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Continue O Lord we beseech thee, through the mediation of our blessed Saviour Jesus Christ, this thy goodness towards us,
—strengthen my mind & guide our steps—Grant unto us health and strength to continue our Voyage,
& so bless our miserable morsel of Bread, that it may be sufficient for our undertaking . . .

BLIGH’S PRAYER
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Copy of the draught from which the Bounty’s launch was built


Prologue

ALL BUT NAKED, William Bligh stood on the decks of the Bounty just before dawn on 28th April, 1789. At the prod of a cutlass to his buttock he climbed over a bulwark and down the ladder into the launch waiting below.

He would never understand how the mutiny happened, and he would never placate his outrage, but it blew up and was over before he’d had time to gather his wits. It was as though God made him step aside while some squalid matter outside his responsibility was attended to, and when he was allowed back it just happened that his ship and most of its crew had vanished.

Of course, for the rest of his life he would be Bligh of the Bounty, and people who had forgotten his great feats of survival and heroism would, on meeting him, seize upon some small, lurid detail from the ship’s legend and pester him with it. More than that, he would achieve a status restricted to a diverse and not always salubrious gang of characters in history—he would become a living metaphor. Cruelty, violence, rigour and discipline: these would be the qualities one used the word ‘Bligh’ to encompass. He would live with it—there would be greater and sadder burdens to bear—yet never weary of trying to give some justice back to his name. In the future, people would not understand his fussiness, his pedantry and passion for detail, or his intense personal sense that the enemy—whatever or whoever it might be—was still there, even though it was less powerful, and even less definable than before. Bligh would not want adulation, just respect, and he would never be able to figure out how that came so easily to so many undeserving men, yet was denied to him.

Through long afternoons of tortuous self-examination in the days to come, he would cast his mind back, searching for the key to his personal failure and always—against his will it seemed—he returned to Kealakekua Bay in Hawaii ten years earlier, to the day when Cook was killed.


CHAPTER 1

Kealakekua Bay
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Map of Cook’s third voyage in the Pacific



IN 1776, WHEN twenty-two-year-old William Bligh joined James Cook’s third voyage to the Pacific as Master on the Resolution, the world was still young. Most of it remained secret except to the imagination. Parts of the coast of New Holland (Australia) had been but roughly sketched and its interior, like Africa’s and America’s, was a mystery. Asia, if better known, was still full of possibilities, and scant, albeit tantalising, details were just beginning to come through about the Pacific. A British sailor could watch Plymouth slowly fade from view and feel that from here on his life was out of God’s hands.

Therein lay the source of so much of Cook’s great reputation. He held a beacon up to the void and when he asked men to follow him in they understood that if he didn’t know the way he knew what it promised. He had gone further than anyone else, seen things only the most blasphemous would contemplate, and he had always returned. In the 1770s the dockside taverns still hummed with stories of expeditions that had failed, or simply vanished. If scurvy didn’t get them the ice-floes of the north would freeze them in or the tropical heat would send them mad. George Anson had sailed into the Pacific with six ships and returned with just one, and over a thousand of his crew had died, and that, they all said, was bound to happen. James Cook was a hero not just for his discoveries but for his wisdom, compassion and the fact that his crew returned better men than when they’d left. To be appointed Master of the Resolution, the ship Cook would himself captain, was an intimidating honour and it was a role William Bligh would fiercely treasure.

The Master in the Georgian Navy was the Warrant Officer responsible for navigating the ship. He had to know how to use the compasses, sextants and quadrants and he had to care for them. He needed to be able to read the heavens and the sea and to work out logarithms and draw charts, and all this knowledge was useless if he didn’t know how a ship was rigged, how the anchors worked, who to call on in particular emergencies, and the difference between the Etesian and the Trade winds. He had to be a mathematician and craftsman, scientist and labourer, and if he did his job badly he imperilled everyone else’s life. That was the average Master in the Georgian Navy. Cook’s Master was expected to be a lot more.

What first drew Bligh to Cook’s attention was his skill as a cartographer. In that regard Bligh was thoroughly precocious and, like Cook, self-taught. At twenty-two he’d been exposed to too much to be a youth any longer—the Navy had that effect on people—although a certain callowness remained. He was a man Cook could nurture. They were artists really, but the end they struggled for was indisputable fact. Not beauty but truth, sensitivity not in feeling but in judgment.

The world they were entering had never been mapped before and they were mindful that their perceptions would influence those who came afterwards. From the southern coast of Tasmania to the ice-choked bays of Alaska, from Christmas Island to Kuskokwim Bay, Cook sent his Master out to take soundings and chart the landforms they encountered, and the route the expedition took would henceforth be marked with the Captain’s tributes—Bligh’s Cap, Bligh Island, Bligh Entrance, Bligh Sound.

With a delicate, spidery hand Bligh would first draw the lie of the land as it looked from his dinghy rocking among the waves, careful to darken the sides of mountains where the shadows cast from clouds fell and to give darker greens to those parts where the bush or the jungle appeared thickest. He had to work fast because out in the open a few drops splashing across the bow or falling from the sky could destroy a day’s work. In the South Seas a distant black cloud could swell up to a typhoon in a matter of minutes. Having taken soundings and measured the angles of promontories and any other unusual features, he waited until night, back on board, when he would light the oil-lamps and transfer the coastal view to a bird’s-eye projection—useful for a sailor trying to make his way through a treacherous obstacle course. He drew maps, sketching the shape of every significant feature from a rock jutting out of the water to the smallest sand-bar, yet he could only provide glimpses. Where he couldn’t proceed any further the pencil stopped and the land fell away to oblivion. He had to leave Adventure Bay and many islands on the way incomplete and unfulfilled, aware there was so much more to do.

Bligh and Edgar, Master of the second ship, the Discovery, were also expected to keep records of the ships’ stores. Every so often they’d be sent down to check on the supplies of bread and other foods, mark down and throw out the rotten stuff. That way their knowledge of an expedition’s logistics was developed. Cook, after all, was the revolutionary who introduced sauerkraut and lime juice to fight scurvy, insisted on his crew washing themselves and their possessions, and started the practice of dancing on the open decks for exercise. An expedition’s success depended upon a lot more than reaching a certain point and turning back. It needed healthy bodies and clear minds. William Bligh learnt that and a lot more as Master of the Resolution. When the time would come for him to lead his own, humble little expedition to Otaheite (Tahiti) he would bring to bear on it everything the Great Man had taught him.

The world they entered on the voyage had all the strangeness of a dream. Leaving Capetown, the ships headed south, through the Crozet Archipelago, to sail in a roughly straight line towards Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania), still believed to be joined to the mainland. Entering the Pacific by its southern doorway they were to head north, to the very top, to make one last search for the legendary north-west passage to Europe, the possible existence of which had obsessed explorers, philosophers and merchants since Columbus returned from the West Indies nearly three hundred years earlier. As with Cook’s second expedition, which had searched for the great southern continent, the promise of something fabled and elusive inspired the crew as they entered uncharted waters.

Chilled by winds blowing untrammelled from the Antarctic they reached the Kerguelen Islands, halfway between Africa and Australia and discovered by a Frenchman just four years earlier. If there was anywhere on earth more desolate and forbidding, no one had yet heard about it. Wrapped in constant fog, they were islands not so much of grass as lichen, not of trees but stunted, weatherbeaten scrub, where the bare rocks glistened with a permanent varnish of ice and the penguins had such minimal experience of humanity they allowed themselves to be punched unconscious by yodelling seamen.

At Adventure Bay, on the skeletal Bruny Island just off Van Diemen’s Land, Bligh busied himself with taking soundings and charting the jagged shoreline while the Captain and the other officers entered the giant forest and met the inhabitants. Apart from Omai—the Otaheitean returning home after a couple of years’ exposure to English high society—the only other Indians he’d encountered had been the forlorn and dishevelled creatures on display in fairground tents and the strange types who attached themselves to whaling crews and roamed around foreign ports. Here he saw the smoke from Indians’ fires wafting among the giant trees and dense bush, and once or twice he saw a group of them in the distance, utterly naked and unadorned as they conferred on the beach with the Captain. Bligh knew that if he went to join the Captain, Cook would make formal introductions and smooth over any culturally delicate matters, but it mattered more to him that he complete the mapping. His efforts so far had met with approval and he was being given more responsibilities and greater areas to chart. This would be his contribution to the expedition. It would be how he would make his mark.

In Otaheite they saw the aftermath of a human sacrifice. Taken by canoe to a nearby island, Cook and several of his crew were led up the beach to a morai (a sacred burial place) where four priests and a trussed-up corpse waited before a crowd of several hundred men (but no women). Amid long prayers, the stench of rancid pig meat and small, obscure offerings, the body was covered with leaves, then uncovered and laid out along the water’s edge while one of its eyes was removed, wrapped in a green leaf and presented to an officiating priest. As a kingfisher in a nearby tree announced with its song the presence of a god, the body was carried to the morai, another priest chanted a prayer and drums slowly beat. The body was placed in a shallow pit on the morai, a dog was slaughtered, its entrails thrown on a fire, and the god was invited to eat. This being his third visit to Otaheite, Cook knew better than to be offended.

From Otaheite the ships moved north to Hawaii and when the Resolution and the Discovery dropped their anchors in the bay in January 1779, tens of thousands of Hawaiians in feathers and flowers cheered them in. It was a successful visit. But when they returned with a broken mast in February, the bay was deserted. Only one or two canoeists went about their business close by the shore; the sullen atmosphere was incomprehensible to the white men. The same chiefs who only weeks before had treated Cook as though he were some deity, had dressed him in a long feather cloak, presented great banquets of pig and taro and prostrated themselves to the chant of ‘Orono, Orono, Orono’, were now either away or reluctant to show themselves. When they did finally meet Cook the day after his arrival, he and his men weren’t able to interpret their sudden change in character, but it was something like embarrassment, with a threatening edge.

The Europeans hadn’t intended to return, but a few days out from the islands a storm had shattered the foremast of the Resolution and, knowing nothing of what lay ahead, they had no choice but to come back to land to repair it.

The commoners carried on as though all was normal. Two enormous women, boar-tusk bracelets clanking, braided hair and bone necklaces flopping against their heavy breasts, sauntered about the decks, aloof to the crewmen’s protests as they ran their fingers across metal and through cloth, and held glass objects up to the light. They left, returning later that day with their even larger sister, and all departed laden with magnifying lenses and coloured beads.

All the usual annoyances were present: the sailor who cheerfully ignored the boundaries of decorum and the quick-fingered Hawaiian whose every move needed close attention. And then there was Pareea. Small, ingratiating and sinister, he was an Arioi (somewhere between a priest and a political heavy) who enjoyed making trouble. The first time the ships had anchored in the bay and the Hawaiians paddled out to trade, he had interfered in the bargaining to warn one of his people to get an advance price on his pig before he sold it. The sailor involved in the dealing had pushed Pareea away and within hours a tabu had been placed over the bay preventing all Hawaiians from entering it.

On one occasion he found pleasure in putting an Hawaiian up to steal some tools, then making a show of chasing the thief and retrieving the items. In the late afternoon, on his suggestion, a boy who’d kept an eye on the blacksmith’s work area ran forward, snatched a pair of tongs and dived into the water, swimming quickly to a nearby canoe as the crewmen went through the slow process of lowering a cutter boat to give chase. By the time they reached the beach the thief had vanished into the hilly jungle. A crowd armed with stones was on hand to meet the Europeans.

Earlier in the morning, a group of sailors had rowed across to another part of the bay and hired some Hawaiians to help replenish their water barrels from a spring bubbling up from a fissure. While they worked, a group of chiefs approached from across the beach and ordered their people away from the white men, a confrontation that had obliged Cook, Lieutenant James King and a number of marines to come across from the ships and post a guard. Cook was reluctantly adamant. In this unpleasant atmosphere, if there was any trouble the marines were to shoot. Dutifully King directed that they load their muskets with ball, not shot—in other words, they would shoot to kill.

This was how Cook came to be on the beach when the tongs were stolen, how he managed to be close by when the pursuers landed their craft, and how he ended up leading the chase for the supposed thief for three miles along narrow tracks winding through tangled bush and up slimy hillsides, while Hawaiians amused themselves feeding him false directions.

Back on the beach, Pareea arrived just as the Discovery’s Master, Edgar, took possession of the canoe the thief had paddled across from the boat. It was a variation on Cook’s approach—to assume an inherent spirit of enterprise in the Hawaiians, and see both thieving and hostage-taking as business, nothing personal. Everything could be traded. Sometimes, for a diplomat like Cook experienced in their ways, it worked. Unfortunately the canoe Edgar intended holding was Pareea’s, not the thiefs, and Edgar was not diplomatic. When Pareea grabbed him he cracked an oar across the Hawaiian’s head, and suddenly the crewmen were under attack, beaten back into the water by stone-throwing Hawaiians who then ransacked the abandoned cutter until Pareea, recovered, stopped them. He didn’t want a fight—not yet and not one he was responsible for—but for now his strategy had worked. The Hawaiians became more impudent and the sailors bad-tempered, and the tension simmered.

The broken mast had been sent to shore along with the astronomers’ tents and equipment. This was a scientific voyage, and every opportunity to examine, catalogue and analyse was taken. As with Cook’s previous voyages, some men would plot the position of the stars, others would document what scraps of language they found, and there was the endless garden of new plants to cut up, sketch and name. The place they chose to pitch the tents this time was a morai.

If Polynesia was the fabulous kingdom of the noble savage for the fashionable European philosophers of the age, the morais appealed to the tastes of the equally fashionable Gothic horror novelists. For the artists on board with the Pacific explorers they were full of menace. Raised platforms of stone, they were burial grounds, houses of the dead, not quite temples, not quite tombs, surrounded by brightly painted and carved poles and piled with skulls, bones and other relics. They were sacred places, protected by tabu, where the spirit might safely leave the body, and where human sacrifices, if necessary, were performed. In this alien world where free love was as natural as cannibalism, the morai was an altar to gods whose closest European cousins were the pagan deities driven out in the Old Testament.

The artists were artists after all and found skulls romantic, if not utterly poetic, but to other men of the Georgian Navy who’d already seen more of the earth than anyone else alive, it was just more native peculiarity. The great advantage of the morai for storing equipment was that the locals needed courage to enter it. The polished boxes full of shiny brass instruments were safer in the morai than on board the ships.

So on the third night King and his marines had camped in the morai, with a few minor disturbances, and just after dawn he rowed across to the Resolution. Cook was loading his double-barrelled musket as he climbed up on to the deck, and other sailors were arming themselves, packing powder and loading the cannons. The lieutenant needed to shout to have his questions answered, but eventually the Captain responded. At some point during the night someone had slipped out, cut free one of the Discovery’s cutter boats and stolen it. Not a gewgaw or a gimcrack but a whole damned boat.

Cook was baffled by the new violence in the Hawaiians’ behaviour. He appreciated that he, his scientists and all the amateur ethnographers on board had scarcely touched the surface of Polynesian culture. It remained impenetrable and misunderstood, even to someone as patient and engaged as he was. But by now he was a tired man. He had spent ten years out in these waters and his tolerance was exhausted. On this day he no longer cared for the details of Hawaiian culture when it seemed like so much pig-headed caprice. Words, tact, negotiations: all merely delayed an inevitable confrontation, and if he had transgressed some tabu or tribal custom it didn’t matter anymore to try to understand what it was.

If the Hawaiians wanted a fight he would no longer meet them on their terms, but bring all the force of his firepower into play. With that in mind and his voice weary with impatience, he ordered four boats—two from each ship—to fan out across the mouth of the bay and set up a cordon. No canoes were to leave. Any that tried were to be shot at and sunk. In charge of the launch in the south-east corner of the cordon sat William Bligh, now twenty-five years old.

Somebody fired before he did. Bligh was as sure of that as he could be of anything that day. Someone from the other boat panicked when he saw the Hawaiians on the beach move towards their canoes and fired. One of the Hawaiians grabbed at his buttock where he’d been shot and at that very second he was the one Bligh had in his sights. He pulled the trigger as the Hawaiian was sinking and the shot knocked him flat and lifeless. As though it had been orchestrated, every other gun on the boats erupted and as the smoke and thunder blew back across the bay he could make out several figures sprawled across the sand, a crimson stain spreading towards the water. He was—he was later led to understand—the highest ranking person in the two boats, therefore in command, but he didn’t give any orders until they’d packed their powder and fired again, and by that time they were only having target practice at a handful of corpses, the unharmed and the wounded having disappeared into the bush.

If it had been up to Bligh he would not have fired, and yet he didn’t regret it. Say what people would about natives, about ‘Indians’, a danger nipped in the bud was no danger at all. To be sure, Bligh himself would not have moved until he was certain the Hawaiians were running for their canoes but he had not tried to convince anyone they weren’t. The thieving, the rudeness, the stone-throwing—the Hawaiians had started it and there were thousands of them to deal with. A couple of good musket volleys could be far more eloquent than any hostage-taking or parleying with the king.

When the gunfire started up at another part of the bay, he didn’t think it had any connection with his own area. Not then. He turned to see what was happening in the distance, but it was too far to identify anyone clearly. Hordes of Indians were screaming and hurling rocks at a handful of sailors struggling through the water towards the pinnace, and several white men were being torn apart on the beach. Then the gunfire itself seemed to quicken with fear, and the Hawaiian cries acquired a new, desperate pitch. It was no ordinary skirmish, but it wasn’t until he was on board the ship a couple of hours later that the rumours that had been passed along the cordon were confirmed.

They’d stabbed the Captain in the back. That was the worst part—well, that and the fact that they had hacked up his body and taken it away. Cook had tried pleading for peace, but then he’d turned his back on people who had no sense of courage or honour. By this stage in the expedition the Europeans had seen enough of the Pacific to leave little to their imaginations as to what happened when the Hawaiians ran off with a corpse—but the back-stabbing! Here were people who only weeks ago had treated the Captain like a god, and now they cut him down the coward’s way. There were some on the ship arguing that the Captain had made a mistake when he shot at one of the Indians and missed, and others who said he should never have turned his back on them. What did it matter? It was a man’s right to make a mistake and now he’d made it, now he’d paid the ultimate price, what consolation was it to debate what that mistake might have been?

There was work to be done. The Resolution’s mast and the astronomers’ equipment were still up at the morai, and a crowd of Hawaiians had gathered at a safe distance from Lieutenant King and the six marines guarding the site, threatening them with gestures and shouts. Thinking they were about to be attacked, Captain Clerke of the Discovery, taking command, ordered a couple of cannon fired towards them. One ball split a coconut palm and the other shattered a boulder, but neither scared anyone off.

Actually, up at the morai Cook’s death had produced a strange state between tension and calm. Watching the rowboats silently cross between the ships, King knew without being told that the Captain had been killed. The Hawaiians also knew that something was wrong, but until they had the full story, both sides maintained a desultory communication—threatening one another at the faintest suspicion of trouble, then resuming friendly conversation. Under these conditions King sent a marine across to tell Clerke to desist with the cannon and Clerke responded by sending Bligh back to tell King to strike camp and prepare to ferry the mast back.

King left Bligh in charge and returned to the ships. Educated, intellectual and as fascinated by Polynesian culture as he was by British political debate and scientific discovery, James King suffered from a problem common among well-bred youth. He put too much faith in Rousseau’s ideas of the goodness of human nature. He imagined others on the expedition shared his educated passions, that they felt the same profound sense of history, that someone like William Bligh would understand the proper way to behave in these circumstances. He had barely reached the ships before the first musket shots echoed across from the morai.

On the cutter, watching the battle on the beach, Bligh had heard the clapping together of stones as the Hawaiians triumphed over the body, and it had chilled him. It was as though a thousand skeletons had risen to applaud, and before the sound had died away he was full of revulsion. Now he was up on the morai, surrounded by yellow bones and skulls and the hideous grins of the painted posts. A safe distance away and obscured by the jungle, Hawaiians excited by the killing had gathered and every so often their voices rose in a unified and unintelligible chatter. He was no more or less religious than he ever had to be, but even a mind as open to skepticism as his had its limits, and here, in the physical presence of death, the chatter sounded thoroughly pagan, blasphemous and frightening.

Taking their cue from him the marines took up positions behind rocks and trees. When the first stone whistled derisively up into the morai they caught a flash of retreating brown skin and fired. The Hawaiians well knew by now just how long it took to reload a musket with buck and ball, and before the gunsmoke lifted Bligh and his men had to cower as a barrage of stones rattled into the burial ground. Then, with the warriors in the open, they fired again.

Along the wall of the morai facing the sea a group of warriors crept, thinking they could take it by stealth, but they were caught out and gunned down as they ran.

It bothered Bligh, this shooting at unarmed men, but he suffered no illusions. Indeed, there had been times when the Captain and some of his officers had shown a compassion that reflected a poor sense of judgment in regards to Indians. Times when a good volley of muskets would have said so much more than empty or misunderstood gestures. He wasn’t for killing them the way the Spanish butchered people in America, but a gun was useful for imposing respect, and it was just possible that had the Captain used one more liberally he would be back on board the Resolution and he, Bligh, wouldn’t be here now.

An Indian, his left knee shattered by a musket shot, limped from tree to tree towards a friend collapsed upon a bush and bleeding heavily from a wound in the belly. As he bent to take his hand Bligh spied them, aimed and fired, catching the limping man on the hip and spinning him around to crash into the bushes. He reloaded as a stone thudded into the tree trunk a mere inch above his head, and when he next turned back the Indian was on his feet and reaching for his friend once more. Raising the musket to aim again, Bligh was about to pull the trigger when King reappeared, ordering the men to cease firing. The Hawaiian lifted his injured friend to his feet, took a couple of steps and fell dead. Beating a retreat down the twisted, vine-choked trails, the Englishmen heard the gunfire splutter up as marines landed on the beach and attacked a force of warriors running across the sand. Before King could successfully call a truce several more Hawaiians fell mortally wounded. Patches greasy with blood and flesh stained the white beach.
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