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Author’s Note



 


In the South Pacific on 28 April 1789, a mutiny took place aboard HMS Bounty.


The captain of the ship, Lieutenant William Bligh, was forced overboard with eighteen other men into an open launch. Dangerously crowded, they were left in the small boat to fend for themselves upon the wide ocean.


The leader of the mutiny, Acting-Lieutenant Fletcher Christian, then sailed the Bounty in search of a haven, safe from the long arm of the Royal Navy.


After an heroic voyage of 3600 nautical miles, Bligh and his men reached Coupang in the Dutch East Indies.


Sixteen of those left aboard the Bounty eventually chose to return to Tahiti, where they subsequently were captured by the Royal Navy. Ten of them survived their return to England, where three were hanged.


Fletcher Christian finally found a mischarted island called Pitcairn where he, a group of eighteen Polynesians, and the remaining eight mutineers established a community.


These tales are true and often told, though endlessly debated. Their usual conclusions are William Bligh’s triumph of survival, and Fletcher Christian’s escape to Pitcairn.


What follows includes the rest of the history.





Introduction



 


While crossing the South Pacific in February of 1808, Captain Mayhew Folger, of the American sealer Topaz, spotted a rocky island that should not have been there. Checking his navigational charts, the captain concluded that the island was Pitcairn. It had been mischarted by more than two hundred miles. Having sold his cargo of gin and rum in Australia, Folger was eager to find seals in order to fill his hold with skins for his return to Boston.


With that hope, the captain set his course for the reportedly uninhabited island. But on his approach, he was surprised to see smoke rising tranquilly through the lush verdure growing above the high stone cliffs that loomed from the sea. He was even more startled when a Polynesian-style canoe approached his ship and he was hailed in fluent, if strangely accented, English by its three native paddlers.


I went on shore and found there an Englishman by the name of Alexander Smith, the only person remaining out of the nine that escaped [in 1789] on board the ship Bounty, under the command of the archmutineer Christian. . . . After they had remained about four years on the island, their men servants rose upon and killed six of them, leaving only Smith. . . . However, he and the widows of the deceased men arose and put all the servants to death which left him the only surviving man on the island with eight or nine women and several small children. . . .


 


The community of which Captain Folger wrote in his ship’s log was populated by the descendants of the mutineers and the native women they brought with them to Pitcairn in January of 1790, eight months after the mutiny. Included in the curious group who welcomed the captain were three children of Fletcher Christian.


Because there were no seals on the island, Folger was eager to return to the Topaz. He stayed only a few hours, during which time he tried to find out more details about the fate of the mutineers, in particular their leader. Smith, whose legal name turned out to be John Adams, was reluctant to discuss the past; as a mutineer, the man faced hanging if ever found by a British ship. His stories were vague, contradictory, and, to his listeners, they seemed purposely misleading. Of Fletcher Christian’s death and burial, he gave a garbled story, one he changed with each telling. Captain Folger recorded that Christian was shot in the back by the native men during their massacre of the mutineers. The location of his grave was not entered in the log.


For his part, Smith/Adams begged for report of the world, about which he had not heard in the nearly twenty years since the mutiny. Folger told him of the French Revolution, Napoleon’s inexorable rise to power, and how the seemingly endless European war against France was spilling over the oceans of the world. After hearing of the great British victory at Trafalgar, the old mutineer rose and swung his hat over his head, calling out “Old England forever!”


Captain Folger told of his amazing discovery when the Topaz called at Valparaiso, Chile. An official report was forwarded to the British Admiralty, where it arrived on 14 May 1809. The news received scant attention, the war against Napoleon taking precedence with both the Royal Navy and the public. As mutinies go, the Bounty’s had been a minor example when compared to that aboard HMS Hermione, where ten officers were hacked to death, or the subsequent great Nore Mutiny of 1797, involving 50,000 seamen and 113 ships.


What happened aboard the Bounty had been, after all, bloodless. Those mutineers who had been captured were court-martialed; those found guilty were hanged. The hard-core band under Fletcher Christian had disappeared. The mutiny itself was memorable mainly due to the survival of the Bounty’s captain, Bligh, who, with eighteen of the crew, piloted the ship’s dangerously overcrowded launch on an astonishing 3600-mile voyage to Timor. The Admiralty was content to neglect Captain Folger’s report, and the survival of any of the Bounty’s mutineers was officially ignored.


Coincidentally, in that same spring of 1809, there were persistent rumors in Cumberland, where Fletcher Christian was born and raised, that he had been seen there often and made frequent visits to “an aunt.” Soon after, Captain Peter Heywood, who as a young midshipman had been kept aboard the Bounty during the mutiny and who, in spite of his friendship with Fletcher Christian, was subsequently pardoned by the King after his court-martial, reported that he glimpsed Christian in Fore Street, Plymouth Dock. When Heywood approached, whomever he’d seen fled and disappeared.


 


A year and a half later, in November of 1810, King George III began to slip permanently into madness and the final Regency crisis began. The war against France was at a critical point. Napoleon had reached his zenith. Having married Marie-Louise of Austria and annexed Holland, he was also reigning as Emperor and King over Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Prussia. England and the Duke of Wellington were the only obstacles to the Emperor’s domination of Europe, and the only hope against his ambition, which was turning fatefully toward Russia.


During the British governmental crisis, when royal authority was edging its way toward the willing but profligate Prince of Wales, one of the mad King’s doctors was Sir Jeremy Learned. A renowned physician specializing in brain disorders and lunacy, he shuttled between Windsor Castle and the hospital of St. Mary of Bethlehem in hopes of gaining insight to his royal patient’s desperate condition. Popularly known as “Bedlam,” the hospital was the second oldest in Europe for the chronically insane. It was notorious for the extreme cruelty of its treatment and care, a tradition with which Sir Jeremy, according to his journal, was familiar and which he instinctively abhorred. As his mental condition worsened into violence, the King became the object of intense political and medical bickering. Thus Sir Jeremy had less time for visits to Bedlam, and less tolerance for the appalling practices he found there.


The King’s repeated bouts of mental illness had brought the attention of reformers and Parliamentarians to the antediluvian methods of care for mad people. During his own investigations into alternative treatment, not only for his royal patient but for the cause of reform, Sir Jeremy discovered a private clinic in York, run by a Quaker father and sons, who were treating their patients without the time-honored physical restraints of manacles, whipping, strait-waistcoats, or chains. Sir Jeremy had recently suggested this new “moral therapy” at Windsor to his colleagues and to Queen Charlotte, only to be roundly ridiculed by the former and silenced by the latter.


According to his journal, on 10 December 1810, in the course of a late-night Bedlam visit, the doctor visited the solitary cell of a patient whose wrists were bolted into iron manacles imbedded in the center of the stone floor. This had been done to prevent him doing harm to himself and others. The manacles prevented the man from standing, allowing him only to kneel or lie on the floor, positions which necessitated his eating directly from a bowl as well as defecating where he lay.


The doctor had observed the man a number of times. Offering no other authority than his firm command, Sir Jeremy ordered the patient released. When the resident apothecary and his staff refused because of the man’s past violence, the doctor ordered them out of the cell. In the light of a lantern, he knocked the bolts free himself. Instead of making a savage response, the patient crawled painfully into a corner and, watching the doctor, rubbed his scabbed and festering wrists.


Like many patients in Bedlam, little was known of him, certainly not his name. He had lost an eye; from the tattoos on his chest and buttocks, the doctor deduced that he had been a sailor. From the scar on his back, it was clear he once had been shot. A long scar above his ribs indicated a stabbing wound. Seven months before, he had been pulled from the Thames after jumping off London Bridge. When he regained his senses, he attacked his rescuers with such raging madness he was delivered to Bedlam. After he made many frenzied attempts to kill himself and anyone who came close to him, his wrists were bolted to the floor. He had lived to such fashion, eating like a dog, sleeping in his own filth, and being hosed once each fortnight, or whenever his rages took control of him.


Standing across the cell from his patient, the doctor asked a number of simple questions, which were answered with a nod or shake of the head. The man seemed calm and lucid, so Sir Jeremy chanced a careful intimacy, explaining his urgency to learn, not of the patient’s identity, which he seemed so loath to reveal, but of his madness. In exchange, he offered the man greater comforts. Approaching him, the doctor asked, “What is it that you want?” He meant the question to apply generally to the broad spectrum of his patient’s needs.


The man’s reply was specific: “Foolscap, a quill and inkhorn . . . not to mention a large batter pudding, if you’ve a mind.”


The doctor automatically regarded the quill as a potential weapon. He smiled, attempting to conceal his suspicion. “No pudding, I’m afraid, but why . . . ?”


“I’ll use them for naught but writing,” the patient said sarcastically, his voice a rough whisper, his accent difficult to place.


“What is it you wish to write?”


“A story, that’s all.”


“Why suddenly now?”


The patient stared at the lantern’s flickering light. “I have my hands now,” he said angrily, “and perhaps even my mind as well—a thrilling combination, don’t you think? You can read every word I write if you’ve an inclination. I’ll not bother to write about the crime itself; too many others have told their versions of the same tale, so believe what you like. But now, since they’ve found them out there on that ‘island paradise’”—he laughed, though the sound was a groan—“the story could become some pitiable romance, a shallow parable of mankind’s evil. But sir, there’s something more to it than that!” His voice rose against his own doubt, then he covered his eyes with one hand.


Later that night, Sir Jeremy noted the conversation in his journal, and that the man’s left wrist was suppurating. With his habitual precision, the doctor listed the medications he had prescribed for Bedlam’s apothecary to supply. Then he concluded:


 


What the patient was saying seemed humourously frantic, yes, a definite though perhaps malign sense of humour; better than reading Blake, which is the same kind of aberrant illusion. The man illustrates my theory that creative production is often a disciplined expression of one’s madness and should be encouraged. The true artist obviously has an ineffable force beyond craft to create sublimity, a process unique to each artist and, needless to say, beyond anyone else’s understanding, and probably beyond the artist’s as well. Blake is my primary example—a contained madness energising genius—as well as Turner, Coleridge, and of course Paganini. This patient has no such genius, but he wants to write a story; certainly that is better than destruction, no matter if what he composes is blather.


When I assured him that be would have his paper, quill, and ink, he offered no thanks. Instead, be took his hand away from his eyes and stared into the dark as if confronting his damnation.





PART ONE




Escape






Pitcairn



September 1793


 


That day; there was no before, there was no after. I dared not think, but tried in my wisdom to concentrate only on the row of yams I was planting. The light seemed blinding; the green of the coconut palms seared my brain, and the blue sea, glasslike that day, mirrored a glare that cut through whatever it was I thought to be my soul. But I could not stop my mind. I considered in explicit detail how a seed might grow in the rich red soil of Pitcairn. Yet every time I opened the earth with my wooden spade, I saw blood there, glistening. I accepted that on that lost island there was more blood for me than there was earth to cover it, so much blood that it surely would drown me if I did not give such privilege to the sea. That day, my straight, orderly furrow of seed and blood very neatly cut my life in twain. I could no longer endure my past, and the possible future offered me nothing but madness and death.


I planned to kill myself that day. My determination was to sow a crop for my family and, once done, to rid them of what most surely would destroy any chance of their happiness. By then I could no longer bear the island to which I had brought them. If I remained I would begin to disdain my woman and our children and finally detest them as part of my prison. In my growing madness, I also believed that I would have abused them, harmed them, even destroyed them. Such degradation of mind and spirit made certain my purpose to end my life. I was five days short of twenty-nine years. When the row of yams was done, I would turn and walk to the cliff, The Edge, as we so appropriately called it. The tide was in; I would hurl myself into the sea, which by then was Heaven and Hell, and for me the only God that existed.


Then I heard people coming. I turned my back to them, thinking that my face would give away what I saw in the ground or what I intended to do. I heard them stop and I dug harder, hoping to avoid conversation. The shot rang out. I felt the ball’s impact in my back and was knocked forward, falling on my face, senseless.


I lay unmoving on the ground for hours, into the night. Thinking me dead, no one touched me. Then, something ran over my neck. I tried to raise my right arm, thereby causing pain beyond anything I’d ever experienced. Whatever the thing was darted away, a spider perhaps, leaving me lying, I realised, in the dark as I tried to breathe. My nose and throat were clogged; my cheek was stuck to the rock on which I’d fallen, sealed there with dried blood. I coughed and gasped with more pain; my face felt shattered. For a time, I did not try to move again, but my mind began its utterly contradictory work. Without a thought of my former suicidal intention, I began to consider what I had to do in order to survive. Brought forth in that same instant was what had long remained stillborn in me, the decision to escape the island.


Tentatively, I moved the fingers of my right hand, then the wrist. When I tried to bend the elbow, the pain started to intensify, but it was not the stabbing hurt of shattered bone. Instead, I felt the tear of flesh and nerves, and I dared to hope that there was less damage than I’d feared. Suddenly despair gave way to anticipation, futility to expectation, surrender to determination, all whilst I lay on the ground unsure of how or whether to move.


I conjectured whoever had loaded the musket that had inflicted my wound had done so with too little gunpowder, otherwise the ball would have accomplished its purpose. That led me to the conclusion that my murderer had to be one of the natives whom we had instructed on the use of our weapons for our ease. It was they whom we sent out to hunt the descendants of the Bounty’s pigs, which lived wild on the island. To the native hunters, the powder was magic; a little more or less made no difference to them. My white colleagues would have been more exacting in their measurement, and my right side would have been torn through.


I rolled my face off the rock where it was stuck. The intensity of my new resolve was so strong, I felt my heart begin to pump whatever blood was left into my eyes and mouth so that I not only saw but tasted my purpose. I spat the blood and squinted into the black sky, remembering with a sailor’s care that there would be no moon. With excruciating toil, I rolled onto my left side. Using arm and leg as a crab would do, I began a steady crawl toward the cliff line.


Agony is best left undescribed, for in reports it often tends toward bluster. I had my agony that night; others have suffered worse. Here, at least, the caprice of memory serves us well, allowing pain to numb itself into our little monuments of scars and sore old wounds. I was surprised to bear such torment, but I remember too, in that dragging time, I saw the path, not only toward survival, but also for escape, as clearly as if guided by the stars on which I had so long depended for direction.


Earlier, I had planned to seek a place on the cliff face where I could hurl myself directly into the sea. During that first hour of inching, I indeed headed to the same precipice. Twenty feet below it was an outcropping wide enough to hold my bloody blouse for all to see. I did not know just how I’d remove it, neither did I know how I would contrive to reach the Other Side, the name we called the western part of the island, which was all steep gullies and forbidding slopes. It was difficult enough to walk there, much more to crawl. Nevertheless, that was where I had to go. I knew of springs and streams, of places to hide, of plantain and coconut trees.


I thought of my cave but rejected it as a hiding place. If my blouse was not found right away, the cave would be the first place anyone would look for me. And I doubted I had strength to climb the sheer path up and around Lookout Point, the high jutting pinnacle of rock that rose up at the northern end of our settlement where the cave was. Rainwater was collected there, as well as muskets and a brace of pistols that I’d taken up years before when the place was my fort against potential seizure.


At the cliff face, I rested for a time; then, still prone, I unbuttoned my tapa blouse with my left hand. A single Royal Navy button, saved carefully over the years, was left from my old dress tunic. I bit it off and held it in my mouth. The other fasteners were carved stubs of ironwood, more difficult to manage. I struggled with one a good quarter hour before the blouse was loose. To get it off, I had to sit, which I knew might be impossible. I was halfway there before fainting, from pain or lack of blood in the brain, I know not.


Nor do I know how long I lay there, or what awakened me. It was still dark, and this time I managed to sit upright. My teeth chattered from a cold I had never felt before in the South Pacific. The button was still in my cheek, drawing saliva, which cleared my mouth of blood. With my good arm, I peeled off the blouse. Reaching for a stone nearby, I wrapped it in the bloodied cloth, made so painstakingly by the women from the bark of the mulberry tree, then let myself fall to the ground again and crawled to the very edge. Leaning over so that the blood rushed to my head and started my nose bleeding again, I pushed the weighted blouse over and watched it fall into the dark.


Through the ever-pounding roar and hiss of surf to which we had long grown deaf, I barely heard the stone crack against the rock below me. As if the sound were a starting gun, I began my crawling race against sunrise, cold, and a sudden thirst so intense I felt it in my teeth. Sucking on the button in my mouth, I dared to hope that the blouse would be found, free of its weight, close enough to the edge to create the impression that my body had fallen farther, into the sea.


Pitcairn is a lush but forbidding rock of an island, bound up from the ocean by its high cliffs, traversed by spiky ridges, the main one, Gannet’s Ridge, running the island’s length from east to west. I had to cross that ridge to reach the Other Side, with my hopes of hiding and recovery. The sun was good to me, staying for some hours behind low clouds, allowing me to reach the top of the ridge as its namesake birds were awakening. I managed to slide down most of the incline, landing finally in a stream where I gently washed my face and drank my fill. Then as carefully as I could, I laid my back across the stream to let the water cleanse my wound.


My nose was broken, there was no doubt. The bullet was still in my back, but several times in my progress over Gannet’s Ridge, I had involuntarily and painfully been forced to use my right arm, which made me even more certain no bones were broken. I could probably live if I wanted to, and strange it was to know I did. Once accepted, curiosity was first upon my mind—who shot me? Who was left alive? I remembered hearing several at my back before the shot was fired. Was it a native rebellion? Were all the mutineers dead? Had my woman, Isabella, known of it and this time not told me? Had she delivered yet, and would revenge include the white men’s children?


I cared again, too much for what I planned to do. Threading the button onto the leather thong around my waist, I tried to think of how I could manage my escape, alone, in a canoe, one of those we’d made in native fashion, with its outrigger float, running out against the wild and never-ending surf that rolled across a thousand miles of open ocean to pound into the cove we called the Landing Place. There the Bounty lay, fired and sunk within a week of our arrival for fear of her discovery by other passing ships, as well as against the chance of someone having a change of heart and quitting the island, thus betraying our existence.


If any of the mutineers were still alive, they would oppose my escape for this very reason. Even though my discovery anywhere in the world would mean my own capture and death, my fellow mutineers could only fear it would mean theirs as well. For no matter if I swore upon my children’s lives never to reveal this place, they could never be sure that when facing the noose, I would not bargain for my life with their discovery. My escape would have to be in spite of everything that they could do to prevent it—if any were alive. If none were, I would have to escape from those who already had tried to murder me.


Holding those pleasant prospects in mind, I dared to stand. Even if I managed to escape the island, fought through the crashing surf to open water, what did I expect? There was no scheduled pacquet! From my cave, I once had seen two ships on opposite horizons within a single month, but the ordinary time between such sightings was a season, more often half a year. And if one chanced by when I was out there, would a lookout ever spy a twig in the endless ocean? And what of storms, and food, and water?


In the same moment, I vomited. After so many years on an island, I feared the sea just as any landsman. Over the days that followed, of hiding, fever, nausea, and never-ending pain, I refused reason, consuming only water and fruit, while I convinced myself to trust the sea again.


Often only half conscious, I saw my visage reflected in a pool and could not recognize myself. A beard was growing. My face was deeply bruised from my having fallen on it, my broken nose spread flatly over my tanned but hollow cheeks. At one point, I tried to set the bone with sticks in either nostril, but my hands were far from steady, and the pain coursed through my head like chain shot. The black around my eyes and cheeks gave me the look of a rabid bat. I thought that whoever had survived on the island might well be terrified into obeisance by my mere appearance.


The wound in my back was far more serious. I could not see it or reach it. I attacked it too with sticks, hoping to prod the ball out and let infectious fluids flow. I may have been successful in the latter, but the ball stayed lodged, a little sun of burning torment between the bone and sinew. The effect on my right arm was great, leaving it dangling, nearly useless. . . . I spent the days sleeping, the nights searching for food and building my strength. The infection in my back came and went, worsened, then became a dull throb, thick scab, and itching. I lived on wild yams and raw taro root, with shaddock and mango. If I died, it could not be from starvation on Pitcairn. On the sixth night, I had the strength to crack open a coconut and feasted on its milk-soaked meat. By the end of the second week, I made my way to the water’s edge, the Other Side being the only place on the island where the cliff line broke, providing a more gradual descent to the rocky shore. There I searched for crabs and mussels, eating them hungrily and filling what finally had become a firm stomach.


In all this time I had seen no one, and I presumed no one had seen me, awake or sleeping. It was time for me to find out who my unsuspecting allies would be, for I was sure I could not escape alone. My strength was sufficient for me to commence observing what remained of our community. I waited to approach until it was dark and then, only when there was no moon. Climbing the ridge, I crept down the other side without disturbing a pebble. Not knowing whom I might find or where they might be—it surely was possible others might be hiding and wandering at night—I made every move as if someone were close enough to see or hear me.


I spent three nights moving about from mutineers’ houses to gardens to footpaths. Finally I chanced to stay into a morning, thus better to judge from my concealment who was still living, and, yes, if I had another child. The latter question was answered when I saw my woman, Isabella, stride from our house with the two boys on their way to bathe, she still belly full under her shift, still strong backed, still beautiful in spite of the grim tension shrouding her face. They passed by, not ten yards from where I hid deep in a thick hedge of hibiscus. For a moment, everything else I knew dropped from my mind, leaving a sad stump of love for them. But the hard look on Isabella’s face halted my urge to call out, rush to them, and hold them. I heard a noise and looked back at the house.


Stepping out onto our porch from the front door was Ned Young, holding a musket. He called and smiled at her with an intimacy that couldn’t be mistaken. She returned his smile, though sadly, before she disappeared on a turn in the path.





Pitcairn



October 1793


 


Ned Young was the only officer of the Bounty who had stayed with me from mutiny to Pitcairn. I know not why he did. I suspect he realised that, as a mulatto, he had no great future in the Royal Navy. From the West Indies, St. Kitt’s as I remember, he was a nephew of Sir George Young and with such status had been well schooled. The Tahitians adored him as one of their dark-skinned own.


When he arrived on Pitcairn, Young had already chosen Ter-aura as his consort from the dozen women who came with us from Tahiti. The two of them lived together the entire time, but they had no children. All of us knew that he was tiring of her, and that he was a favourite of the other women. I also knew that he lusted for my woman, Mauatua, or “Mainmast” as the mutineers called her for her height, straight back, and strong stance. I believe she, too, had an inclination for Young, although I never knew if they had done the bush dance. I could not blame her if she had, for I was going mad, and she needed joy.


I’d called her “Isabella” for a distant cousin by marriage, the subject of a boyish fantasy from my past life, a life I would never see again. My island Isabella was everything a man could wish while thinking to forget his own civilisation. Her skin, the colour of dark honey, seemed always warmed by the sun. When she swam, her long black hair formed a thick veil down her back to her rounded buttocks, giving her the sleek look of a wild wet sable. Her legs were long, thin but muscled so that even when her knees touched, there was a space between her thighs that was crowned by her smooth, naked womanhood. It was the Tahitian custom to pluck out pubic hair, as some civilised women, in the past, had plucked eyebrows or shaved back their hairlines. She wrapped a piece of cloth around her narrow waist, never for modesty, which did not exist, but for comfort. Her breasts were full, and she carried them proudly. Even after childbirth, her body recovered these attributes with astonishing rapidity. She told me it was because of her desire to attract me again.


I chose to believe her, for I had come to torture myself with how close I had been to a successful life when, for a few hours, I gave in to rage and madness, and put the captain of a Royal Navy ship over the side. I had been twenty-four, already with six years of experience. Good seamen were always in demand by an island nation, and the possibility of reward and glory, particularly in a war where spoils could amount to thousands of pounds, were multitude. As war with France was a constant cloud in the British sky, I believed the timing of my career was fortunate. By my thirtieth year, I might have made post-captain.


But imprisoned on Pitcairn, I would never even sail a ship again or feel the pitch of wood against water as the wind filled the soul of her and drove me toward a future of surely something more than rotting on an island.


I thought all of this as I watched my island Isabella smile sadly at her new mate. I do not boast when I say that jealousy did not reach down my throat and grab at my heart. My first reaction was that Ned would help me off the island, the second that he would care for my family. That he was there so soon after my supposed demise was no surprise in our tight civilisation. The musket, in fact, implied his protective role. He stood for a moment, watching, listening, his lips parted, revealing his teeth, rotted from sucking sugarcane as a boy, his bare chest glistening from the humidity, the dark olive skin of his breeding made strangely golden by the years in the tropical sun.


He and I had been known as “the two gentlemen” by the mutineers, a social status that was respected by them for ten minutes. Ever after, it was the subject of ridicule and laughter to which neither Ned nor I objected, so eager were we to find a new life without such social distinctions. Before anyone, he realised I was looking back on my life and warned me of the danger. And longer than anyone he stayed my friend, even as I went mad, even as he grew increasingly eager to have my woman.


As I crept around the various “plantations” of each of the mutineers, only two of them were in evidence, Ned himself and Alexander Smith, who was staying in Ned’s house and from what I could see, had been badly wounded. His neck and hand were swathed in a combination of tapa and remnants of sailcloth from the Bounty. When he came out onto the porch, Ned supporting him, the man’s face looked oddly pale, mottled by the scars of the pox he had suffered when a child. Stumbling, he bellowed with pain as Ned held him up and then helped him back inside the house. Several of the women came and went, but I saw no Polynesian men, which seemed to confound my theory of revolt. Soon after, I saw the remains of Isaac Martin, the American, shot dead arid still lying just before his house, as well as William Brown’s body in his own garden, his head staved in. By the time I returned to the Other Side, I still was not sure what had happened or who was left. I was, however, certain that Ned Young knew all, and that he had much to gain by helping me off the island.


Enervated by the effort and the heat, I sprawled in a pocket of rock but was too excited to sleep. I would have left the island that moment, but I knew I had to rest, eat, build up my strength, and then climb to my cave. I fell asleep when the sun was high, only to awake at the sound of an argument not ten feet from my place of concealment.


“I say let him lie there and rot. We don’t bury no savages, do we.” It was McKoy, the Glasgow tar whose violent life was mapped by the scars on his face. He carried a musket.


“Then let’s get him into the sea,” said Quintal, as brutal a man as there was, the first to be flogged on the Bounty, the most hated by the Polynesian men, the abuser of his woman, Tevarua.


“Do as you like,” McKoy replied. “I’m not putting a finger on him.”


They were quiet for a moment, during which I didn’t breathe.


“Should we go back to our houses, then?” Quintal asked.


“No!” McKoy answered, belligerent as always.


“She said all the savages are dead, and if we did Manarii, who’s to fear?”


“Fear your shadow, mate,” McKoy growled, “you’ll live longer. Come on.”


“Where to?”


“Over to the Cut, maybe to Aute Valley, wherever we can hide. We’ll drowse tonight and then start counting heads.”


They walked away, and I began to breathe, knowing that I would have to escape as those two slept. The three-quarter moon was high in the afternoon sky, and still sleep would not come to quench my planning and agitation. If anyone opposed me, I would have to kill, for they would not hesitate to kill me. Someone, probably Ned or Isabella, might have doubted the death my blouse had indicated, and perhaps one of them had prepared the cave in some way to announce my arrival there. When we first had anchored at Tahiti, Ned had been one of the few on board who could swim, having grown up in the West Indies. He was soon swimming as fast and as far as the Tahitians, a talent that would serve him well before dawn.


Slumber finally came, but it was a restless doze of forgotten but terrifying dreams. When I awoke I was sweated. The moon had fallen to the western horizon and my ally the dark was near full strength. I foraged for a large meal, for I knew not when I next would dine. Then I climbed Gannet’s Ridge toward my first objective, the towering rock of Lookout Point.


I knew the path to my cave by heart, having shaped its zigzag course across the face of the peak; it was a progress of stepping stones that I had used a thousand times. Nevertheless, the dark and my own wariness slowed my climb, which was fortunate, for stretched almost invisibly across the final ledge, attached to the single tree that grew there and leading to the cave, was a thin string made of fibres stripped from the leaves of pandanus palms. Stepping over it, I followed it into the cave’s entrance, there to find it attached to the Bounty’s teakettle, placed on a rock overlooking the precipice. Had I tripped the string, the kettle would have made enough clatter as it fell five hundred feet down the cliff face to alert everyone, awake or asleep. I was sure it was Ned’s work.


Inside, I found that most of my own preparation had been obliterated. The muskets and powder and shot were gone, the device I’d built for collecting rainwater had been neatly dismantled. The books from the Bounty were still there—Hawkesworth’s Voyages, in which I had first read of mischarted Pitcairn’s perfection for our disappearance, Parkinson’s, Ellis’s and Forster’s books on Captain Cook’s explorations, all favourites of Captain Bligh, who had underlined his occasional mention in their narratives. I went to the back of the cave and fell to my knees at a place I long ago had prepared. Clawing at stone with my good hand, I uncovered a cavity I laboriously had dug out during the two years after our arrival. There I found my brace of pistols, carefully mounted in their case, with powder and shot, as well as my midshipman’s dirk, all wrapped in what was left of my rotted Royal Navy tunic.


When I hid them, my grand intention had been to wear my uniform during the last fight, should it come, and to keep the last bullet for myself, for I would never be taken, never returned to England. I did not think on the memory, but loaded the pistols. From the thong around my waist, I unstrung the single button and placed it at the neck of the tunic with a reverence I did not understand at the time, then reburied the uniform. Jamming the pistols and the dirk in the goatskin thong that held the nearly formless tapa trousers around my waist, I carefully set the kettle out of my way. Leaving the cave, I quickly descended the cliff face.


Before I reached the bottom, I heard a loud commotion, the sound of women calling to each other, urging action of some kind. Our house was nearest, for Lookout Point was on my land, and as I approached I heard what they were yelling. Isabella had started to give birth, and all the other women were arriving to help. They had lit numerous candlenut torches, so I could see from my hiding place that all the ten women were there, along with the six children, who were kept on the porch in hopes of their sleeping. Isabella made less noise than any, only calling for water and urging our elder son, Thursday October, to go to sleep, a command the three-year-old was avoiding wide-eyed, but which Charles, his younger brother, already had accepted.


Ned Young would not be there that night. As had been the case with previous births on the island, the men were excluded from the process, allowed to visit only after a suitable time to view the offspring. I started immediately for Ned’s house, not allowing myself to think on what was, one way or another, a final parting, a last glimpse of a family I would never see again. They were the better for it, even the one as yet unborn. I hurried to be gone before that being came.


Ned’s house was lit but quiet. I watched for a quarter of an hour before daring to approach. As I did, I heard loud snoring. Looking in at one of the windows, I saw a single candlenut torch burning next to Smith, who was making the great noise as he slept on a goatskin-covered plank bed. Across the room, Ned lay on the floor. His musket leaned against the wall within reach.


Putting the dirk in my weakened right hand, I took one of the pistols in my left and moved toward the porch. Once upon it, I did not hesitate to let a squeaking board make any sound of warning but swiftly moved inside and knelt beside Ned Young, holding the barrel of the pistol to his face just as his eyes snapped open. I put the dirk’s blade to my lips to signal for his silence. Taking the advice, he did not move, his one reaction after several moments of surprise, a slow satanic smile.


“I found the kettle,” I whispered. “Clever Ned.”


“Is it for revenge you’ve come,” he replied,’ “or is it flight?”


“I’ve no need of vengeance. If I did, you’d be dead by now.”


“I’ve been expecting that for some weeks.”


“Help me away, Ned. The island will be yours.”


I gestured toward the door and urged him toward it. We rose together, understanding all, eyes locked, I with weapons, he with nothing but his evil and decaying smile, perceiving my plan and presuming it would fail. His grin included sympathy, as if he were some crossbred Vergil leading me toward my hopeless exit from the cliff-bound circle of our infernal paradise.


“Oh God!” It was the wounded Alexander Smith, risen up and staring at me as if at death. “So he’s come back from Hell for us, he wants us there to keep him company!” He bellowed on as, painfully, he tried to stand. “Well, I’ll not go! Jesus God, don’t take me, Mr. Christian. I followed you as far as Pitcairn, and that should be enough. You tell the Devil to stay in Hell, he’ll not have my sad soul in his collection.” He managed to stand, but not for long, falling first onto his knees, then pitching unconscious to the floor.


“Let me see to him,” Ned said, “then we’ll go.”


I nodded. Ned lifted the wounded man back onto the bunk. I saw a water bag hanging on the wall and slung it on my shoulder. There was a seed pouch lying on the floor, filled with pumpkin seeds for planting. That, too, I put in place as I held the pistol levelled at my fellow mutineer. Smith was snoring again, but this time it was more of a gasp.


Ned stood next to him and said, “To the Landing Place?”


Again I nodded. He smiled and headed for the door, then stopped there to say, without looking at me, “I’ll help you go, but whatever happens to you, don’t come back. I’ll watch, and if I see you, you’ll never reach The Edge.”


“If you see me,” I said, “I’ll come from Hell, as Smith suggested,” and I followed him into the night. He walked briskly on the path leading to The Edge, which lay above the surf-torn cove where the skeleton of the Bounty lay. Leading down to it was the tortuous path we called the Hill of Difficulty. As Ned and I descended single file, I remembered the curses uttered against the climb during our first days off-loading the ship of everything worthwhile, before Quintal found a cask of brandy, drank it off, and fired the Bounty where I’d run her on the rocks.


“Ned,” said I, “Quintal and McKoy are over the Cut somewhere, planning to come back.” He kept walking as he listened. “They have a musket. I heard them say they’d killed Manarii.”


“Were you with them?” Ned asked.


“No. They passed a place where I was hidden.”


“Then all the native men are dead.”


“I heard them say so. One of the women had talked with them.”


“I sent Teio to find them, to tell them it was safe for them to return. Better to have those two where I can see them.”


We had reached the top of the Hill of Difficulty. Ned stopped and faced my pistol, no longer smiling. “Our brotherhood of blood is at the flood, Fletcher. Do you want to know of it?”


“I only want to go, Ned. Tell me nothing that would cause trouble, for either of us.”


He seemed eager to share the tale, so I let him talk.


“The native men gave me a choice to help them or be murdered with the other mutineers. God knows they had reason. We’d taken their women, given them no share of Pitcairn, made them our slaves. I gave them a plan for their massacre, but they had little talent for it, as you now know, although wounded, and your nose broken so you look like one of them.”


“What of Isabella in all this?” I asked.


“She’s been silent throughout, waiting for the child to come. I showed her your blouse, but she said nothing.”


We walked on until we reached the rocks on which the boats were propped above the surf. It came crashing in to swell and choke the tiny cove, then pulled back to gather force anew. Piercing the waves was a matter of exact timing, difficult in the light of day, foolhardy in the dark. And yet we clambered over the rocks past the rotted skeleton of the Bounty’s cutter to the boat of our choice. We had to judge the timing of the waves by ear, not eye, but all of us on Pitcairn had learned well that skill from the natives. My gun and dirk once more in place in my belt, I helped Ned lift the outrigger, and, waiting for the best moment, we plunged it into the rising flood and leapt aboard, swept out into the cove as the sea recalled the wave unto itself. As we offered our pathetic effort of mad paddling, trying to control our headlong plunge into darkness and deluge, we heard the hiss and roar of water rising up before us in the cresting wall through which we had to pass. Ned was before me, paddling furiously as I used my bad arm to crutch my paddle as a rudder. All I could hope to do was keep us straight so that the force of the oncoming wave would take no notice of our passage through it.


We saw it the instant before it hit us. The boat began to rise. The outrigger lifted from the water as we commenced to roll. I heard Ned yell. Both of us lurched larboard to keep the boat level. Then the massive wall was on us, reversing its backward undertow by which we were drawn into its forward purpose. We rose up to face the force that could return us to the rocks and the oblivion we both deserved. But then we were engulfed as our canoe shot through a ring of foam and landed on the wave’s broad back, and we were deafened by the crash behind us. Without pause, we went through half a dozen waves more before we dared to rest.


Bad arm or no, I paddled hard and felt my wound split open. I was in a boat at sea again, perhaps paddling to my doom, but Pitcairn was behind me. My sailor’s exodus as always placed guilt and responsibility deep in the bilge of my mind. As I paddled, I did not look back; sailors seldom do, their sights set on the horizon before them. The horizon I saw was black, still unlit by any dawning rescue or solution, but I was at sea once more.


Without warning, Ned turned and swung his paddle at my head. I saw the move in time to deflect the blade with my good arm. Once failed, he did not try again, for as I drew my dirk, the pistols being wet and useless, he dove overboard to avoid a cut, which would invite the sharks. Swimming underwater to a safe distance, he surfaced and, effortlessly treading water, called out to me.


“I’d rather have you dead,” he called. “Now I’ll always have to wonder if you reached anywhere, and whom you’ve told of us along the way.”


“I’ll tell no one, even to the gallows, until I see an angel. Believe me.”


He laughed again. “I wish you luck, Mr. Christian”—he said the name with sarcastic formality—“both good and bad. If you survive, no doubt you’ll be hanged for your sins . . . which may be what you truly desire. And if you reach the world again, remember me to no one, for even as it is, this is a better place for any man of mixed blood. And I will make it better, I assure you!”


I could not see him, but could hear his arms slap against the water as he swam. “Don’t tell Isabella that I lived,” I yelled.


He stopped to yell back. “I’ll tell no one. Why should they be tormented? I’ll tell Smith you were a nightmare. Except to me and the Admiralty, you’re a dead man.” He swam on, and soon the distant surf muffled his strokes.


I picked up the paddle and felt the fresh ache of my shoulder. The canoe was far enough out to sea not to be carried in again to Pitcairn. Although I felt a slow trickle of blood down my back, I paddled as long as I could in hopes of being out of sight of the island when daylight came. The sun would rise before me, I hoped bright enough to turn an eye from my direction. The route of most of the ships I’d seen was due south of the island, and as I struggled with the paddle, I could not stop the tormenting thoughts of other ships, which had passed to the east and north. This torture countered that of my back, so I was able to keep paddling until the sun glared down hard enough to make me rest.


I chanced a quick dip overboard to let the saltwater at my back, then paddled on to put a distance between my blood and the canoe. As I consumed six pumpkin seeds, washed down with a bare trickle from the water bag, I scanned both sky and horizon. Not a cloud or a bird was there to see, only the last tip of Pitcairn’s Lookout Point, set like a tombstone on the waterline. In every other direction I was bound only by death and my future. With nothing but a boat and respect for the sea, I was again as much of a sailor as I could ever hope to be.
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The water in the goatskin bag lasted five days, the pumpkin seeds a few days longer, I tried to shoot a gull, but neither pistol fired, and as my desperation grew, I threw the useless weapons at the birds without result. The weather held, which meant the sun beat down upon me unmercifully. The only time I paddled was to stay beneath a cloud. My boat was in a current, carrying me eastward. I rigged my white tapa pants on one of the paddles to use as a pennant in case I spied a ship, but most of the day, I used the cloth to cover my head while I lay in the bottom of the canoe.


The dirk was finally lost the night I fought off some huge creature, which rose up before me with no warning, a great mass of scales and teeth, with eyes that glowed concentrically both green and yellow. It attacked first from one side, then the other. I stabbed at it repeatedly and finally struck between the luminous eyes. The blade lodged there, and as the monstrous apparition gnashed its teeth and sank away into the dark, the dirk was last to disappear.


The moment that the sea erased the traces of the episode, I questioned whether such a being truly had appeared, or if my arid brain created it. Thirst creates a host of demons as any sailor knows. From that time on, I tried to concentrate on stars at night and the horizon through the day. I held their trusted constancy before me as I floated on the deep abyss of water that could end its toleration of my boat in an instant. Soon the days and nights became confused, and I began to see strange lambent-white horizons in the blackness. And then as time and any semblance of sanity dissolved, the comets and the planets began to plummet into the sun.


On one bright night, I saw the moon reflected red upon the ocean. When I gazed into the sky, the blazing sphere was blinding white, so that I knew before I dared look down again that all the sea was blood. And like a wind that came from nowhere, groans in chorus filled the air, which I could hear even though I stopped my ears with trembling hands and bellowed loud myself to drown the noise.


When next I moved, it still was night, whether that same one or another was beyond my apprehension. I could not separate the ocean from the sky except for the horizon glistening in the distance, a circle round me made of what I thought was ice, dividing black from black. I stared at this surround and realised with growing terror that the cincture was beginning to close on me. I then heard no sound; in fact, I thought I’d gone completely deaf for I could not perceive the howls of fear that I myself was making. Coming ever closer, the ice contained my noise as suddenly the world somehow turned sideways; all my sense of balance was lost, and as I watched, the circle rose above me and my boat, becoming a circumference punctured in the universe through which everything, whole seas, whole planets, moons, and stars, could come or go.


In the center of that hole’s vast emptiness, I saw a massive ship with seven masts, full rigged, its sails on fire, and yet she travelled through the void toward me as fast as any frigate, with no benefit of wind that I could feel except a breath like that exhaled in death. And with what speed she came, whether through the night or sea I could not tell, nor did it matter, for I thought the end had come and welcomed it.


In the swirling smoke, I stood with paddle raised. But as I paused, my useless weapon held aloft, I saw cutting through the fog a bowsprit, then a female figurehead, with breasts revealed, who stared at me with arch surprise. Before the ship crashed into the canoe, I saw a lookout standing on the footrope to the flying jib, his startled glance the lady’s twin. He yelled as I was thrown into the sea, the sound of splintering wood the last I heard.


I know nothing of my rescue, how they found me in that fog. The first sensation I recall was brandy in my mouth, followed by intense and stabbing pain cutting through my back. I groaned and saw a pair of bloodied arms lift a bottle to my lips to pour more liquid in my mouth. A voice was angrily commanding me in some strange language. I drank until oblivion returned, which did not last as long as I’d have wished. For when I woke, or rather came again to my senses (for surely sleep was not what I’d enjoyed), the pain was still so burningly intense that I scarce dared to breathe.


I was in a ship’s surgery, my rope-strung pallet suspended from the deckhead above me, allowing me to stay relatively level as the ship rolled with the contrary sea. From the size of the cabin, I gathered the ship was a small one, perhaps a barque. The other two pallets were occupied by men ill with what I thought was scurvy.


One of them took notice that I was alive and scowled his disregard but called out with words I did not know. A man came in, carrying a musket and wearing a uniform I recognised as that of a Dutch marine. He disappeared, and soon thereafter there appeared three men who were immediately identifiable as two officers and the ship’s surgeon. They spoke quietly amongst themselves, then one of the officers approached and said as he pointed to himself, “Hoa.” It was a Polynesian word for friend. Then he gestured for the loblolly boy, the surgeon’s assistant waiting behind them, to bring me the bowl he was holding. He did so and spooned some gruel into my mouth. I realised my hunger and took as much as I was offered.


“Tama’a” the officer said, which meant “eat a meal.”


I dared to nod. They began again to speak amongst themselves as I finished the gruel. Apparently they had concluded I was a Polynesian native, having pulled me naked from the sea, my skin scorched brown, my hips and breast with requisite tattoos. My hair was black enough, my eyes brown, my height, as was the native men’s, above the average European’s. I remembered how I’d looked reflected in Pitcairn’s pool, my nose no longer prominent but spread flat across my face.


Abruptly, I realised I had returned to civilisation. I had to act accordingly, and think, and most of all remember much of what I long had chosen to forget. As ever, war had been on the horizon when we left England. Almost six years had passed. We had fought the Dutch before; they were rivals for the Indies’ trade. It stood to reason that Holland might be at war with England.


“Maitai?” the officer asked, his vocabulary becoming more specifically Tahitian, “Good?”


“Mauruuru,” I replied, a Tahitian phrase of satisfaction and gratitude with which I sealed my identity in their eyes. The officers smiled; the surgeon came to examine me. It was only then that I realised my entire shoulder, front and back, was wrapped expertly in bandages. The surgeon reached into his pocket and proudly held between his thumb and forefinger the ball that he’d extracted. He watched me for a sign of understanding, which I gave him with a happy smile and several mauruurus. Then I went to sleep.


The moment I awoke, I wanted to know everything. Yet I dared not ask a question in any language. Being an Englishman was dangerous in itself, but being an Englishman with Tahitian tattoos, plucked from anywhere in the South Pacific, could easily lead to the identity of Fletcher Christian, a name well known on any ship, I could be certain. Those in the launch with Captain Bligh no doubt had perished, but there were the sixteen men left on Tahiti after the mutiny, both loyalists and mutineers who chose to stay there rather than sail with me to an unknown fate. Once the Bounty was overdue and considered lost, the Admiralty would have sent another ship to find her. The searcher’s first objective would be Tahiti. Once there, those of the Bounty’s crew who had remained loyal to the Crown—for none had much allegiance to Bligh himself—would tell the mutinous tale, and word of our crime would have spread with the wind over the oceans of the world.


Lying on that swaying pallet in the Dutch barque’s surgery, I once again shuddered at the steady progress of mistakes I’d made from the moment of mutiny. Judgment, perception, equanimity, honour, all qualities of leadership I once believed were mine, all had been efficiently corroded in the three short months from mutiny to our run before the wind to the unknown. If any further process was needed to assure my character, three years and nine months of murder and madness on Pitcairn took my life to its rotten extremity. The travesty I had become was exactly what Bligh had described in his raging diatribes on board the Bounty. His smirking face had told me that he believed me to be no more than an overbred boy, with charm and talent enough to make my way on deck and in the drawing rooms of influence to which I had my family’s access. I knew he envied that access, but he implied mine was a mere social gloss, a brittle core easily cracked by the stress of manly duties. I thus became, as he called me before the ship’s company, “a coward, a thief, and a hound.” But I had surpassed his opinion by becoming so much more.


And yet I chose to live, without honour, without reason. I lay there with no burning intention to rectify what I had done. There was too much. There was no way to turn and face my past, explain it, or even tell the story with the idea of gaining absolution from others. In spite of that, I was returning. I did not know exactly where the Dutchman was going, but my objective was England. I’d given up my claim or hope for home or family, though I held an unfocused wish to see my mother. I had no conceit of courage for going to her house, the place most obvious for my capture. It was my attraction to what I’d known, to return to the place on land where I’d been most alive, as well as curiosity to find out what had become of the rest of the ship’s company and how my actions were regarded. But as to any purpose or worth in what was left of my new life, I saw none. If I was destined to be caught and hanged, so be it. And once again, I heard Ned Young’s contemptuous observation that hanging might be the official absolution that I craved, and wondered if he were right.


Within days, eating the ship’s diet, I had strength to stand, and then to walk. Within a week, I was on deck, sitting against the bowrail in the sun, letting the fresh air have its way with me, watching albatross hover in the air above the mainmast on their oceanic journey. The crew regarded me with momentary curiosity, some with sullen contempt, reminding me that I was a native to some, an Indian or nigger to others. As I watched them work, I itched to be at it with them, climbing the shrouds, up the ratlines and out in the main royal yard. The sight of full canvas was as effective a cure for me as any physic.


By then I was dressed in the rags presented to me from the ship’s slop chest, that fetid trunk of overpriced, rotted goods that every purser on a voyage used to line his pocket. Having no payment to offer, I was given the poorest garments, which turned out to be alive with lice. To these I was no stranger and battled them accordingly. My hair and new-grown beard were cut short, and a sulphur salve liberally applied. The surgeon, proud of his work, took endless care with my wound, changing bandages regularly and showing the results to all the other officers, a way of reassuring them of his talents, I gathered, for he was known to consume a gill of rum with a frequency that caused concern. Nevertheless, I was soon out of the sling he had fashioned and doing the exercises he prescribed, using at first a six-pound roundshot, then graduating to the twelve.


The ship, called the Zaandam, was an East Indiaman carrying teak and silver. Her half a dozen small guns on deck were not for battle, but to offer a modicum of protection. From my reading of the stars as well as the position of the sun, I knew she was headed southeast toward the Horn at the tip of South America. A typical beamy Dutch-built ship with rounded bows, she was undermanned, as were all merchantmen, to save their owners’ money. She belonged to the V.O.C., the Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, or United East India Company, which controlled trade in the Dutch East Indies. Merchant rivals to the British East India Company’s ambition in the East, the Dutch were fine shipbuilders and admirable sailors. My respect for the captain and the officers of the Zaandam was immediate. I felt a nostalgic twinge for their command and privilege aboard the ship but suppressed it in order to be accepted by the crew, ’tween decks. When I was ordered to work, I went to it willingly although I had to feign an ignorance so that no one would think I knew what I was about.


I proved a fast learner, which I heard the officers and crew explain away as the natural physical adroitness of Pacific natives. For my part, I showed them on the foremast how properly to climb a coconut tree, walking up with feet and hands rather than shinnying with thighs and arms. After that, my prowess on the ratlines was never questioned and was called on with increasing frequency as we neared the Horn.


Inevitably in a merchant crew of ten dozen sailors, there was an Englishman on board, one Henry Hillendale, whom the Dutch called “Hoondy.” A ferretlike man with an upturned nose, protruding teeth, tiny sunken eyes, and a mangy beard, he fixed a hate on me that came from being hated and finding someone of a lesser status to punish for his own inadequacy. Reviling me in English in front of anyone who’d listen, he used me as a butt of ridicule to which I dared not answer with anything but my happiest smile. Enjoying thus the private meaning of his public invective, Hoondy would often try to force me to show the crew how the Polynesians dance, pulling me up beside him and giving his own spastic-hipped version as an example.


“Ow, come on, you bleeding nigger, show us how it’s done. You wiggle here, and wiggle that. .. Get up here, you big brown monkey, an’ shew these dumb dike builders how to twirl your bird in a figure eight. Oh yes, that makes your fat-lipped women wet, don’t it, mate?” In a pretense of camaraderie, I became instantly awkward, hobbled a few happy steps, then tripped over myself and collapsed. Hoondy then would kick me once or twice, referring to me as whatever filth was in his mind at that moment, for the amusement of his audience. I did my best to avoid him, but a ship, originally made from a thick forest, becomes too bare for hiding, and his need for me was great.


Fortunately he was inclined, living thus in his Dutch void, to talk out loud in English at any opportunity. A natural complainer, he ofttimes compared what he regarded as the shoddy Dutch routine to that of an English ship, on which he’d sailed, one or another, since he was twelve. “Here we are again, joggin’ along Dutch fashion with sails trimmed by the Devil, and them standing on the poop as smug as a duck in a ditch. If Christ Hisself came walking on the water and told them to bring in their sheets, they’d let ’em out a foot and pass Him by like a witch. Wait till the Horn when they hold too long to their topsails and watch them blow away to make tents for the penguins.”


An inveterate critic of the food and his hammocked accommodations, he took pleasure only in his plug of tobacco, which nevertheless also gave him much to grouse over. “I’ve chewed on this plug through the watches now, and it’s dried out like an old woman’s thigh. I’d rather eat my hat,” which he soon did after the quid was at last consumed. He’d kept it in the lining of his hat, which, being soaked with tobacco juice, he soon was chewing.


His use of me soon gave way to cruelty, and he began to beat me with a rope or a fist on any occasion that suited him. I cowered and protected myself as best I could but knew it had to end, for I could not see him ever having enough. As we came to the Horn and the winds became as fierce as nature can provide anywhere on earth, one day I worked my way to stand next to him on the royal yards when we were furling sails. There were thousands of square feet we had to take away from the possessive gale. I knew that Hoondy had resented the Dutch for putting me with the topmen, a lofty status on board of which he was inordinately proud and loath to share with a nigger. He was always fast up the ratlines, scolding aloud his mainmast section mates for being laggards and cowards. He was usually first to scuttle out to the extremity of a yard.


That day I stayed with him and listened to his angry insults as we worked against the blow to gather sail. The deck was far below, and few eyes could watch the details of our work, the results being all that mattered. I gathered in the sail but held it rather than tying it off until he leaned over in his work toward me. Releasing the sail, I watched it pop out into the wind, tearing from Hoondy’s grip and throwing him off balance with no defence against the pitching of the ship.
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