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SIR John Barrow has been called the “father of modern Arctic exploration.” He was also the force behind the African expeditions to chart the course of the Niger River and to search for the legendary city of Timbuktu. But the Arctic remained an object of intense fascination for him from the time he was a young man, when he first sailed to Greenland. Furthermore, as a matter of patriotic pride, he wanted British sailors—not the Russians or, God forbid, the upstart Americans—to be the first to discover the fabled and long-sought Northwest Passage. As a result, he planned and dispatched a number of famous (though often-failed and sometimes disastrous) expeditions to the Arctic.

Although Barrow was the son of a struggling farmer, his diligence and hard work, administrative ability and determination, and charm and what today would be called networking skills, earned him the post of second secretary to the Admiralty, a position of immense—albeit behind-the-scenes—power that he held for forty years. There was a succession of first secretaries who theoretically had greater authority, but they came and went. His influence derived from his longevity (one historian referred to Barrow as the “permanent” secretary to the Admiralty), and he possessed the successful bureaucrat’s gift for endearing himself to those above him and, indeed, to anyone who could do him good.

In addition to his duties at the Admiralty, Barrow, who left school at age thirteen, managed to write twelve volumes of nonfiction, one hundred ninety-five essays and reviews, and twelve articles for the Encyclopaedia Britannica. His biographies of Lord Howe and Lord Anson continue to be used as sources by historians and scholars, and his account of the Bounty mutiny has been reprinted in various editions since it was originally published in 1831.

Having made voyages to China and what is now South Africa in his youth, he became a leading British authority on Chinese, Australasian, and African affairs. He used his writings to make his countrymen aware of what used to be called “the wider world.” As British historian Christopher Lloyd put it in Mr. Barrow of the Admiralty, the only full-scale biography of Sir John that has ever been written:

By the time of his death in the middle of the nineteenth century, Britain, by virtue of her industrial and maritime superiority, was the centre of that wider world. The British Empire, a cause that lay close to his heart, was becoming the means by which European civilization was spread to distant lands unknown to previous generations. The cultural expansion of Europe had been gathering strength over the past three centuries, a tidal movement in history that has now been on the ebb for fifty years. In his own lifetime, Mr. Barrow of the Admiralty was undoubtedly one of those chiefly responsible for piloting his country into the age of her maritime and imperial supremacy.

Of course, Professor Lloyd wrote those words in 1970, a decade or so before the politically correct movement transformed the study of history into a morality play devoid of nuance and with simplistic, absolute notions of good and evil. The paragraph seems remarkably innocent today or at least antique given its lack of even a pro forma condemnation of British imperialism.

* * *

The Canadian historian, Pierre Berton, writing in Arctic Grail, described Barrow as “a moon-faced man with short-cropped hair, bristling black brows, and the tenacious temperament of a bull terrier.” Berton added:

In his job he took all the latitude allowed. He was responsible for the internal operations of the Admiralty, but in that role he could be highly selective. If you wanted to get on in the Navy it was useful to be on the right side of the second secretary—and it helped if you were a member of the upper crust. Barrow, the dirt farmer’s son, had some of the snobbery of the British working class.

As for his being the father of modern Arctic exploration:

He wasn’t imaginative, but he was curious. He shared with his contemporaries that passion for charts and statistics that was the mark of the English adventurer. The “most honourable and useful” employment for the Navy in peacetime, Barrow felt, was to complete the geographical and hydrographical surveys that had been launched in the previous century by such seamen as Cook and Vancouver.

The last expedition that Barrow planned before his retirement was the Franklin Expedition of 1845, which became the greatest tragedy of polar exploration—perhaps the greatest tragedy in the history of exploration—resulting in the loss of 129 men, most notably the leader, Sir John Franklin, a British hero. Over the next ten years, fifty search expeditions were dispatched in the futile effort to find survivors. Some searchers died, several ships were lost, and great sums of money were expended, until at last it became known that all were dead, some, shockingly, having committed survival cannibalism on their death march south.

Barrow’s name appears in a footnote to another famous historical event. In 1815, when British authorities were arguing over where to imprison the defeated but still immensely dangerous Napoleon, Barrow forcefully advocated a bleak and remote island he had visited on one of his youthful voyages: St. Helena. Barrow was the only Admiralty official who had ever been to the island, but he nevertheless won the debate. As Prime Minister Robert Banks Jenkinson expressed it subsequently, “Mr. Barrow . . . decidedly recommended St. Helena as the place in the world the best calculated for the confinement for such a person. . . . At such a distance and in such a place, all intrigue would be impossible, and being withdrawn so far from the European world, he would very soon be forgotten.” Napoleon knew of the island, and when, while still confined on a British warship, he was informed that he would be exiled there, he cried, “No, no, not St. Helena. I will not leave here. I will not go to St. Helena. I prefer death here.”

* * *

Berton is not the only historian to describe Barrow’s father, Roger, as a “dirt farmer.” It is an old phrase, but an odd one, especially in this case since, rice not being an English crop and the agricultural science of hydroponics being an invention of the twentieth century, one wonders what else Roger might be expected to have farmed in besides dirt. Surely the phrase is meant to convey an approximation to poverty. Roger and his wife Mary (née Dawson) lived in a small cottage adjacent to several fields. Roger and various relatives worked the fields, meaning that he was just one or two steps above being a farm hand.

In Sir John’s An Auto-biographical Memoir, published in 1847 when he was eighty-three, he reported that the cottage had been passed down through his mother’s ancestors for 200 years—a remarkable length of time, the more so because the cottage still exists today. The nearest hamlet was Dragleybeck* and the nearest town Ulverstone—two wonderful, Dickensian English names—situated in north Lancashire. Barrow was born in the cottage on June 19, 1764. The only formal education he ever received was at the Town Bank Grammar School where he studied: Greek, Latin, mathematics, and Shakespeare. As noted before, he left school at age thirteen, having been hired to survey a local estate and to tutor a midshipman older than himself. From his pupil he learned navigation. Continuing to read and study, Sir John also pursued astronomy. “If ever there was a self-educated man who made a success of life by the industrious cultivation of his talents, it was John Barrow,” observed Professor Lloyd.

His father pressured him to become a priest, but, lacking the vocation, he found work as an apprentice, keeping the accounts of an iron foundry instead. When the owner died, a friend offered Barrow a berth on a whaler. Over the course of a summer the ship visited Spitzbergen Island, Norway, and Greenland, killing six whales near the ice pack.

After a few months Barrow was back on land, teaching school in Greenwich. He supplemented his meager salary by privately tutoring pupils. One was Thomas Staunton, who became his lifelong friend. Thomas’s father, Sir George Staunton, also befriended Barrow and became his first patron. When the skilled and shrewd diplomat George, Earl of Macartney, was appointed the first British ambassador to China in 1792, Sir George Staunton was part of the embassy, and he arranged for his son and Barrow to go along, too. As the principal purpose of dispatching Lord Macartney to the Celestial Empire was to negotiate a treaty of commerce, British manufacturers sent a wide variety of goods as presents to the emperor: among other things, there were many crates of machinery and a dissembled planetarium, as well as a hot-air balloon, a diving bell, and even a coach and four horses. Barrow, who was now twenty-eight years old and who had learned Chinese from missionaries just before setting sail, acted as quartermaster; his duties included safeguarding the presents. Also accompanying the delegation was an eccentric Scottish “professor of philosophy” named Dinwiddie (another one of those wonderful Dickensian names), whose assignment was to demonstrate the various machines, to assemble and operate the planetarium, to ascend in the balloon, and to descend in the diving bell. Since he was the inventor of what he called “philosophical fireworks,” he would demonstrate the pyrotechnic devices—to the Chinese, who invented fireworks!—as well as perform, according to Lord Macartney’s instructions, “experiments on air, electricity, mechanics, and other branches of experimental philosophy; astronomical and other calculations.”

Poor Dinwiddie must have felt terribly deflated because, as it turned out, Emperor Chien Lung, who was eighty-three years old, declined to allow him to perform any experiments or to demonstrate any of the items. The emperor and his advisors regarded all these things as nothing more than children’s toys. The rest of the mission was a failure, too: the Chinese refused to make a treaty with the British, whom they considered their inferiors. In the long run, China would be forced to trade by defeat in war, not by successful diplomacy.

But Barrow was able to look on the bright side of things:

By the mission to China we obtained a knowledge of the navigation of the Yellow Sea, hitherto unvisited by European ships, and of the wide gulph of Petchlee to the very mouth of the river leading to the capital [Beijing]; it furnished an opportunity to those who composed it of travelling more than a thousand miles through the heart of the Empire; and it has been the means of making us somewhat better informed of the real character of the Chinese nation, which has been most extravagantly misrepresented.

While journeying through China, Barrow had been able to visit shrines, temples, and farms, and he had conversed with mandarins and peasants alike. He had sketched plants, people, buildings, and landscapes, and he had collected various botanical samples. He had also developed an appreciation for Chinese paintings and porcelain, though not for the Chinese practice of using human excrement as fertilizer. There was “not a water-closet in all China,” he lamented. Everywhere he went the smell appalled him. However, he had developed the highest regard for the Chinese people and admired their friendliness and industry.

From the intercourse I had with all ranks [he recalled twelve years later], I should say that the natural faculties of the Chinese mind are of the first order, but, misdirected in youth, and confined and confirmed to one fixed unalterable course through life, which no exuberance of talent can venture to turn into a new channel, no progressive improvement can therefore be looked for, in moral or physical knowledge—no discovery in arts or science. . . . I must say that the impression left on my mind, and mostly on the minds of my companions, was that in our estimation of the character of the Chinese, on leaving England, we were far from doing them that justice, which on a closer acquaintance we found them to deserve.

Arriving back home with the rest of the embassy in early September 1794, almost two full years after embarking from Portsmouth, he set about correcting the misimpression that his fellow Britons had of China by writing several books and articles and by making himself, as Christopher Lloyd put it, “the leading sinologist of the day.” Lloyd added that “John Barrow did more than anyone else in his generation to bring China to the attention of the Western world.”

Before long, he was offered another chance to travel, this time to a dramatically different, though no less exotic, locale: South Africa. His newfound patron, Lord Macartney, had been appointed governor of the “Cape Colony” and took Barrow along as his private secretary. According to Professor Lloyd:

It was Barrow’s lively curiosity about every sort of subject, his industrious habits of taking notes, collecting specimens, making observations, as well as his training as a surveyor, which made him such a suitable choice. Aged thirty-three, he was healthy, hard working, honest, good at figures, a well-informed amateur botanist and geologist, and possessing a pleasant, sociable manner. He was unmarried and unattached at home. . . . The world was his oyster, so he jumped at the invitation to visit and record a part of the world, which at that date was only known as a victualling base on the road to India.

The governor’s party departed from Portsmouth in January 1797, and arrived at the Cape the following May. Lady Anne Barnard, wife of the colony’s secretary, was immediately and favorably impressed with Barrow. She characterized him in a letter to a friend in London as “one of the pleasantest, best-informed and most eager-minded young men in the world about everything curious or worth attention.”

Barrow and his admirer had hardly gotten to know each other before Lord Macartney sent him to Graaf Reinet, deep in the interior of the country. There were no reliable maps, but Barrow resolutely set off on horseback, accompanied by a couple of ox-drawn wagons, one other white man, and several Hottentot drivers and servants. They crossed mountains and deserts. At night Barrow slept in a ship’s hammock slung in a tent. During the day the beauty of the country astonished him. He collected specimens, made observations, and expertly shot all manner of game with a double-barreled rifle that he had inherited from a friend who had committed suicide.

He was impressed with the “Koussie” (Zulus) he encountered, in contrast to the servile and, as he thought, ugly Hottentots whom he had observed on the coast. A few years later, he recalled that “[the Koussie were] the finest specimens of the human figure I ever beheld. They possessed a firmness of carriage and an open, manly demeanour, which, added to the good nature that illuminated their features, declared them at once to be equally unconscious of fear, suspicion, or treachery.”

Having made the first census and drawn the first accurate map of the region, Barrow returned to Cape Town. He reported presciently to Lord Macartney on the ongoing, round-robin strife among the Boers, Hottentots, and Zulus, and on the dismaying propensity of both Bantus and Boers to exterminate the Bushmen. The Bushmen’s vivid and richly colored rock paintings entranced Barrow, and although he found these “little people” to be physically unprepossessing, to say the least, they had qualities he admired:

These unfortunate beings are in every respect, I should suppose, the ugliest of all human nature: the flat nose, high cheek-bones, prominent chin, and concave visage partake much of the apish character, which their keen eyes, always in motion, does not tend to diminish. The upper lid of this organ, as in that of the Chinese and the Hottentots, is rounded into the lower on the side next to the nose. They are known in the colony, from this circumstance probably, by the name of Chinese Hottentots. The activity of this diminutive race is incredibly great. It is said that the klipspringing antelope can scarcely excel them in leaping from rock to rock, and that on rough ground and up the sides of mountains horsemen have no chance of keeping pace with them; yet the form of their bodies would not appear to indicate this. The great curvature of the spine inwards and the remarkable extended posteriors are characteristic of the whole Hottentot race; but in some of the little Bosjesmans they are carried to such an extravagant degree as to excite laughter. In most other respects, mentally at least, they differ very widely. In disposition the latter is lively and cheerful; in his person active; adverse from idleness, he seldom wants employment. Concealed by day in his hovel, for fear of the Boers, he will dance on moonlight nights from the setting to the rising of the sun. Yet every morsel the Bosjesman eats is earned with danger and fatigue—danger from their inveterate enemies the Boers, and fatigue in searching and laying out plans for capturing different kinds of game.

While in South Africa, he did every thing he could to stop the extermination of the Bushmen.

Barrow returned from his seven-month trip in December 1797. His map and his notes so impressed Lord Macartney that he soon dispatched him to survey what is now called South West Africa. Mapping the terrain and collecting specimens, he was gone three months and was back in Cape Town in June 1798. During the two trips he had traveled a total of 3,000 miles on foot, on horseback, and by wagon. Macartney appointed him Auditor General of Public Accounts at twice his previous salary.

The raise in pay enabled Barrow to marry Anne Maria Trüter, whose father was a local judge. The newlyweds bought a cottage at the base of Table Mountain. Anne gave birth to a son, George, who, sadly, lived only briefly. (Lady Anne and Sir John would remain married for fifty years until his death in 1848. In addition to the infant who died in South Africa, they had six children, all of whom reached adulthood, and one of whom, the aforementioned John Barrow, Jr., became a secretary in the Admiralty and, indeed, oversaw the hunt for the Franklin party after his father’s retirement.)

Worsening gout forced Macartney to return to England. He carried with him a manuscript that Barrow had written, and arranged for its publication under the title Travels into the Interior of Southern Africa (1801). Barrow and his wife returned to England in May 1803. The day after they arrived, Barrow reported to the Admiralty, where he was appointed second secretary at the behest of Lord Macartney and Barrow’s latest patron, General Francis Dundas, whom he had gotten to know during his stay in South Africa.

Barrow would spend nearly the rest of his life at the Admiralty and deserves much of the credit for its modernization. In 1835, as the result of appeals to King William IV by several friends and still more patrons, Barrow was honored with a baronet because of his stellar public service, his literary achievements, and scientific accomplishments.

Today, of course, Barrow’s life as a bureaucrat is of interest to those who are close students of British maritime history only because of the African and Arctic expeditions that he planned and promoted. Readers wishing to know more about the expeditions are advised to read Fergus Fleming’s Barrow’s Boys.

After retiring in 1845 at the age of eighty, Sir John devoted the remaining three years of his life to various writing projects, including his autobiography. He died in his sleep on November 23, 1848. He was buried at the Pratt Street church in Camden Town. A marble obelisk marks his tomb.

* * *

In writing The Eventful History of the Mutiny and Piratical Seizure of the H.M.S. Bounty, as this book was originally titled, Sir John had access to both official and unofficial documents, as well as to the journal of James Morrison and the papers of Captain Peter Heywood, R. N., who had been a sixteen-year-old midshipman on the Bounty. Thus, Barrow was able to correct errors and misstatements in earlier accounts of the mutiny. “The fidelity of his own narrative is not to be questioned,” concluded British admiral and historian Sir Cyprian A. G. Bridge in an essay published in 1914. But Sir Cyprian added that “He has sometimes blamed, and in vigorous terms, persons whom fuller evidence has shown to be undeserving of his censure.” As an Admiralty official Barrow could not even appear to condone mutiny, but his account shows some sympathy for the mutineers and champions at length the innocence of Heywood.

William Bligh essentially blamed the “revolt” on the crew’s laziness and on their desire for Tahitian women:

I can only conjecture that the mutineers had flattered themselves with the hopes of a more happy life among the Otaheiteans, than they could possibly enjoy in England; and this, joined to some female connections, most probably occasioned the whole transaction.

The women of Otaheite are handsome, mild, and cheerful in their manners and conversation, possessed of great sensibility, and have sufficient delicacy to make them admired and beloved. The chiefs were so attached to our people, that they rather encouraged their stay among them than otherwise, and even made them promises of large possessions. Under these, and many other attendant circumstances, equally desirable, it is now perhaps not so much to be wondered at, though scarcely possible to have been foreseen, that a set of sailors, most of them void of connections, should be led away; especially when, in addition to such powerful inducements, they imagined it in their power to fix themselves in the midst of plenty, on one of the finest islands in the world, where they need not labour, and where the allurements of dissipation are beyond anything that can be conceived.

However, Barrow, the dirt farmer’s son who became a baronet and something of a snob, asserted that the cause was Bligh’s personality, especially as it was expressed in the treatment of his subordinates. Although from a Cornish family that had produced several distinguished Royal Navy officers, Bligh began his naval career in the merchant service and entered the navy as a warrant officer under Captain James Cook. “It was Bligh’s misfortune not to have been educated in the cockpit of a man-of-war among young gentlemen, which is to the navy what a public school is to those who are to move in civil society,” wrote Barrow. “[He] was a man of coarse habits, and entertained very mistaken notions with regard to discipline. . . . His temper was irritable in the extreme.”

(Of course, the captain’s tempestuous personality on the one hand, and the allurements of Tahitian females and the prospect of a dissipated life without the tiresome necessity of labor on the other, are not mutually exclusive as explanations for the mutiny.)

While acknowledging Bligh’s virtues—his first-rate abilities as a navigator, his “strong and imperious will,” “indefatigable industry,” and “great physical powers of enduring long-continued hardship,” which served him and his loyal followers well during the open boat journey—Sir Cyprian was no less of a snob and no less judgmental than Sir John had been:

In fact he was not a gentleman either by bringing up or by nature. To speak plainly, he was a bully, and not a truthful one. He cursed and swore at his officers, called them vile names, and accused them without proof or reason of discreditable offenses. [He] could not confine himself to the truth. Sir John Barrow puts it very mildly when he says: ‘The allegation that Bligh falsified his narrative it is to be feared is not without foundation.’

In times of difficulty and danger Bligh was resolute, self-possessed, and equal to emergencies. In the ordinary and unexciting or monotonous course of peace service he proved himself quite unfitted for the command of men. He was a tyrant whose mode of asserting his rights was brutal. It is to the credit of the officers and men of the Bounty that they recognised his good qualities, whilst unable to tolerate his bad ones. If this had not been the case he could not have kept his control of them as long as he did: and to it we may attribute the wonderful success with which he conducted his boatload of starving shipmates for thousands of miles across the ocean.

Bligh’s open boat journey is, in my opinion, one of the great feats of seamanship and navigation in the maritime history of Western civilization. It is no small irony that the romantic aura of the mutineers and their escape to Pitcairn Island has largely eclipsed Bligh’s exploit in the popular imagination.

Admiral Bridge offered another reason for the mutiny: Bligh was purser as well as captain on the Bounty, and, like other pursers, it was in his financial interest to save money by either buying inferior supplies or by short weighting the rations:

There is direct evidence that Bligh was determined not to be a loser in his victualling transactions, and there is strong presumptive evidence that he at least tried to make a profit out of them. If there is one thing that the British sailor hates and despises in an officer more than any other thing it is meanness: and if the meanness is practised at his expense, the sailor’s hatred and contempt are greatly increased. He can tolerate a bully, but a mean bully is more than ‘lower deck’ flesh and blood can put up with. Bligh’s meanness, like his tyranny, was comprehensive. It embraced the officers as well as the ‘foremast hands.

Of course, shipboard conditions in the British navy in the days of sail were hardly ideal. Voyages lasted weeks or even months. The meals were monotonous and hardly digestible: salt beef and salt pork were issued on alternate days. A visit to a port allowed for the taking on of supplies of fresh vegetables, but these were depleted quickly. The fresh water allowance per man was dismayingly small. “Except in gales of wind, which do not occur so often as shore-going people think they do, the life on board was as monotonous as the food,” observed Sir Cyprian.

Subordinates had little to think of except their own grievances, real or imagined, so that dissatisfaction with trifles was apt to grow into serious discontent. The life of the captain was nearly as monotonous as that of the crew; his, moreover, being largely solitary. As a result, he was inclined to magnify symptoms of disorder and make what were really trifling offences into serious delinquencies. Unsuitable food, the impossibility of taking sufficient bodily exercise, confined quarters, and—often enough—sultry climate, unfavourably affected men’s livers, and made many peevish and some irritable to the verge of insanity. . . . A Captain Cook or a Commodore Anson, not to mention other South Sea navigators, would have conducted the breadfruit expedition without rendering those under their command dangerously discontented. To a man of Bligh’s disposition and character, fine as we know that some of his qualities were, that was impossible in the circumstances of the voyage. Fletcher Christian’s starting a mutiny was undoubtedly an act of madness, because it was the act of a man maddened by the conditions of life on board the ship combined with Bligh’s brutal and intolerable tyranny.*

Given the levels of rage and frustration the mutineers must have felt, it is surprising that they did not kill Bligh and his loyal followers. Only by massacring them could the mutineers be certain they would not be able to alert British authorities to the mutiny. Yet, the mutineers provided Bligh and the rest with five days of food, enough to sustain them until they reached a nearby island, and also gave them a compass, the launch rather than the unseaworthy cutter, and four cutlasses. Christian gave Bligh his own sextant and a book of nautical tables. The mutineers’ allowing Bligh and the others to live and providing them with food, navigational tools, and the best boat speaks well for their humanity, or perhaps for their conditioning as British sailors and, in the case of Fletcher Christian and the other rebellious officers, English gentlemen. Whatever the motives, setting Bligh, a superior navigator, free ultimately meant the capture of fourteen mutineers who chose to remain behind on Tahiti rather than sail for Pitcairn Island. (Seven of these men died of drowning aboard the shipwrecked Pandora or were executed.)

Bligh first landed at Tofoa, where hostile inhabitants killed one of his men, John Norton. Thereafter, Bligh sailed 3,618 nautical miles in a small open boat over the course of forty-nine days. Daily rations were dishearteningly meager. Still, Bligh brought all the men through save Norton. Sir Cyprian calls this “that most marvellous of all voyages of shipwrecked mariners.” And it certainly was. Give the devil his due: whatever Bligh’s faults as a peacetime naval officer, he was a brave and resolute man and an extraordinary navigator. He was also one hell of a seaman.

EDWARD E. LESLIE

EDWARD E. LESLIE is the author of Desperate Journeys, Abandoned Souls: The True Story of Castaways and Other Survivors, and The Devil Knows How to Ride: The True Story of William Clarke Quantrill and His Confederate Raiders. He lives in Massillon, Ohio.

 

* The modern rendering of the town’s name is Dragley Beck, and since Barrow’s time the final “e” has been dropped from Ulverstone. In 1895, Sir John’s son, John Barrow, Jr., gave the cottage to the town of Ulverston. Today it is a museum devoted to the life and work of Sir John and to the Barrow family.

* Historians and aficionados have long debated the causes of the mutiny and Bligh’s culpability in it. Indeed, in The Life of Vice-Admiral William Bligh, published in 1936, the Australian historian Dr. George Mackaness devoted more than forty pages to ruminations over these matters. At least one historian has even theorized—without any solid supporting evidence—that Bligh and Christian had had a homosexual relationship during the voyage to Tahiti and that after the Bounty arrived at the island and Christian turned his attention to the Polynesian females, Bligh became jealous and took his anger out on the crew. Clearly, there is not enough room in this introduction to make a comprehensive examination of the mutiny’s causes. I have highlighted Sir Cyprian’s observations as a way of introducing the subject and because as a British admiral and historian who was born just fifty-one years after the mutiny, I think his perspective is unique.


PREFACE.

_____________

THE Editor of this little volume (for he presumes not to write Author) has been induced to bring into one connected view what has hitherto appeared only in detached fragments, (and some of these not generally accessible)—the historical narrative of an event which deeply interested the public at the time of its occurrence, and from which the naval service in particular, in all its ranks, may still draw instructive and useful lessons.

The story in itself is replete with interest. We are taught by The Book of sacred history, that the disobedience of our first parents entailed on our globe of earth a sinful and a suffering race: in our time there has sprung up from the most abandoned of this sinful family—from pirates, mutineers, and murderers—a little society which, under the precepts of that sacred volume, is characterized by religion, morality, and innocence. The discovery of this happy people, as unexpected as it was accidental, and all that regards their condition and history, partake so much of the romantic, as to render the story not ill adapted for an epic poem. Lord Byron, indeed, has partially treated the subject; but by blending two incongruous stories, and leaving both of them imperfect, and by mixing up fact with fiction, has been less felicitous than usual; for, beautiful as many passages in his ‘Island’ are, in a region where every tree, and flower, and fountain breathe poetry, yet as a whole the poem is feeble and deficient in dramatic effect.

There still remains to us at least one Poet, who, if he could be prevailed on to undertake it, would do justice to the story. To his suggestion the publication of the present narrative owes its appearance. But a higher object at present is engaging his attention, which, when completed, judging from that portion already before the public, will have raised a splendid and lasting monument to the name of William Sotheby, in his translation of the Iliad and the Odyssey.

To the kindness of Mrs. Heywood, the relict of the late Captain Peter Heywood, the Editor is indebted for those beautiful and affectionate letters, written by a beloved sister to her unfortunate brother, while a prisoner and under sentence of death; as well as for some occasional poetry, which displays an intensity of feeling, a tenderness of expression, and a high tone of sentiment, that do honour to the head and heart of this amiable and accomplished lady. Those letters also from the brother to his deeply afflicted family will be read with peculiar interest.

 

 

_____________


THE
EVENTFUL HISTORY
OF THE
MUTINY OF THE BOUNTY.

_____________________________

CHAPTER I.

OTAHEITE.

_____________

‘THE gentle Island, and the genial soil,

 The friendly hearts, the feasts without a toil,

 The courteous manners, but from nature caught,

 The wealth unhoarded, and the love unbought,

 · · · · · ·

 The bread tree, which, without the ploughshare, yields

 The unreap’d harvest of unfurrow’d fields,

 And bakes its unadulterated loaves

 Without a furnace in unpurchased groves,

 And flings off famine from its fertile breast,

 A priceless market for the gathering guest;—

 These,’ &c.——

  BYRON.

_____________

THE reign of George III. will be distinguished in history by the great extension and improvement which geographical knowledge received under the immediate auspices of this sovereign. At a very early period, after his accession to the throne of these realms, expeditions of discovery were undertaken, ‘not (as Dr. Hawkesworth observes) with a view to the acquisition of treasure, or the extent of dominion, but for the improvement of commerce, and the increase and diffusion of knowledge.’ This excellent monarch was himself no mean proficient in the science of geography; and it may be doubted if any one of his subjects, at the period alluded to, was in possession of so extensive or so well-arranged a cabinet of maps and charts as his was, or who understood their merits or their defects so well as he did.

The first expeditions that were sent forth, after the conclusion of the war, were those of Byron, Wallis, and Carteret. In the instructions to the first of these commanders it is said, ‘there is reason to believe that lands and islands of great extent, hitherto unvisited by any European power, may be found in the Atlantic Ocean, between the Cape of Good Hope and the Magellanic Strait, within the latitudes convenient for navigation, and in climates adapted to the produce of commodities useful in commerce.’ It could not require much knowledge or consideration to be assured that, between the Cape and the Strait, climates producing commodities useful in commerce, with the exception of whales and seals, were likely to be found. The fact was that, among the real objects of this and other subsequent voyages, there was one which had engaged the attention of certain philosophers, from the time of the Spanish navigator, Quiros: this able navigator had maintained that a Terra Australis incognita must necessarily exist, somewhere in the high latitudes of the southern hemisphere, to counterbalance the great masses of land in those of the northern one, and thus maintain a just equipoise of the globe.

While these expeditions were in progress, the Royal Society, in 1768, addressed an application to the king, praying him to appoint a ship of war to convey to the South Seas Mr. Alexander Dalrymple (who had adopted the opinion of Quiros), and certain others, for the main purpose, however, of observing the transit of Venus over the sun’s disc, which was to happen in the year 1769. By the king’s command, a bark of three hundred and seventy tons was taken up by the Admiralty to perform this service, but, as Mr. Dalrymple was a civilian, he could not be entrusted with the command of the ship, and on that account declined going in her.

The command was therefore conferred on Lieutenant James Cook, an officer of undoubted ability, and well versed in astronomy and the theory and practice of navigation, with whom the Royal Society associated Mr. Charles Green, who had long been assistant to Dr. Bradley, the astronomer royal, to aid him in the observation of the transit. Mr. Banks, a private gentleman of good fortune, who afterwards became the valuable and distinguished President of the Royal Society, and Dr. Solander, a Swedish gentleman of great acquirements, particularly in natural history, accompanied Lieutenant Cook on this interesting voyage. The islands of Marquesas de Mendoza, or those of Rotterdam or Amsterdam, were proposed by the Royal Society as proper places for making the observation. While fitting out, however, Captain Wallis returned from his expedition, and strongly recommended, as most suitable for the purpose, Port Royal Harbour, on an island he had discovered, to which he had given the name of ‘King George’s Island,’ and which has since been known by its native name, Otaheite or Tahite*.

This lovely island is most intimately connected with the mutiny which took place on board the Bounty, and with the fate of the mutineers and their innocent off-spring. Its many seducing temptations have been urged as one, if not the main, cause of the mutiny, which was supposed, at least by the commander of that ship, to have been excited by

‘Young hearts which languish’d for some sunny isle,

  Where summer years, and summer women smile,

  Men without country, who, too long estranged,

  Had found no native home, or found it changed,

  And, half uncivilized, preferr’d the cave

  Of some soft savage to the uncertain wave.’

It may be proper, therefore, as introductory to the present narrative, to give a general description of the rich and spontaneous gifts which Nature has lavished on this once ‘happy island;’—of the simple and ingenuous manners of its natives;—and of those allurements which were supposed, erroneously however, to have occasioned the unfortunate catastrophe alluded to;—to glance at as they existed at the period of the first intercourse between the Otaheitans and the crews of those ships, which carried to their shores, in succession, Wallis, Bougainville, and Cook.

‘The nymphs’ seducements and the magic bower,’

The first communication which Wallis had with these people was unfortunately of a hostile nature. Having approached with his ship close to the shore, the usual symbol of peace and friendship, a branch of the plantain tree, was held up by a native in one of the numerous canoes that surrounded the ship. Great numbers, on being invited, crowded on board the stranger ship, but one of them, being butted on the haunches by a goat, and turning hastily round, perceived it rearing on its hind legs, ready to repeat the blow, was so terrified at the appearance of this strange animal, so different from any he had ever seen, that, in the moment of terror, he jumped overboard, and all the rest followed his example with the utmost precipitation.

This little incident, however, produced no mischief; but as the boats were sounding in the bay, and several canoes crowding round them, Wallis suspected the islanders had a design to attack them, and, on this mere suspicion, ordered the boats by signal to come on board, ‘and at the same time,’ he says, ‘to intimidate the Indians, I fired a nine-pounder over their heads.’ This, as might have been imagined, startled the islanders, but did not prevent them from attempting immediately to cut off the cutter, as she was standing towards the ship. Several stones were thrown into this boat, on which the commanding officer fired a musket, loaded with buck-shot, at the man who threw the first stone, and wounded him in the shoulder.

Finding no good anchorage at this place, the ship proceeded to another part of the island, where, on one of the boats being assailed by the Indians in two or three canoes, with their clubs and paddles in their hands, ‘Our people,’ says the commander, ‘being much pressed, were obliged to fire, by which one of the assailants was killed, and another much wounded.’ This unlucky rencontre did not, however, prevent, as soon as the ship was moored, a great number of canoes from coming off the next morning, with hogs, fowls, and fruit. A brisk traffic soon commenced, our people exchanging knives, nails, and trinkets, for more substantial articles of food, of which they were in want. Among the canoes that came out last were some double ones of very large size, with twelve or fifteen stout men in each, and it was observed that they had little on board except a quantity of round pebble stones. Other canoes came off along with them, having only women on board; and while these females were assiduously practising their allurements, by attitudes that could not be misunderstood, with the view, as it would seem, to distract the attention of the crew, the large double canoes closed round the ship; and as these advanced, some of the men began singing, some blowing conchs, and others playing on flutes. One of them, with a person sitting under a canopy, approached the ship so close, as to allow this person to hand up a bunch of red and yellow feathers, making signs it was for the captain. He then put off to a little distance, and, on holding up the branch of a cocoanut tree, there was an universal shout from all the canoes, which at the same moment moved towards the ship, and a shower of stones was poured into her on every side. The guard was now ordered to fire, and two of the quarter-deck guns, loaded with small shot, were fired among them at the same time, which created great terror and confusion, and caused them to retreat to a short distance. In a few minutes, however, they renewed the attack. The great guns were now ordered to be discharged among them, and also into a mass of canoes that were putting off from the shore. It is stated that, at this time, there could not be less than three hundred canoes about the ship, having on board at least two thousand men. Again they dispersed, but having soon collected into something like order, they hoisted white streamers, and pulled towards the ship’s stern, when they again began to throw stones with great force and dexterity, by the help of slings, each of the stones weighing about two pounds, and many of them wounded the people on board. At length a shot hit the canoe that apparently had the chief on board, and cut it asunder. This was no sooner observed by the rest, than they all dispersed in such haste, that in half an hour there was not a single canoe to be seen; and all the people who had crowded the shore fled over the hills with the utmost precipitation. What was to happen on the following day was matter of conjecture, but this point was soon decided.

‘The white man landed;—need the rest be told?

  The new world stretch’d its dusk hand to the old.’

Lieutenant Furneaux, on the next morning, landed, without opposition, close to a fine river that fell into the bay—stuck up a staff on which was hoisted a pendant,—turned a turf,—and by this process took possession of the island in the name of his Majesty, and called it King George the Third’s Island. Just as he was embarking, an old man, to whom the Lieutenant had given a few trifles, brought some green boughs, which he threw down at the foot of the staff, then retiring, brought about a dozen of his countrymen, who approached the staff in a supplicating posture, then retired and brought two live hogs, which they laid down at the foot of the staff, and then began to dance. After this ceremony the hogs were put into a canoe and the old man carried them on board, handing up several green plantain leaves, and uttering a sentence on the delivery of each. Some presents were offered him in return, but he would accept of none.

Concluding that peace was now established, and that no further attack would be made, the boats were sent on shore the following day to get water. While the casks were filling, several natives were perceived coming from behind the hills and through the woods, and at the same time a multitude of canoes from behind a projecting point of the bay. As these were discovered to be laden with stones, and were making towards the ship, it was concluded their intention was to try their fortune in a second grand attack. ‘As to shorten the contest would certainly lessen the mischief, I determined,’ says Captain Wallis, ‘to make this action decisive, and put an end to hostilities at once.’ Accordingly a tremendous fire was opened at once on all the groupes of canoes, which had the effect of immediately dispersing them. The fire was then directed into the wood, to drive out the islanders, who had assembled in large numbers, on which they all fled to the hill, where the women and children had seated themselves. Here they collected to the amount of several thousands, imagining themselves at that distance to be perfectly safe. The captain, however, ordered four shot to be fired over them, but two of the balls, having fallen close to a tree where a number of them were sitting, they were so struck with terror and consternation, that, in less than two minutes, not a creature was to be seen. The coast being cleared, the boats were manned and armed, and all the carpenters with their axes were sent on shore, with directions to destroy every canoe they could find; and we are told this service was effectually performed, and that more than fifty canoes, many of which were sixty feet long, and three broad, and lashed together, were cut to pieces.

This act of severity must have been cruelly felt by these poor people, who, without iron or any kind of tools, but such as stones, shells, teeth, and bones supplied them with, must have spent months and probably years in the construction of one of these extraordinary double boats.

Such was the inauspicious commencement of our acquaintance with the natives of Otaheite. Their determined hostility and perseverance in an unequal combat could only have arisen from one of two motives—either from an opinion that a ship of such magnitude, as they had never before beheld, could only be come to their coast to take their country from them; or an irresistible temptation to endeavour, at all hazards, to possess themselves of so valuable a prize. Be that as it may, the dread inspired by the effects of the cannon, and perhaps a conviction of the truth of what had been explained to them, that the ‘strangers wanted only provisions and water,’ had the effect of allaying all jealousy; for from the day of the last action, the most friendly and uninterrupted intercourse was established, and continued to the day of the Dolphin’s departure; and provisions of all kinds, hogs, dogs, fruit, and vegetables, were supplied in the greatest abundance, in exchange for pieces of iron, nails, and trinkets.

As a proof of the readiness of these simple people to forgive injuries, a poor woman, accompanied by a young man bearing a branch of the plantain tree, and another man with two hogs, approached the gunner, whom Captain Wallis had appointed to regulate the market, and looking round on the strangers with great attention, fixing her eyes sometimes on one and sometimes on another, at length burst into tears. It appeared that her husband and three of her sons had been killed in the attack on the ship. While this was under explanation, the poor creature was so affected, as to require the support of the two young men, who from their weeping were probably two more of her sons. When somewhat composed, she ordered the two hogs to be delivered to the gunner, and gave him her hand in token of friendship, but would accept nothing in return.

Captain Wallis was now so well satisfied that there was nothing further to apprehend from the hostility of the natives, that he sent a party up the country to cut wood, who were treated with great kindness and hospitality by all they met, and the ship was visited by persons of both sexes, who by their dress and behaviour appeared to be of a superior rank. Among others was a tall lady about five and forty years of age, of a pleasing countenance and majestic deportment. She was under no restraint, either from diffidence or fear, and conducted herself with that easy freedom which generally distinguishes conscious superiority and habitual command. She accepted some small present which the captain gave her, with a good grace and much pleasure; and having observed that he was weak and suffering from ill health, she pointed to the shore, which he understood to be an invitation, and made signs that he would go thither the next morning. His visit to this lady displays so much character and good feelings, that it will best be described in the captain’s own words.

‘The next morning I went on shore for the first time, and my princess or rather queen, for such by her authority she appeared to be, soon after came to me, followed by many of her attendants. As she perceived that my disorder had left me very weak, she ordered her people to take me in their arms, and carry me not only over the river, but all the way to her house; and observing that some of the people who were with me, particularly the first lieutenant and purser, had also been sick, she caused them also to be carried in the same manner, and a guard, which I had ordered out upon the occasion, followed. In our way, a vast multitude crowded about us, but upon her waving her hand, without speaking a word, they withdrew, and left us a free passage. When we approached near her house, a great number of both sexes came out to meet her; these she presented to me, after having intimated by signs that they were her relations, and taking hold of my hand she made them kiss it.

‘We then entered the house, which covered a piece of ground three hundred and twenty-seven feet long, and forty-two feet broad. It consisted of a roof thatched with palm leaves, and raised upon thirty-nine pillars on each side, and fourteen in the middle. The ridge of the thatch, on the inside, was thirty feet high, and the sides of the house, to the edge of the roof, were twelve feet high; all below the roof being open. As soon as we entered the house, she made us sit down, and then calling four young girls, she assisted them to take off my shoes, draw down my stockings, and pull off my coat, and then directed them to smooth down the skin, and gently chafe it with their hands. The same operation was also performed on the first lieutenant and the purser, but upon none of those who appeared to be in health. While this was doing, our surgeon, who had walked till he was very warm, took off his wig to cool and refresh himself: a sudden exclamation of one of the Indians, who saw it, drew the attention of the rest, and in a moment every eye was fixed upon the prodigy, and every operation was suspended. The whole assembly stood some time motionless, in silent astonishment, which could not have been more strongly expressed, if they had discovered that our friend’s limbs had been screwed on to the trunk. In a short time, however, the young women who were chafing us, resumed their employment, and having continued for about half an hour, they dressed us again, but in this they were, as may easily be imagined, very awkward; I found great benefit, however, from the chafing, and so did the lieutenant and the purser.

‘After a little time our generous benefactress ordered some bales of Indian cloth to be brought out, with which she clothed me, and all that were with me, according to the fashion of the country. At first I declined the acceptance of this favour, but being unwilling not to seem pleased with what was intended to please me, I acquiesced. When we went away, she ordered a very large sow, big with young, to be taken down to the boat, and accompanied us thither herself. She had given directions to her people to carry me, as they had done when I came, but as I chose rather to walk, she took me by the arm, and whenever we came to a plash of water or dirt, she lifted me over with as little trouble as it would have cost me to have lifted over a child, if I had been well.’

The following morning Captain Wallis sent her a present by the gunner, who found her in the midst of an entertainment given to at least a thousand people. The messes were put into shells of cocoa-nuts, and the shells into wooden trays, like those used by our butchers, and she distributed them with her own hands to the guests, who were seated in rows in the open air, round the great house. When this was done, she sat down herself upon a place somewhat elevated above the rest, and two women, placing themselves, one on each side of her, fed her, she opening her mouth as they brought their hands up with the food. From this time, provisions were sent to market in the greatest abundance. The queen frequently visited the captain on board, and always with a present, but she never condescended to barter, nor would she accept of any return.

One day, after visiting her at her house, the captain at parting made her comprehend by signs, that he intended to quit the island in seven days: she immediately understood his meaning, and by similar signs, expressed her wish that he should stay twenty days; that he should go with her a couple of days’ journey into the country, stay there a few days, return with plenty of hogs and poultry, and then go away; but on persisting in his first intention, she burst into tears, and it was not without great difficulty that she could be pacified. The next time that she went on board, Captain Wallis ordered a good dinner for her entertainment and those chiefs who were of her party; but the queen would neither eat nor drink. As she was going over the ship’s side, she asked, by signs, whether he still persisted in leaving the island at the time he had fixed, and on receiving an answer in the affirmative, she expressed her regret by a flood of tears; and as soon as her passion subsided, she told the captain that she would come on board again the following day.

Accordingly, the next day she again visited the ship twice, bringing each time large presents of hogs, fowls, and fruits. The captain, after expressing his sense of her kindness and bounty, announced his intention of sailing the following morning. This, as usual, threw her into tears, and after recovering herself, she made anxious inquiry when he should return; he said in fifty days, with which she seemed to be satisfied. ‘She stayed on board,’ says Captain Wallis, ‘till night, and it was then with the greatest difficulty that she could be prevailed upon to go on shore. When she was told that the boat was ready, she threw herself down upon the arm-chest, and wept a long time, with an excess of passion that could not be pacified; at last, however, with the greatest reluctance, she was prevailed upon to go into the boat, and was followed by her attendants.’

The next day, while the ship was unmooring, the whole beach was covered with the inhabitants. The queen came down, and having ordered a double canoe to be launched, was rowed off by her own people, followed by fifteen or sixteen other canoes. She soon made her appearance on board, but, not being able to speak, she sat down and gave vent to her passion by weeping. Shortly after a breeze springing up, the ship made sail; and finding it now necessary to return into her canoe, ‘she embraced us all,’ says Captain Wallis, ‘in the most affectionate manner, and with many tears; all her attendants also expressed great sorrow at our departure. In a few minutes she came into the bow of her canoe, where she sat weeping with inconsolable sorrow. I gave her many things which I thought would be of great use to her, and some for ornament; she silently accepted of all, but took little notice of any thing. About ten o’clock we had got without the reef, and a fresh breeze springing up, our Indian friends, and particularly the queen, once more bade us farewell, with such tenderness of affection and grief, as filled both my heart and my eyes.’
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