectives in common use were Crani (a clerk, but usually a tally-clerk who checked the number of slings, bales, etc. being loaded or discharged by a cargo-vessel), kampong (village), telok (bay), selat (strait), tanjong (headland, point, etc), batu (rock), sungei (river), and besar (big, often used to denote the larger of two islands in small archipelagos, its antonym being kechil). Islands themselves were either pulau or pulo, while small boats—roughly the equivalent of the generic sampan in Chinese waters but also used by Singaporean Chinese—were perahus, pronouced prau, which is sometimes used as an alternative spelling. The Malay kris was a long dagger with a wavy blade, often beautifully made, and a parang a sword or machete. Such weapons were a danger in the hands of an amok, a man who had lost his head and who rushed about killing indiscriminately and from which we derive the expression ‘run amok’ for someone acting in a murderously uncontrolled manner.


Indian—Hindi, Urdu, etc.—words and phrases also migrated east, carried by ships and often mixed up with English, Portuguese, and so forth. Those used herein are Nakoda—meaning a native of the subcontinent who commands a merchant ship and the Malay equivalent of which is Kurmudi. Such vessels were usually termed country-wallahs, an Anglo-Indian compound noun meaning a merchantman, often a large one, beneficially owned in India. The vessel concerned flew a British red ensign and enjoyed the protection of the British Navy. A very large fleet of these vessels had grown-up in the Eastern Seas during the eighteenth century owing to the monopoly held until 1813 (to India) and 1834 (to China) by the East India Company, which prevented British owners in the United Kingdom from trading with places beyond the Cape of Good Hope except under licence from the Company. However, trade from India throughout the eastern seas was permitted in such ships and it was these that first conveyed opium to China in large quantities; however, after the Treaty of Nanking (1842) and the acquisition of Hong Kong, the processed opium was carried in fast British-registered ships, and it was for this reprehensible trade that the Tethys in my story had originally been built.


Country-wallahs were commanded by a variety of men, British, Indian, and mixed-race seamen, often being owned by Brito-Indian merchant houses of which the combination of Scotsmen and Parsis was commonplace, both ashore in their counting-houses, and also afloat. In Singapore Chinese-owned trading houses were headed by a Towkay, or chief merchant.


In Singapore men employed as watchmen or guards were known as Jagas, armed servants of private companies—what we should today call ‘security officers’ and, like their modern equivalents, they would wear a uniform, usually indicating the identity of their employer. For this reason the Jagas working for the House of the Green Dragon wore bright green turbans. Such men, at the time of which I write, were usually of Sikh extraction, domiciled in Singapore and as proud—and often as smart—as guardsmen, frequently being former soldiers of one sort or another.


Originally European vessels trading in eastern waters carried a ‘supra-cargo,’ or ‘super-cargo,’ sometimes known by the Portuguese noun Comprador. This individual was a merchant sailing in a merchant ship to undertake the commercial business on behalf of the ship’s owner(s). In the earliest days of European trade with the east he out-ranked the Master (or Captain) but by the 1860s these tasks were usually a part of the Master’s duties, allowing the Masters to accrue small fortunes on their own account.


However, to smooth commercial transactions, at the time the Tethys was sailing among the islands it was common to carry a Shroff, the Chinese synonym for which was Chin-chew, as a commercial agent who handled cash (itself a word that crept into the English language from the Far East), testing coin for its value, and so forth. The chin-chew usually handled either the universally used currency of the Spanish silver dollar (the reale) or pieces of silver known as sycee silver. He was often the ship’s principal interpreter and could become a very rich man because all trade and commercial transactions were accompanied by presents/bribes/back-handers of various complexities known by a number of names. Here I have used the most common in this part of the world—cumshaw.


Chinese phrases were often too difficult for the white man to learn so a form of common tongue, initiated by the Portuguese as a lingua franca but vastly expanded by the British who, in their traditional failure to master native tongues, simply adopted terms and anglicised them, creating and augmenting ‘pidgin.’ Some of these adoptions linger as remnants today in our own daily discourse: ‘cup of char,’ for a drink of tea; ‘chop-chop,’ meaning ‘hurry-up’; ‘top-dollar’ meaning ‘the best’ or ‘of the finest quality’; ‘savee,’ signifying understanding/knowledge as in ‘I savee’ or ‘you savee?’; and ‘look-see,’ meaning ‘show me’ or ‘I had a look,’ being a few examples. Among the thousands of men manning and servicing ships in eastern waters during these years, pidgin of one sort or another became the common tongue.


To wrap up our definitions, a brigantine of the period was a relatively small sailing vessel having two masts; the foremost, the foremast, carries yards and so-called square sails; the after or main mast bears fore-and-aft sails somewhat similar to a vintage, gaff-rigged yacht of today.


Turning to historical background, although Singapore was founded by the East India Company by treaty with the Temenngong (Sultan) of Johore in 1819, the nature of its rapid expansion as an entrepôt under the protection of the British flag made it not a Malay but an essentially Chinese city, filling with this industrious people, despite edicts by the Emperor in distant Beijing forbidding emigration from the Middle Kingdom. It remains so to this day, its adoption into greater Malaysia having failed. However, at the time in question, despite the city being dominated by Chinese, Malay formed the shared language common to many among the racially diverse inhabitants of the Lion City.


Elsewhere the political map requires some explanation. At the time in which the chief section of this story is set, the huge island of Borneo/Kalimantan was, over most of its southern territory, part of the Dutch East Indies (today’s Indonesian Kalimantan). Its northern coast, however, consisted of three states. The largest was the independent territory of Sarawak, whose ruling Rajah was a white-man, Rajah Brooke, the title having been ceded—uncoerced—as a gift by the nominal overlord and last Malay ruler. At the north-eastern end of the Borneo coast another such private fiefdom, Brunei, under its own Sultan, lay next to the most easterly, a territory today known as Sabah and part of Malaysia, having been for some years known as British North Borneo and corporately owned. In the 1860s and ’70s, however, it was part of the Sultanate of Sulu, and was viewed with an envious eye by the Spanish, the colonial power in the adjacent and huge archipelago of the Philippine Islands. The actual Sulu archipelago stretches from the north-eastern tip of Borneo to the Basilan Strait on the far side of which lies the Philippine port of Zamboanga on the large island of Mindanao.


At the time the Sultanate of Sulu also incorporated the now Philippine island of Palawan, making it a significant power in the region. Sunni Muslim in religion, ruled by Sultan Jamal ul-Azam, its existence as a buffer state between two European colonial empires—the Spanish and the Dutch—both of whom attempted the exclusion of others in their trade, attracted ‘British’ merchants, that racial mix domiciled in that extraordinary city-state of Singapore. These men exploited opportunities provided by legitimate trade and civil unrest. The major port for trade in the Sulu archipelago itself was Jolo, on the island of the same name. In the 1860s it was the centre of a slave-trade as well as a rich source of what was known as ‘island produce’ which included pearls, mother-of-pearl, gum copal and gum damar, camphor, rattans (from which many a Parisian boulevardier’s Malacca cane was made), trepang (sea-slugs), seahorses, and bird’s nests (the Chinese delicacies producing soups and medicines). In addition to these commodities, greater Sulu offered apparently limitless quantities of timber, gums, hides, shells, copra, hemp, sisal or coir, and gutta-percha (a rubber-like product and a precursor to the imminent development of latex rubber), which was used as insulation. Also, dried fish and other comestibles were often on offer to trading vessels in times of plenty. Imports included a variety of western manufactures, clothing, soap, paint, tools, nails, sheet iron, boots and shoes, oils, spirits, glassware, and guns.


In February 1867 the Spaniards (already a declining colonial power shortly to lose the Philippines to the rising Pacific imperialism of the United States of America) sent an auxiliary steam corvette to ‘show the flag’ off Jolo. And on 5th March 1872 thirteen Spanish men-of-war half-heartedly blockaded Jolo in an attempt to put an end to piracy, for which the place was said to act as a base. From the following year they maintained this blockade and in 1875, as part of their colonial policy, they landed 9,000 soldiers, laid siege to the place, captured it, and turned it into a walled stronghold. This ended Jolo’s commercial prosperity and presaged the absorption of the Sultanate into the Philippines, and the turning of its Sultan to a puppet.


A century later, in the 1960s, the ambitious President Sukarno of Indonesia—the hero of the anti-colonial wars against first the occupying Japanese and then, post 1945, the returning old colonial power of the reinstated Dutch—announced his opposition to the formation of a greater Malaya—or Malaysia—from the old British Malayan Straits Settlements, Singapore, Sarawak, and British North Borneo, initiating a vicious and largely forgotten war in which British forces took a part in support of their own former colonies. Its nastiness was hidden behind its bland, euphemistic name: ‘Confrontation’.


One final note; lest it be thought that the name Cha Lee Foo smacks of some pantomime character, I preserve in his memory (and in my mind’s eye as I write), a kindly and already old Chinese Quartermaster of this name aboard the cargo-liner Glenartney, who was my sea-daddy on my first voyage to sea in 1960.


Otherwise this story is dedicated to:


J.C. and J.G.,
both of whom, in their different ways, conjured the flame of imagination,
and to
P.McL.
for her loyal support,
but chiefly for Arlo, who is as familiar with the Tethys as the author.









What shall I tell you? Tales, marvellous tales
Of ships and stars and isles where good men rest.


JAMES ELROY FLECKER, THE GOLDEN ROAD TO SAMARKAND
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PART ONE



THE RAIN FOREST OF KALIMANTAN (INDONESIAN BORNEO), EARLY SUMMER 1964





‘WHERE’S THE BOSS?’


‘Probably gone for a shit.’


‘He can’t have unless he wants the Wog to wipe his arse ...’


‘Knock that off right now!’ snapped Sergeant McGuigan in his thick Ulster brogue. ‘The Dayak Ranger’s name is Bangau, if you can remember that, Snedding. In the meantime cut the crap and get a brew on; we need to eat as soon as possible.’


Sergeant McGuigan fingered the trigger of his carbine, leant his back against a twisted mangrove, and cast his eye over the Royal Marine patrol of which he was second-in-command. They had had a hard march through near impenetrable rain forest that had changed into equally near impenetrable mangrove swamp since first light, and now the sky was darkening with the premature onset of darkness that came with a mustering of heavy rain cloud. He tried to calculate how far they had come through what had seemed at times like impassable vegetation, but Lieutenant Kirton had kept them moving as silently as their brief stint of training in jungle warfare had enabled them; and to think that only six months ago they had been on skis in Norway training in Arctic combat gear, defending NATO’s northern flank! Hey-ho, McGuigan thought, after nine years in the Corps he should not have been surprised.


As for their relentless pace, that was all Charlie Kirton’s idea. ‘I hope to find this river by nightfall, Sar’n’t,’ he had said curtly, which was pretty much all the briefing he had given his second-in-command before setting out on their fourth day’s march. Well, the young lieutenant certainly lived up to his name, curt he most certainly was—and he had been in theatre far longer than his men, a veteran of the armed force Britain had sent out to assist its former colonies of the new Malaysia as they fought off the ambitions of President Sukarno of Indonesia in a quiet, vicious, and deadly war that the politicos preferred to term, euphemistically—‘Confrontation.’ Kirton had been on detached service for several months; he had had some hand in training the local defence forces and spoke Malay. He was also known to every marine in the Corps as a fine yachtsman and a very tough cookie. Sergeant McGuigan admired him very much, even if he was a rather too obviously practising Roman Catholic.


As the light dropped with the rapid westering of the sun and the increase of cloud Kirton had told McGuigan to make camp. ‘I’m going to press on for another few hundred yards, Sar’n’t, I’m damn sure that river is nearby, as is Bangau. See the men get their chow. I’ll take the Dayak with me. Leave a bite for us.’


‘Very good, sir,’ McGuigan had responded, standing guard while the men around him hunkered down, squatting on their haunches to avoid the ants and other insects that seemed to teem in all their variety across the forest floor among the dead and rotting vegetation that stank of wet decay and oozed water under their weight. Not that he thought them much in danger of being found by an Indonesian patrol, and if they were the buggers would be upon them before they knew it if their woodcraft was any good—and it should be, it was their turf, after all.


Since they had been landed by the Royal Malaysian Navy’s high-speed perahu that had picked them up at Tawau and dumped them just inside enemy territory they had glimpsed Indonesian aerial activity on three occasions, the last that morning when a chopper had flown fairly low above the forest canopy and suggested, to Lieutenant Kirton at least, that the river they had been sent out to find could not be far away.


McGuigan gave the men in his charge a brief over-arching scan; they were all first class soldiers, though one or two were inclined to be lippy. Snedding, an angular lad from East London with a dubious history, was keen on baiting Benjamin, a black Brummie who gave as good as he got; while Bennett, a big, powerful farm-boy from Suffolk enjoyed playing pranks on his mates, which under the present humid circumstances wore thin very quickly. But he was a strong lad, with a fine musculature under his sweating layer of blubber, so-much-so that he got to carry the patrol’s 7.62 support machine gun, leaving the spare barrels, the tripod for sustained fire, and the belts of ammo to the rest of them.


Casting his eyes over the remainder of the patrol McGuigan concluded that they were a pretty impressive platoon and, catching Corporal Willis’s eye, McGuigan sufficiently relaxed the bonds of discipline to wink at his fellow NCO. He and the corporal had known each other for a long time and had been delighted to re-make each other’s acquaintance when they received their draft-chits for the frigate Llandaff.


Willis was on the point of winking back when his expression went tense and he reached instinctively for his own machine gun.


McGuigan had heard it too: the snap of rotten wood and the sudden alert it caused transmitted itself to everyone. The hiss of the small stove heating the evening’s pot-mess was instantly suppressed and every man-jack had his gun in his hand and was faced-about, outwards from the small glade in which they had intended spending the night.


The light was fading fast and the chirrup of the cicadas was fading with it. McGuigan regretted not having re-anointed his blackened face with insect repellent as he felt a mozzie bite his neck. The broken wood could have been natural, the work of a monkey or gibbon, or whatever other primates hung in the dense canopy above them—and they had been told of the huge orang utang—the Man of the Forest—who was the dominant species in this lush and rather terrifying land. It might, McGuigan thought with a tightening of the muscles in his belly, be a tiger. But whatever had caused the noise, McGuigan concluded, it was unlikely to have been Lieutenant Kirton and his Iban Dayak scout; they were far too skilled at moving quietly through this terrain and had left their packs in the camp to make their recce easier.


And then suddenly Kirton and Bangau emerged from the vegetation and the tension eased. ‘Where’s supper then?’ Kirton asked, half in jest, for it was clear to McGuigan that he, or Bangau, had caused the noise.


‘Coming up, sir,’ replied Snedding, reigniting the small stove.


‘There’s tea here, sir,’ offered Meadows, a Pompey lad with a face like a boxer’s but the manners of a gentleman. Meadows was after more than a sergeant’s chevrons.


Kirton took the steaming mug and squatted on his haunches like his men. Silently Snedding offered a second mug to Bangau who nodded his thanks and then backed off, to hunker down on his own with his back to a tree, just clear of the close-knit group of Royal Marines. McGuigan looked quizzically at Kirton; the lieutenant was five or six years his junior and, as with Corporal Willis, McGuigan had known him previous to their present deployment. And right now, despite the streaks of camouflage ‘blackening’ that concealed Kirton’s deep tan, he would have put money on Kirton having had a shock. He transferred his gaze to Bangau; to his astonishment the tough little Iban warrior was visibly shaking as he quaffed his tea.


McGuigan shuffled his way across the yard or so separating himself from Kirton.


‘Any luck, sir?’ he asked in a low voice.


Kirton swallowed hard. There was a long pause during which the young officer took deep draughts of tea before emptying the dregs and decorously removed a tea-leaf from his tongue. Then, McGuigan noticed he swallowed hard, shot a glance at Bangau, and nodded.


‘Yup. We found the river just a few hundred yards away. It runs deep and wide; I suspect we’re sitting in it right now, for these mangroves cover the shore, so the approach is difficult ...’ Kirton paused again. Indeed, he seemed to have wandered off into some other place and McGuigan—a naturally impatient man—filled the void by asking:


‘No immediate sign of the sort of place we are looking for then, sir ... without making a look-see upstream, that is?’, adding ‘ulu’ with a jerk of his head and inordinately proud of his knowledge of the Malay word for upriver.


‘Eh, what?’ McGuigan’s words seemed to recall Kirton from somewhere else; an unusual circumstance for this focussed officer, McGuigan thought, with a twinge of anxiety as to what the hell was going on. Something was, though.


Then Kirton seemed to gather his wits. ‘No, no. I’ve found the perfect place, Sar’n’t, perfect in every—well most—respects.’ Kirton paused a moment before continuing, his voice low but, to the sergeant’s infinite relief, full of its usual confidence. ‘Actually it pretty much found us. About twenty minutes after leaving you here our friend,’ Kirton nodded perfunctorily towards Bangau who remained clutching his mug of tea and staring at the ground before him, ‘refused to go any further; said the place was full of spirits. I have to confess that what with his reluctance to proceed and the onset of twilight, I was having second thoughts about the wisdom of my decision to scout out a bit further ... then I saw what Bangau had already seen, only feet away ...’ Kirton broke off, shaking his head, as if he could still not quite believe it, then he resumed his tale. ‘Rearing above us was the bow of a small ship, a very old ship with a bow like the clipper Cutty Sark at Greenwich and a long bowsprit that disappeared into the branches overhead. She’s surrounded by the growth of years of vegetation and while my companion would venture no further, I ... I scrambled aboard.’


Kirton ceased speaking as Snedding shuffled towards them on his knees with two mess-tins full of an unappetising brown concoction of rehydrated protein. ‘Supper, gents,’ he said briefly, handing the pot-mess over to his two seniors. After Kirton had taken a few mouthfuls he resumed his account, his voice low and confidential.


‘She’s pretty much perfect for our purposes, with a few little modifications. God knows how she got there but long ago she was rammed into the river’s bank, if you can call it that; she’s almost totally over-grown but she has a long counter stern which is no more than ten or twelve feet inside the outer growth; we can mount the M.G. there and command the entire reach of the river ...’


‘Will an old wreck stand the stresses of the recoil of a 7.62, sir?’ McGuigan, ever the practical NCO, asked.


‘Oh. Yes,’ Kirton nodded. ‘There’s very little paint left on her and although there’s evidence of a small fire, even in the failing light I could see she was built of teak; it’s practically indestructible.’


‘And she’s got accommodation too, I suppose, such as a bunch of rough-necks as we are can live in ...?’


‘Yes ...’ Kirton’s voice had become uncertain again.


‘Then where’s the problem, sir? I just fancy operating from a houseboat.’


‘Well, precisely there is the problem, Sergeant,’ Kirton responded with uncharacteristic formality, ‘in the accommodation ... though we will have to clear a bit of vegetation to provide arcs of fire from the stern ...’


‘But there’s another modification we’ve got to make?’ McGuigan queried, thinking that this was like trying to get blood out of a fucking stone. ‘In the accommodation?’ he prompted.


‘Yes. There are spirits there, as Bangau sensed ...’ Both men looked across at the Dayak Ranger who was tucking in to his supper and looked up as he felt the scrutiny of the two orang puteh fall across him. Kirton smiled reassuringly but McGuigan’s eyes were narrowed. Bangau did not like the Ulsterman and McGuigan knew it. Although he had been selected for this mission in part because of his command of English, the Dayak could not understand the big man’s Ulster brogue. He lowered his eyes and continued his meal. He was deeply unhappy that the British officer was going to incorporate the strange wreck into his plans. To Bangau, an Ibani sea-Dayak, or orang laut, whose ancestors had been formidable pirates, the old ship emanated foreboding.


‘Spirits, sir?’ A visceral sensation was uncoiling in McGuigan’s belly; Kirton was a Catholic after all.


‘Well human remains actually, Sar’n’t,’ Kirton said, his voice resuming its natural brisk tone, ‘and before anyone else goes aboard you and I are going to have to go and dispose of them. Not even Her Majesty’s Royal Marines can be expected to make skeletons their bed-fellows.’


‘They’re just bones then, sir.’


‘Yes, just bones ...’


‘Well we can deal with them while the men are preparing breakfast.’


‘Quite so, Sar’n’t.’ It would be a neat juxtaposition, bones then breakfast.


‘Will that be all for tonight, sir?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


‘I’ll post the pickets and catch some shut-eye. Good night, sir.’


‘Good night, Sar’n’t.’
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Lieutenant Charles Kirton lay for some time on the fetid forest floor staring through the drips of water that fell from the canopy high above. After dark it had rained heavily again and he was pretty wet, but it was not physical discomfort that prevented him from sleeping, or the nocturnal noise of the mangrove swamp; it was the effect of those fifteen minutes spent aboard the strange old wreck. And it was only partially the human remains that had so disturbed him: ghosts came in other guises, though the skeletons were real enough seen in that crepuscular gloom.


He could not escape the conviction that had gripped him that not only would the old sailing vessel prove the answer to the mission’s quest, but that there was a disturbingly personal element to his finding her, a supernatural connection that his rational mind found it difficult to throw-off.


‘Well, Charles,’ the C.O. had said at his briefing back in Tawau as they pored over an almost featureless Dutch map—featureless in terms of features but covered in the conventional signs for ‘jungle,’ ‘swamp,’ and bearing the legend niet onderzocht, or unsurveyed in English. ‘I can’t tell you exactly where in all this bloody jungley stuff this bloody river is, but it’s there somewhere. From what intelligence is telling us is appearing further along the border with our friend’s here ...’ the C.O.’s right forefinger traced the wriggling line of the uncertain national demarcation westwards, away from the coast which the Malaysians and their British allies dominated, ‘the Indos are moving men and matériel up to the border with Brunei and Sarawak at too fast a rate, and the equipment is too heavy, for most of it to be airlifted. There has to be a water route through here somewhere,’ and the senior officer’s finger retraced its path to circle an area perhaps thirty miles south-west of where they then were in Tawau. ‘From this kampong here,’ he tapped the little black rectangles representing an Indonesian village, ‘to which there is a half metalled road, and then into perahus or whatever they use hereabouts and upstream.’ The C.O.’s finger shot back to the border through the ‘unsurveyed’ jungle. ‘There has to be a water route, d’you see?’


‘I do sir.’


‘Now to the secret aspect of all this,’ the C.O. went on. ‘Intelligence indicates the Indos are preparing for a major offensive connected with some date significant to President Sukarno’s regime—I don’t know what it is, but I do know that there are several options and that the first is inside a month, his birthday on the 6th of June, the anniversary of D-Day! So, we want you to locate the river and find somewhere we can mount at least a 7.62 to interdict this traffic and generally bugger-up their line of communications. All classic stuff really; just the job for you and your new boys ... So there you have it: Find somewhere suitable, bit of hard ground, or make a platform of tree-trunks, you know the kind of thing, then send back word by way of the Dayak Ranger and a couple of men and we’ll move ammo and supplies up to you, by air preferably, over all this jungley stuff.’


Kirton had not really listened to the little pep-talk with which his boss concluded the mission briefing, though he gave something of the sort to his men a bit later as he passed on a redacted version of the C.O.’s briefing to his men. Their travails as they fought their way through first the rain forest and then this abominable swamp had been a minor epic. He had only the sketchiest notion of distance, though a slightly better understanding of direction. Willing and helpful though he had proved, his jungle-craft being indispensible, this was not territory with which Bangau was familiar. And how did you become familiar with ‘all this jungle stuff’ that covered the land with a profuse monotony? He recalled his days as a boy-scout and the certainties of laying and blazing a trail, of following compass bearings and crossing streams on rafts made of matches and match-boxes! They seemed to have been sent on a fool’s mission, for even if they found the river no-where seemed to offer the slightest prospect of what they were looking for: hard ground. And how far ulu did one go before drawing too much attention from the Indonesians’ forward base? And then, that very evening, without really trying, he had found the place. Well no, that was not quite true, for it had found them and they had merely stumbled across it.


And it most assuredly was full of spirits.


His mind drifted, running over that strange encounter with the old ship. Now that really was weird. Like Sergeant McGuigan he too had wondered if that long, over-hanging counter stern would take the mounting of a heavy machine gun. He had stamped hard on the deck, even with some difficulty opened a small wooden hatch that led into what was either a lazarette or a store, but the gathering gloom told him nothing other than she seemed sound enough. He had begun his sailing in old boats, one of which had been a little teak-planked Victorian cutter, and he knew teak from oak at the very least. And this old hooker looked to be teak-built and solid as a rock.


He had lain down on the deck and peered over the stern. There was no taffrail, only a low toe-rail and he could see right under her long overhanging counter, down to the upper edge of her rudder. The swiftly fading daylight, reflected on the river’s surface, threw the carved decorations under the peeled paint into relief. There was some gingerbread work which looked as though it had once been decorated with gold leaf—gold leaf? And he could read her port of registry in its mirrored carved letters: LONDON. But it appeared that a short piece of dangling plank—a rotten soft-wood presumably—had been screwed over the top. There was nothing much left of it so he could read nothing but the single suggestion of the letter ‘J’. Or had it been an ‘S’?


‘Singapore, probably,’ he had murmured to himself.


And just above was her name. And here came his first shock; anyone—anyone in the whole fucking world except Lieutenant Charles Henry Kirton, RM—would have had trouble reading it upside down, let alone of pronouncing it or of knowing its significance, for that applied only to himself. But Kirton knew almost before he had picked out all of the mirror-imaged letters and it made him shiver, almost as much as the sudden anxiety to get back to camp before total, tropical darkness and a downpour of monsoon hujan enveloped him and the Dayak Ranger.


‘Bloody hell!’ he had muttered, rising to his feet.


As he had turned forward he had found himself facing a companionway which led below. Consumed by a powerful curiosity, yet concerned about the failing light, he had dithered before scrambling hurriedly below. What he found there had sent him back on deck, badly shaken and eager to pick up Bangau and return to camp and the company of his men.


‘Plenty spirits, Bangau,’ Kirton said abruptly, his mouth dry, setting off the way they had come just as night fell.


They had made it by the skin of their teeth, guided by the low sound of voices and the hiss of the small stove heating the dehydrated pot-mess, their nervous state causing them to move carelessly, involuntarily snapping that dead wood. After the meal and his conversation with McGuigan, Kirton had prepared himself for sleep. It had begun to rain and he had heard the muttered curses of the marines around him, already vociferating their loathing of the so-called ‘icky-gribblies’ that took their prostrate bodies as highways to their own suppers. He had silently offered up his evening prayers, commending his badly disturbed soul to God, undemonstratively crossing himself and composing himself for sleep. But—unusually for Kirton—it did not come easily, despite the exertions of the day.


He lay there, staring up at a sky now completely clouded over with heavy rain-bearing cloud and thought of what he had found: that upside down, back-to-front name he had seen but an hour or so earlier and the human remains. He felt certain, viscerally positive, that he knew the identity of one of them. It was a weird conviction that left him musing on the strangeness of it all, of the nature of so-called coincidence and on the circularity of all things.


But there was also the distasteful task he had to undertake the following morning.


Almost his final act that day was the subconscious breathing of the name of the ancient Greek goddess that appeared on the old vessel’s elegant counter:


‘Tethys ...’










PART TWO











CHAPTER ONE



Singapore


CAPTAIN MCCLURE WAS A HOT AND IRRITATED MAN AS, STANDING ON her starboard bridge-wing, he conned the auxiliary steam-vessel River Tay of 1,860 gross registered tons through the anchorage off Singapore. The Lion City lay sweltering in the heat although, judging by the clouds banking up over the Riau Archipelago to the southward, and the islands surrounding Pulo Bukum ahead, there would be heavy and drenching rain before long. It was windless in the anchorage but he knew this was only temporary; such lulls in the monsoon did not last and the energy in those clouds was palpable.


He steadied the Chinese quartermaster at the helm onto a new course to bring the River Tay closer to the Esplanade and nodded to the junior apprentice who, having bent the requisite signal flags onto the halliards, was waiting for the order.


‘Hoist away, there.’


‘Aye, aye, sir,’ the lad said, smartly, running aloft the signal for the River Tay’s agent. The boy belayed the halliards and stood back for a moment to see that the signal flags flew free alongside that for pratique and the ship’s ‘numbers,’ then turned to the master.


‘Signal hoisted, sir,’ he reported formally.


‘Very well,’ responded McClure, not taking his eyes off the anchored ship under the stern of which the River Tay now slid through the perfectly calm blue waters. It was one of the new Holt steamers, the first of which had come into service the year before, 1866. Achilles, he read on her counter stern.


‘Port easy... stop engine,’ McClure ordered.


‘Port easy,’ repeated the quartermaster.


‘Stop engine,’ responded the senior apprentice, bending to the engine-room voice-pipe and waiting for the answer which he called out to McClure across the bridge-wing of the River Tay in the still hot afternoon air.


‘Steady ... steady as she goes ...’


‘Steady on west by north, sir.’


McClure lifted his telescope, held it against a dodger stanchion, and levelled it at the distant signal station on Mount Faber. He was too far away to make much of the flags that hung limply from the yard-arm, so he shifted his attention to the cluster of boats milling around Collyer Quay and Johnston’s Pier. He was impatient now; this call at Singapore was entirely unnecessary, or would have been had not Henry Kirton, his second mate, broken his leg so badly that he required urgent medical attention. The River Tay ought to have been heading for the Sunda Strait on her long passage across the Indian Ocean to round the Cape of Good Hope on her way to London.


‘Signal station’s acknowledged, sir,’ reported the senior apprentice, lowering the long glass.


‘Thank you,’ McClure said. He was a smart lad, McClure thought, with damned good eye-sight. He would get a step in rank as uncertificated third mate for the run home, profiting from Kirton’s misfortune.


‘I think that’s port health coming off now sir, and possibly the agent’s boat close behind,’ the senior apprentice added ingratiatingly. McClure raised his own glass again. A small sailing vessel slid across his field of vision before he saw the large pulling boat that he recognised as the port health officer’s gig; not far astern another boat was heading their way and flying the house-flag of the River Tay’s owners: the Scottish River Line’s Singapore agent, Mr Cha Lee Foo, a quiet dignified Chinese merchant who was reputed to be worth a fortune, an orang kaya if ever there was one and with whom McClure had been doing ship’s business for twenty years, ever since he had been chief mate of the barque River Carron.


McClure looked over the side; the ship was barely moving now. He cast a glance round. He wouldn’t be anchored long if he had his way, unless Cha could get him some coal in short order.


‘Half astern,’ he called over his shoulder and heard the reassuring response from down below, then observed the roil of white water under the counter that he was watching for as he leaned over the bridge-wing. He let it work its way up the ship’s side until almost directly beneath him.


‘Stop engine!’


‘Stop engine, sir.’


‘Give her three shackles and let go, Mister!’ he shouted forward to where the waiting chief mate and the carpenter stood-by the windlass on the foc’s’le. There was a pause, then a roar as the starboard anchor dropped out of the hawse-pipe and the cable flew over the windlass in a cloud of pungently rusty red dust, thundering on the gypsy whelps. The carpenter rang one bell as the first shackle—fifteen fathoms—shot over the side, closely followed by the second, with its two bells and then the third.


A few moments later McClure felt the gentle tug as the anchor gripped the sea-bed and the River Tay brought-up to her cable. Half a moment later the mate straightened up from staring down into the blue waters of the road, crossing his forearms to signify all was secure and bellowing: ‘Brought up, three in the water, sir.’


McClure waved acknowledgement, then turned to the wheelhouse door.


‘That’ll do the helm. Finished with the engine, but pass the word for steam again in a couple of hours’ time ...’


Having heard his order acknowledged he turned back to the open roadstead with a sigh. Now there was the bloody business of the paperwork with port health and the discharging of Mr Kirton. He looked over the side.


‘Lower the gangway!’ he shouted and heard ‘Aye, aye, sir,’ from the main deck below. Then, delaying the moment of going down to his cabin for a little longer, he turned his attention again to the approaching boats, wishing young Kirton had taken more care, but he was a clumsy young man, efficient enough at his job, but no smart shaver like the two apprentices he had had on the bridge that afternoon. Both were ex-Conway boys, keen and sharp as Chippy’s copper tacks, whereas Kirton was something of a dreamer, a product of a less prestigious training establishment. He had already been in trouble twice in the voyage, once when he had tripped and fallen down a companionway, spraining his ankle in the process, and on a second occasion when he had over-stayed his shore leave by half an hour in Yokohama. McClure was not a man disposed to appreciate such conduct from a senior officer.


The captain had lost sight of both boats now and it was some moments before he located them again as they came into view from under the long counter of the little sailing vessel anchored between the River Tay and the Esplanade. For a moment he allowed his eye to linger on the brigantine; she was an anachronism: very sweet on the eye, if one liked that sort of thing, with a greenish hull and a long counter that befitted a yacht—perhaps that was what she was. He supposed Mr Kirton might like her; he had expressed a certain penchant for sailing vessels, but then McClure realised the heat and his irritation was making him judge his second mate unfairly. The young man had been doing his utmost for the ship when he had injured himself.


Bowling along under sail and steam, the River Tay had been caught in a vicious squall in the South China Sea. Just relieved by the chief mate, Kirton had pointed out the dark cloud and the white line on the horizon to his relief, saying:


‘We’d better get some canvas off her ...’ and had gone on deck to cast off halliards as the mate blew his whistle for all hands and informed Captain McClure of the approaching squall. As the hands began clewing-up the sails the squall hit them and the ship heeled right over to leeward, whereupon there was a noise like a gunshot followed by a thunderous shaking of the whole vessel as the large fore-topsail blew out of its bolt-ropes. Kirton had been first into the rigging and raced aloft like a monkey, working his way out along the bucking yard. He reached the windward topsail yard-arm just as the sheet block shackle shook loose, its seizing failing; the pin flew into Kirton’s face, the bow struck him hard on the breast, but the flaying dashed him flying from the foot-rope.


McClure had arrived on the bridge to see the second mate fall. He might have bounced on the lower shrouds and been flung overboard—in which case he would have drowned before a boat could have got to him; or he might have hit the deck, in which case his death would have been almost certain and quicker than drowning. Instead he entangled his leg in the lower-mast rigging which arrested his descent with a bone-shattering wrench. Captain McClure swore that he had heard the snap of Kirton’s femur above the howl of the wind. There he hung for a few minutes, twisting and jerking in his agony until the squall was past and a panic party extricated the poor fellow from the mess he had got himself into.


Well, there was not much anyone could do for him after that except staunch his bleeding face, dose him with laudanum from McClure’s medicine chest, and get him to Singapore as quickly as possible. Now McClure watched the port health boat round up alongside the gangway and gave a casual wave to the smiling face of Mr Cha, as the agent’s sampan awaited permission to come alongside astern of the official gig.


Half an hour later, having cleared port health and secured a bed for Kirton at the British Military Hospital, McClure waved Mr Cha into a chair in his cabin.


‘Whisky?’ he asked, already pouring the Chinaman’s favourite tipple.


‘Velly good Captain,’ said Cha appreciatively. ‘I not expected to see you homeward-bound this voyage. I understand you have sick man for Militaly Hospital.’ Cha spoke excellent English, only descending occasionally into the pidgin that was the lingua franca of the Straits Settlements, though like so many Chinese he had trouble pronouncing the letter ‘r.’


‘Yes. I shall have to pay him off and leave him in your hands. He’s my second mate, Mr Henry Kirton.’ McClure handed a chit with Kirton’s name spelled out in capitals. ‘Try and get him a berth so that he works his passage home when he is fit again.’


‘You no want company to pay for passage home,’ Cha said grinning, his shrewd eyes twinkling under their heavy folds as he regarded McClure over the rim of his glass.


‘No, I don’t. And if you cannot find him a berth, send him home as a Distressed British Seaman.’


‘Velly good, Captain. How long you stay?’


‘No longer than I have to, why?’


‘I have some small parcels of cargo and some personal effects which I could get aboard you before tonight if you will take them. You have space?’


‘Let’s get Mr Kirton into your boat first, Mr Cha, then I’ll get the chief mate to join us and we’ll see what we can do to oblige you ... Oh, and by the way, if we’re going to take on cargo, how soon could you lay on a lighter of good coal?’


‘Velly quick, Captain. We talk cargo over second glass of your number-one whisky. Just now I tell my boat-man to order you coal.’ The old man put down his glass and left the cabin. McClure could hear him shouting down to his sampan in Cantonese.
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