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John Hallett, sixteen-year-old midshipman, is cast adrift in the Pacific Ocean with Captain Bligh and other loyal crew members after the mutiny on the Bounty.
         
 
They will voyage thousands of kilometres … past uncharted islands … braving unknown shores and fierce warriors.
 
The mutiny on the Bounty is part of Pacific folklore — but what was the truth? Did Bligh drive his crew to mutiny? Was he the monster of legend?
         
 
Hallet will discover the truth about Captain Bligh — and the truth about himself.
 
Ken Catran is the award-winning writer of more than 40 books, including Seal Boy, Lin and the Red Stranger and Letters from the coffin-trenches.
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NOTE ON NAMES
            

The modern spelling of Tahiti is used in this story. Captains Cook and Bligh and their contemporaries used the term ‘Indian’ to refer to the Tahitian people. New Holland was the name given to the still-unexplored continent of Australia.
At the time these events took place, William Bligh was a lieutenant in the British navy but as the commander of H.M. Bounty he had the honorary title of Captain.
         
We associate the word ‘launch’ today with a large powerboat. The Bounty ‘launch’ was an open boat, with a demountable mast. It was mainly powered by oars and intended for covering short distances only.
         



    

  
    
      
         
Bligh: Synonymous with tyranny, high-handed, cruel and dictatorial behaviour. After Commander William Bligh, H.M. Bounty, etc.
            
Dictionary of Phrase & Fable
            

Captain Bligh is very hot and hasty but I believe the words are no sooner escaped him, than his passion ends.
Samuel Jewell, Boatswain, H.M. Warrior
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PROLOGUE
            

WHAT A HORRIBLE WAY TO die.
         
They have chased and caught me, these dark-skinned men with shocks of black hair and lean, stringy power in their limbs. They have run me down as hounds do a hare. I can only back away, sweating yet cold, my rags of clothing flapping in the chill evening breeze. Around us the twilight darkens and the red sun sinks like blood draining into blackness.
I have backed into the water, up to my waist, and they cluster along the shore. They advance, each with his throwing spear poised; all of them grin, their mouths full of white teeth. Twelve — no, thirteen of them — a baker’s dozen, my mother would say. I can hear her voice as they raise their spears and throw. The sharp stone points wink red light as they fly towards me …

‘John!’
I wake up, free once again from nightmare, but my chest stabs with cramp as though the spears have stuck through. Mother is at the foot of the bed, smiling before pulling the curtains apart. She purses her lips as rain lashes the window-glass.
         
‘It’s still raining cats and dogs.’
My mother is full of such expressions — a baker’s dozen, raining cats and dogs — and well it has been raining these three days in Bedford, so again the sewers will unblock and flood, streaming animal bodies all over the streets. Cats and dogs, rats — and yes, abandoned babies. The corpses will swell and stink and my little upstairs room will seem more airless and cramped than ever.
Mother opens the window. ‘Ah, the doctor’s coach. I will fetch him up.’
I sit up in bed and arrange the pillows behind myself. Another doctor, but none can offer any remedy for the disease afflicting me. They bleed me — put on leeches even — and purge me with senna, but nothing works. I listen for the clumping footsteps on the stairs and eye-blink back to the turquoise and emerald of Tahiti. From this beauty came the nightmares that are more real than life today.
The door opens. ‘Good morrow, young fellow.’
Doctor Quarmby is a stout man with a fleshy face and big nose, ripened by port wine, I would judge. Bushy grey-white hair sticks out from under his wig and he wheezes as he settles his bulk into a chair by my bed.
         
‘So ye are of the Bounty, eh?’ Almost the very first thing he says! Mother, of course, will have told him. ‘Horrid mess, eh — and what a bloodthirsty tyrant for a captain, eh?’
         
I have heard all this before, so I let him ramble on as he examines me. His listening tube is very cold to my chest as he checks my heartbeat. He will say what the others do — that there is no apparent reason why I should be confined in bed after making a good recovery from the terrible effects of that voyage. And sure enough, that is what he tells Mother, when she enters with the tea-tray.
         
But for all his wheezing bulk, Quarmby is a sharp-eyed man. Drinking his hot tea, he taps the leather-bound book by my bed.
         
‘Your mother says ye have written a journal of those terrible events.’
‘Would you like to read it?’
‘Tell me the story yourself. We have time.’
‘Will it help my condition?’
‘It cannot hurt.’
I sigh. I have talked of what happened before, but to no avail. Captain Bligh, under whose lash we all suffered. Who starved us on rotten food and made our ten-month voyage a living hell. Whose cruelty at last drove fine men to a desperate mutiny because he had made their lives unbearable.
‘Will it hurt you to talk of it, Master Hallett?’
I smile. ‘It may hurt you to hear the truth.’
Quarmby smiles and finishes his tea. ‘I am a physician, sir, and welcome the truth.’
We will see about that, I think, and settle myself more easily against the pillows. I am ready to relive those great and dark days that are already a black legend, though they only happened a few years ago.
I am twenty-one now. But on that October day in 1787, when I was appointed midshipman on H.M. Bounty by royal warrant of His Majesty King George, I was sixteen.
         
Only five years ago. But it seems like a lifetime.
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1789 :

H.M. BOUNTY
            

MY STORY BEGINS WITH A shark — and an awful night in April, 1789. So I will start there — and if my story changes tack like a ship beating before the wind, then let it do so. Nothing is stronger than the wind of memory.
         
That night was beautiful and warm, the indigo darkness around us soon to fade into dawn. Bounty’s wake trailed a pale green phosphoresence behind us. Overhead, thousands of glittering stars washed their own tide over the black sky. The moonlight in these waters is always brighter than at home — bright enough to show the long form swimming alongside and trailing its own luminous wake from a dorsal fin.
         
I was on duty watch, however, and did not let my attention stray. Captain Bligh tended to come on deck unexpectedly, and I had no intention of being caught asleep. But Master Shark deserved further attention; even after the roast pork of Tahiti, shark steak is a tasty dish.
I smacked my lips and called for a shark hook. Hearing this, Fletcher Christian came on deck. His brooding, unhappy look of the last few days was gone, and he smiled. He said a musket would settle it better and went below to fetch one.
         
As watch officer, I had to remain on the quarterdeck. Christian seemed a little time gone but the shark — like an obliging fellow — remained alongside.
Something pricked my back. I turned and there was Christian, with musket and bayonet.
‘Hey, will you spear the fellow?’ I joked — then I realised the musket was pointed at me. Behind Christian were two seamen, Millward and Burkett, both armed with muskets.
‘Hold your tongue,’ Christian muttered.
An expression of the utmost grim menace distorted his with emotion. Millward and Burkett grabbed me and hustled me down to one corner of the main deck. Quintal pushed his musket to my body and, with a foul oath, bade me be quiet or he would discharge his piece into my heart.
Next, Thomas Hayward was pushed beside me, pale with fear. Of the other midshipmen, Ned Young and Peter Heywood, I saw nothing. More armed crew came on deck, then I chilled to the sudden shout of a familiar voice.
‘Murder — mutiny! All hands turn out — murder!’
I expected the words to end in a shot, but they did not. Captain Bligh continued yelling and the whole ship was roused. There were stamping feet below, shouts, more armed men appearing. And that same word came to my lips that the captain had shouted with such fierce anger.
Mutiny — black, bloody mutiny.
Confusion reigned then. Millward and Burkett kept us under threat of their muskets. Another seaman joined them, also armed. David Nelson, the ship’s botanist, was pushed beside us, still doing up his breeches. Then Tinkler, the youngest midshipman, round-eyed and, for once, speechless. Norton, our quartermaster. Lamb, the butcher. I could hear Christian, now shouting for the launch to be lowered.
         
And now a fresh swirl of shouting, jostling men came on deck, Captain Bligh with them, in his shirt only and red-faced with anger. They lashed him to the mainmast and he yelled at them, not a whit afeared.
         
‘Scoundrels — dogs! Cease this moment or you are beyond the pale of justice. You, Christian, a king’s officer — come, sir, to your senses.’
Christian was shouting orders, but spared one haggard glance. ‘I am in hell, sir — in hell!’
Now the launch was being swung out and our group was ordered forward. Two more had been pushed among us. Some seamen looked scared and bewildered. William Purcell, our sour-tempered carpenter, bustled along clutching his toolbox. He swore and got a musket butt in the ribs for his pains.
The ship’s launch was now alongside. Did the mutineers plan to leave the ship? Then I stupidly realised that it was us; we, the loyal crew, were being cast adrift.
Captain Bligh was still yelling, his high voice screaming to the pitch of a Cape gale.
‘By God’s own vengeance, you will be sorry. I will track down every last treacherous, slinking cur of you. You will dance the devil’s hornpipe on the highest gallows I can build. Hell, Mr Christian? By God, I shall cast you to the deepest fiery pit!’
Even Christian recoiled. From his mutineers came an ugly growl, like cornered dogs. Musket barrels and bayonets glinted in the reddening dawn. I truly think that in another moment Bligh would have been a dead man, but young Tom Ellison broke the spell. He flourished his bayonet as he capered up.
         
‘Ha — so we are curs? Well you are no more than a snapping dog and we’ve drawn your teeth, eh? You old bag of wind, you damned coconut-counter and breadfruit-merchant — well, the Jamaican gentry will hold you in little account now. Not that you ever were a gent worthy of the name!’
         
The mood suddenly changed, from growls to shouts of laughter. I do believe young Ellison saved Bligh’s life as he danced and waved his bayonet. Even Christian gave a brief, twisted grin, then held up his hand, pointing.
‘Enough — into the boat with them!’
We were pushed to the rail and over the side into the launch. I turned at the rail and saw Peter Heywood at last. But he only smiled and moved away. Of Ned Young I saw nothing.
Tinkler was ahead of me. Purcell was next, still clutching his toolbox and still cursing the mutineers. ‘I like not Captain Bligh, but I’ll have no truck with them dogs,’ he muttered.
Some bread and pork, some beakers of water and spirits were thrown in. Four cutlasses were added, when Norton stood up and pleaded for some. Then our captain, clutching his breeches, was bundled over the side, red-faced with anger and glaring up at the jeering faces lining the rail. His clerk, John Samuel, scrambled after him, the last.
         
Among those remaining on the Bounty were other faces more anxious, including one man shouting, ‘Captain, bear witness that there are men who would come with you.’
         
‘I’ll do justice to you all,’ shouted Bligh in reply.
Already our overladen boat was backing away. A wave, the first of an endless many, slopped over us and wet my jacket and breeches. Bligh scrambled to the tiller and took command, shouting for us to man the oars. There were cannon on board the Bounty and men crazed enough to use them.
         
‘Pull lads — get clear,’ shouted Bligh.
He was no longer captain of the Bounty but his authority went unquestioned, save for a growl from Purcell — but he would growl at anything. Captain Bligh was unquestionably the best seaman among us — perhaps in the whole navy. And there was no denying that we were in deadly danger.
         
There were nineteen of us, all crammed into a launch that would normally take only half that number. We were laden with possessions and the launch was so heavy that the sea water slopped only four inches below the side. One uncertain movement or heavy wave would sink us, drowning us without trace.
Cast adrift, we could only watch as Bounty set sail and drew rapidly away. Within the hour, she was barely visible on the horizon.
         
Before then, Bligh had given the order to cease rowing. He and John Fryer, the ship’s master, were in the stern. The rest of us were crowded in more or less as we had tumbled into the launch. I had Nelson the botanist before me, downcast over the loss of his breadfruit trees — a man I liked. Purcell was beside me, who nobody liked.
Captain Bligh was still looking back at the Bounty. Now he turned, and his chubby, pink-cheeked features were smoothed of their former passion. He glanced sharply around, like one woken from a dream and fixed on purpose.
         
‘We set course for Tofoa,’ he said.
This was the nearest island, some ten leagues distant to the northeast. So — very carefully — we set the mast in place and raised sail. Despite our care, water came aboard and we began bailing. All of us were still numb, disbelieving of this awful wrench of fate.
We had come more than halfway around the world, charting unknown waters to make landfall at Tahiti. Now came the shock and disruption of mutiny, led by the one man of whom I would have thought such an action impossible: Fletcher Christian, master’s mate … and gentleman.
Christian did not expect us to survive. We were near the so-called Friendly Islands, but they were inhabited by fierce tribes who did not know the meaning of the word. So Christian knew — or at least thought — he was sending us to our deaths.
‘Bloody breadfruit,’ muttered Purcell as he tugged an oar beside me, loud enough for Nelson to hear — as the old grump intended.
Norton told him to shut up and I glanced back to see the quartermaster’s blue-toothed grin.
Was it the breadfruit? Or our captain’s uncertain temper? Or Tahiti itself? Whatever the reason, Fletcher Christian had made himself and the other mutineers outcasts among nations and hunted men for the rest of their days.
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1787 :

H.M. BOUNTY
            

THE PORT OF LONDON WAS crowded as usual and the wherry rowing me out to H.M. Bounty made slow progress. We had to skirt around fat-bellied traders and one sleek, black-painted ship — ‘a slaver,’ grunted the wherryman, shifting his chewing-tobacco in his mouth and spitting brown liquid over the side.
         
We also passed a hulking battleship with three lines of cannon, her sides banded in yellow and a figurehead of Neptune with a trident. H.M. Duke was picked out on her bows in gold lettering.
         
‘H.M. Bounty ahead,’ said the wherryman, spitting again.
         
Any midshipman would give his front teeth to serve on a warship. But this was peacetime and appointments were hard to come by. Influence is everything and my father had influence with Sir Joseph Banks, the guiding force behind our voyage. All the other midshipmen, even Fletcher Christian himself, were on board because of influence.
         
A long, laden-down stores barge was alongside Bounty, and kegs and bales were being swung up. We skirted to the other side of the ship, my coming unnoticed amid the noise and clamour of loading. I flicked sixpence at the wherryman to show I was a gentleman but he only spat over the side and scarce waited for me to scramble aboard before he backed away.
         
There were barrels swaying on slings in the air, others rolling over the deck. I tripped over a stack of big, round, yellow cheeses, stumbling against a man who turned and cursed. This was my first encounter with Fletcher Christian.
He was a dark-faced fellow with hot eyes and a thin, sensitive mouth. Long black hair spread untidily from under his cocked hat, and his blue uniform coat was unbuttoned. He was yelling orders, stopping briefly to nod as I reported for duty. I saluted and he flapped a distracted hand.
‘Later, Mr Hallett. Get your chest stowed then report to the quartermaster. Hey, Muspratt, lend a hand!’
A squat, muscular seaman came up, a fouled anchor tattooed on one hairy arm. He nodded, knuckled his forehead in salute to Christian’s terse order and picked up my sea chest. He took it down steps to the below-deck and gestured to a small canvas-screened cubicle where a young man my age already sat on his sea chest. Muspratt knuckled his forehead again and was gone.
‘Thomas Hayward,’ the young man said. Hayward was a fat-faced fellow with thin, fair hair and a petulant twist to his mouth. ‘We’re better off down here than in that devil’s clutter on deck.’
‘I have been ordered to report,’ I said stiffly, not liking his slurred tone and the reek of alcohol.
         
He grinned and raised a silver flask to his lips. ‘Boy, you’ll soon learn there’s solace in spirits.’
I did not like that ‘boy’ either, or the thought of sharing such a cramped cubicle with this lout for some two years. So I went back on deck, gazing around, bewildered, at the cursing, sweating crowd.
Ropes, canvas, casks of salted meat and dried peas, cannon-shot, powder, even a spare mast had to be crammed into stowage; all this and hundreds of breadfruit pots. The plants must be stowed where they would not spoil; that meant the crew would be crammed in the bows, with eighteen inches of hammock-space each.
My moment’s reverie was interupted by a man in shirtsleeves and waistcoat.
‘Mr Hallett? I am Quartermaster Norton. Ye may help with the stowage. The rum ankers are about to be swung aboard and I doubt not, the men’ll arrange for one to spring a leak.’
I followed Norton to the rail and cannoned into a big seaman, his long hair plaited down his back. He turned with a loud oath, half-raising a fist — then stopped as he saw my uniform.
‘Watch yeself, Quintal,’ Norton snapped.
Quintal was more than twice my age, a head taller and with a battered nose and scarred face that showed him to be no stranger to fighting. He could have broken me across his knee but stepped back — almost fearful, and mumbled something that sounded like an apology. This was my first sight of naval discipline. To raise his hand to me was an offence. To strike me was death.
He turned away and I followed Norton around the hatchway as he shouted explanations.
         
‘Ye must be careful with stowage, so the ship’s trim —’
Suddenly a high yell rang through the clamour, stopping it as though struck by a sharp sword.
‘By Old Nick and all his imps, what d’ye call this! No deck watch to see a commander aboard and all as shipshape as a damned pig’s breakfast!’
The utter silence continued as the speaker stepped aboard. He was a short man, plumpish, his smooth, pink-cheeked face bright with anger. Brass buttons gleamed on a blue coat, a cocked hat sat on his head and his white breeches were spotless. His polished black leather shoes flashed with gilt buckles.
         
‘A blind and deaf beggar could discharge his duty better, Mr Christian.’
So saying he stormed below, and in the distinct silence came the slamming of a cabin door. Then came Christian’s quiet voice, ordering the men back to work.
‘Not a good way to begin the voyage, with the captain in such a passion, Mr Norton,’ I said.
Norton grinned, showing gappy teeth. One of them was stained a dark blue. ‘Oh sir, he will forget quickly.’
My father was an architect who sometimes raged at stupid builders; it would take all afternoon for his mood to clear. ‘How can a man be eased of such a temper so quickly?’
‘Captain Bligh can, sir.’
That was all he said. I took a look back. Christian was on the quarterdeck, his lips pressed tight and a hurt, angry look in his eyes.
It was an expression I came to know well.
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1789 :

ADRIFT
            

WE’LL MAKE LANDFALL SOON,’ SAID Captain Bligh. ‘Remember Annamooka.’
         
Annamooka, another of these ‘Friendly Isles’. We had landed there only days before the mutiny, seeking firewood and water. Warriors in canoes — almost certainly kin to any waiting ashore — had clustered thickly about the ship and only our discipline and firearms saved us from attack. Now we had no firearms amongst us.
The island of Tofoa now bulked large and, the wind quickening, we rested on our oars and let the sail take us close. In the Bounty we had passed it only a day before — what a change in our fortunes since then! Its large outline grew, the volcano at its heart smouldering red and alive. Our long day’s sailing was coming to night so, in the dark, we coasted alongside high cliffs.
         
‘Do you think it is inhabited, Captain Bligh?’ asked Fryer.
‘That we shall see,’ came the terse reply.
         
In the darkness, we could hear surf pounding. There was no beach to be seen so we spent our first night — the first of many — huddled in the launch. We threw out a sea-anchor fashioned out of two oars and laid off the cliffs. Supper was a small piece of bread and a smaller piece of pork — and a sip of spirits to warm our shivering bodies. Cramped and cold to the bone, we waited the long, wet night under the loom of the volcano, its smouldering top a baleful red eye glowering down upon us. Nobody slept and all wondered what the morning would bring.
         
It brought a colder but sunlit day and another change of fortune. Running before the cliffs, we came to a cove that at last allowed us to land. We splashed ashore and anchored with the grapnel.
With the launch secure, Captain Bligh ordered us to itemise our stores: 150 pounds of bread, 32 pounds of salt pork, some rum and bottles of wine, and 28 gallons of water. This was normal rations for about a week, with the nearest European outpost more than four thousand miles’ sailing-distance away.
         
‘We will need food — much more food — and water,’ said the captain. The rest of us still numb and fearful, he alone was fired with resolve. ‘Let’s see what we can find.’
He kept us together though, making it clear that discipline on sea and land were the same. Not that any man could stray, because those high cliffs walled the cove around us.
         
Bligh himself set off for the far side with two seamen and Samuel, his clerk. Somehow, Samuel had contrived to be fully dressed at the time of the mutiny — and even to take the ship’s books with him. Now he kept at the heels of his master.
Nelson ran his skilled but gloomy eye over the cove — and gave an even gloomier headshake. ‘We’ll find nothing edible here,’ he muttered to me, ‘save perhaps some shellfish.’
         
It did not take us long to look around. Adjacent to the beach of water-polished stone, there was only rocky ground and scattered stunted bushes. Near me, young Tinkler stopped and swore softly.
‘Captain — look here!’
He had found a rough circle of sooty rocks and the black ashes of a long-dead fire. Beside it were the remnants of a coconut fire-basket, some fish bones and a pile of shells. So there were Indians on this island.
Then came a high shout of fear. Hayward, to one side of the cove, waved us over. The rocks clattered as all of us ran, setting up a loud noise. Hayward had found a narrow cavern in the rocky cliff wall and entered — and come out just as quickly, his face white.
Bligh had no use for Hayward, thinking him a weakling. He pushed him aside and, cutlass in hand, entered the cave. After a moment he called sharply for Tom Ledward, the surgeon’s assistant.
‘Give me a report on these!’
Ledward entered and some of us crowded after. The cave — more of a slit in the rock — was dry underfoot, sloping sharply upward to a close ceiling. At the end of the cave was a clutter of bones; below them lay some round, white objects that seemed to grin at us in the half-light. Skulls.
Ledward picked up one long bone and ran his finger down it, his fingernail catching in some little nicks and scratches. ‘Tibia — a leg bone — and it has been defleshed.’ He caught up a skull, pointing to a jagged hole in the forehead. ‘A blow to the temporal killed this fellow — war-club I should think.’
         
We all knew what had happened here. The peoples of these islands were not averse to human flesh. Captain Bligh ordered us back to the launch.
‘Nothing here, lads,’ he said. ‘Some food, eh, then let’s try for a better landing place.’
‘Let’s try the windward side,’ said Nelson. ‘We’ll have a better chance of finding plants there.’
‘Aye, and maybe Indians with the same taste in meat,’ muttered Norton uneasily. It was not a cheerful thought, with only four cutlasses between the nineteen of us.
We splashed out to the launch but at the last moment, I turned. Something made me look back. There was only the cliff-line overhead but I was sure something moved.
‘At your pleasure, Mr Hallett,’ came the captain’s sharp tone.
I went aboard and settled myself, taking the oar but looking back again. There was unease in the pit of my stomach. Perhaps it was the memory of those flensed bones and grinning skulls. I had a sense that up on the cliffs, someone had been watching us.
We circled the island. To windward there were other beaches but we dared not test our overladen launch in the thundering surf. We gazed longingly at the coconut trees but the surf roared like cannonfire and those bleak cliffs rose and rose.
Even our captain, a man who hated to admit failure, gave up. We set course back to the first little bay and the cave of bones. We were exhausted and wet through as we anchored the launch and splashed ashore.
‘Blood and bones,’ muttered Purcell. ‘I wonder where Mr Christian is now, eh? Sailing back —’
         
An angry shout interrupted him. Bligh turned, his face flushing and passion rasping at his voice. ‘Damnation, there is no “Mister” to his name. Christian is a dog without honour or title and let no man forget it!’
Even Purcell, who normally gave as good as he got, quailed before this force of temper. There was an uneasy moment and then Bligh strode on. He stopped in the centre of the cove and stared up at the high cliffs. He pointed and turned.
‘That is our only path inland. Who will dare to climb it?’
Peckover and Elphinstone were active men and young Tinkler could climb like a monkey, so they set about finding a track up. The rest of us scattered, again searching for food. Nobody went near the cave of bones.

The day wore on and as shadows darkened the bay, Captain Bligh’s mood became blacker. Elphinstone, Peckover and Tinkler had not returned. We had found no more than a handful of shellfish, knocking some limpets off the rocks. The captain ignored this, pacing up and down, kicking away stones with his hands clasped behind him.
Then a shout came from the cliff top. Elphinstone and Peckover were making their way back down, using the path of their upward passage — vines, cracks in the rock and some small level patches. They landed with a final scrabble of dirt and pebbles.
Captain Bligh stood where he was and let them come up to him. Peckover had our copper kettle, now full of water. Elphinstone had some coconuts down his shirt-front. Both were ill at ease.
         
Elphinstone dropped the coconuts and pulled off his cap. Twisting it nervously, he said there were signs of habitation but nothing to be seen of people. And somewhere, he muttered, Tinkler had got himself lost. Elphinstone was a brave man but he flinched when saying this.
         
There was a long moment of terrible silence.
‘And how, Mr Elphinstone, did Mr Tinkler get himself lost before the eyes of two companions?’
Poor Elphinstone flinched again to Bligh’s best quarterdeck rasp. I think at that moment he would rather have had a cannonball take off his head, but a shout saved him.
‘Hi below! Coming down!’
We all looked up and there was Tinkler, a bunch of coconuts in one hand and waving cheerfully with the other.
‘Yes, pray do so, Mr Tinkler,’ Bligh’s voice sharpened to a masthead bellow, ‘then kindly explain —’
He broke off and all of us gaped, because someone had appeared beside Tinkler. A tall brown figure, clad in a loincloth of tapa, had come up beside him. Then another … and another … and more, spreading out to line the cliff top.
‘So we have found the natives,’ breathed Nelson.
Captain Bligh was, of course, the first to recover. ‘Come down, Mr Tinkler,’ he shouted, ‘and bring your friends.’
He ordered us back to the launch; ordered us further that he alone would do the bargaining and talking. He reminded us that we must not — ever — show any fear to them.
         
So we went back and clustered to await the descent of Tinkler and his companions — coming down with great agility and speed.
         
Yes indeed, we had found the natives. Or rather, they had found us.



    

  
    
      
         
[image: ]

1788 :

H.M. BOUNTY
            

NEARLY THREE WEEKS OUT OF English waters and H.M. Bounty was on the African coast, beating along with a smart wind in her sails. I was getting to know both ship and crew; we were settling down, as seamen must with a long cruise ahead.
         
I was sharing a berth with Thomas Hayward, a mattress on our sea chests. He was idle, always skimping on his work and finding something to whine about. Like me, influence had gained his appointment, but he was a bad bargain.
The other midshipmen were Robert Tinkler, George Stewart, Ned Young and Peter Heywood. The last three formed their own group; Heywood proudly (and constantly) reminded us of all the admirals and captains in his family. Close though our berths were, they kept closer, but I cared not. Few had the opportunity of such a voyage. I was here to learn seamanship.
We fared well on Bounty. There was burgoo, a d-in-command, a concoction of roast breadcrumbs, for breakfast. The main meal was boiled salt pork or beef with peas (as hard as bullets) and ship’s biscuit. I learned to chew my meat and rap the biscuit on the table at the same time, inducing the fat, black-headed weevils to come out of their holes. Some did not, but I learned to crunch them down; they tasted like cold calves-foot jelly.
         
The men had a gallon of beer a day until it ran out, then a gill of rum. The water soon became stale in the casks, then stagnant. The trick was to hold your nose while you gulped it down — a good trick to know for when the water became green and thick with living things.
The navy was no place for a man who enjoyed good food. Or even, said Norton, for a man who ate food.
The crew were a good bunch, too. In my first week, I learned much from Norton and Cole the boatswain. It was a time of peace, so Bligh had had many hundred unemployed to choose his crew from. He had thought shipboard life would make them a crew, but from the start, there was trouble.
         
John Fryer was the master, second-in-command, a pouch-eyed, pale-faced man who did exactly as he was commanded — and only that. He saluted his captain smartly enough but curled his lip when Bligh turned away.
Fletcher Christian was a son of a good Cumberland family and close friend of a poet called Wordsworth, whose verse he would declaim when drunk. He, Peter Heywood and Ned Young were ‘gentry’ — well, I was too, and Thomas Hayward, but they considered themselves better than our captain. This puzzled me.
One night, the black sky overhead shot through with silver stars, I was on watch when Nelson came on deck. As our botanist, he was charged with collecting breadfruit plants from Tahiti — a very prosaic mission, I then thought. But he was easy to talk to and a good listener.
         
‘Sir, I feel some of our officers do not like taking orders from Captain Bligh.’
‘That is an opinion best kept to yourself, Mr Hallett.’ He sighed, looking over the side into the dark. ‘A voyage to Tahiti is a high honour. It can make a man’s reputation, as Captain Bligh made his with Captain Cook. But our captain rose by merit and not his family connections, which are honest but humble.’
He looked at me. ‘In any other profession but this, they would do the ordering and William Bligh would have to tug his forelock in obedience. They cannot forget that. Now lad, I have said more than I should.’
I liked Nelson. He had black hair to his shoulders and a pointed black beard. His manner was easy and his hands long, with sensitive fingers.
I nodded. It was enough for me that Bligh was my captain; surely the others would come to see that.
Of the rest of the crew, there was Charles Churchill, master-at-arms, charged with keeping order among the seaman — yet not able to order his own drinking. Tom Ellison was a boy scarce my age, who larked like an acrobat in the rigging.
Bill Cole was the boatswain, his faced burned red as a slab of salt bacon. He and the gunner Billy Peckover, a thin, hook-nosed man, were in charge of the Bounty’s little four-pounder cannon. Jack Mills, the gunner’s mate, was a scowling, tattooed brute.
         
Yet another William — Elphinstone — was master’s mate along with Christian, his iron-grey hair in a thick pigtail and a wide grin always on his plain, bony features.
         
One man was apart from the ship’s company: the clerk, John Samuel. He was a thin, angular man with close-cropped brown hair and heavy-lidded eyes. His thin, tight mouth never smiled or frowned. He kept tally of Bounty’s stores. Sailors have dark suspicions of such men — that they make their fortunes cheating poor sailors of their rations and selling them ashore.
         
And there was one other. Purcell.
Purcell (another William) was the ship’s carpenter. Purcell was tall, heavyset and round-shouldered, with the most sour cast of features ever given to a man. He was a man of importance (great importance, in his eyes) and would take orders from no man save Captain Bligh himself. He was as tough and cross-grained as a lump of black swamp-oak, and the most disliked man on board — a distinction of which I think he was proud. Certainly he did much to earn it.
And our captain? Yet another William, Bligh was a master seaman who had sailed on Cook’s last voyage — and there were rumours that he knew more about that than he was telling. As commander of this barque, his word was law. And, for all his quick temper, he kept a good ship.
He was sparing of the lash (and that was unusual in these times) and crewmen, frozen and wet after their watch, could dry out before the galley fire, and even get a hot meal to restore them. Yet I heard Peter Heywood sneering that such treatment would make ‘namby-pambies’ out of the men.
We tried to beat around Cape Horn. It was the shortest route to the Pacific, but giant storms beat us back. So Bounty would take the longer but safer route, around Africa and into the blue waters of the Indian Ocean, through the Spice Islands, around New Holland and past another pair of Dutch-discovered islands — New Zealand — then up into the broad Pacific and Tahiti.
         
All for a cargo of plants with a strange-sounding name.

‘Breadfruit, Mr Nelson. What is that?’
‘Why, it is a fruit similiar to bread, Mr Hallett. That is why we call it “breadfruit”.’
Nelson was capable of a gentle sarcasm. It was dawn, the sky crimson and orange like the sweeping folds of a cloak. We were passing a small island, entirely covered in that bright green bush so typical of these lands. Nelson studied it intently through a telescope before replying.
‘Breadfruit ripens into a large green globe. It is cooked until the skin is black, the fruit is opened and the centre removed — not edible. The pulp is prepared into a sort of pastry and cooked in a Tahitian oven, like bread. Or it can be eaten like you would potatoes. Now are you the wiser, Mr Hallett?’
‘Much wiser, thank you Mr Nelson. Did Captain Cook discover this fruit, along with Tahiti?’
‘Strange to relate, the Polynesian people discovered it, Mr Hallett. Just as they discovered all their own lands — without benefit of a compass or sextant.’
‘And why are we to take it to Jamaica?’
‘So that the African plantation slaves will have a nutritious meal at almost no cost, thus allowing greater profits to the planter.’
‘What if they don’t like it?’
‘I rather fancy they will be given no choice, Mr Hallett.’
So ended our conversation. Bounty beat onwards, and I soon had my first personal taste of Captain Bligh’s discipline — and curious temper.
         

Captain Bligh treated his men well, but he ran a tight ship. I had already been punished, like the others, for the many minor misdemeanours I had committed — usually by a double watch or stoppage of the daily grog (although my mother would have considered the latter no punishment at all).
I was on quarterdeck duty, checking the half-hour watchglass to ensure its sands were running a true thirty minutes. That meant turning the minute-glass thirty times and marking it on a slate — boring work it was too, but a job that needed close attention. A minute trickles away fast and there were many diversions for a young man.
At the rail, Norton was shark-fishing again. After this length of time, any fresh meat was welcome; properly broiled, shark was a tasty dish. Norton looked over at the distant coastline of Africa.
‘Skeleton Coast, they call that. Inshore rips and currents like a witch’s cauldron — skeletons of ships as well as men. And if you do make it ashore, there are big, black-maned lions among the sand dunes and hot desert beyond them. None has returned to tell the tale.’
         
‘Then how do you know of it — did the lions find you tough meat?’
Billy Peckover called over from the foredeck. ‘Hey, Norton, you’ll get no shark with salt pork as bait. He’ll crack his teeth on it.’
There was a loud laugh from the men working on the deck. Salt meat sometimes lay in the casks for two to three years before it was eaten — longer. Norton just smiled and kept on with his fishing. This far out from England all the sheep and chickens brought on board had been butchered and the officer’s mess was on the same rations as the men: a pound of pork or beef a day, although it took great imagination to think those brown, glistening lumps were ever pigs or cows. Young Tom Ellison used to make barking or neighing noises as he ate his, much to the other men’s amusement. It was commonly thought that the rascally contractors salted horse and dog meat as well — and if one of their fellows died on the job, then in he went too.
         
The minute-glass trickled out and I turned it, making the slate. Eleven such turns to go. On the other side of the quarterdeck, Fryer paced slowly up and down, the tails of his blue uniform coat flapping in the wind. So I stretched and yawned — then glimpsed a lean grey shape suddenly flash alongside.
‘Shark ho!’ I yelled.
Norton pulled up his hook, checked the slab of pork was firmly in place, then threw it ahead of the shark. The bait splashed in the water. The shark, cruising so high in the water that its dorsal fin showed clearly, swerved and lunged — then suddenly started to thrash.
‘Got him!’ I yelled, both hands on the rail and looking over. ‘Haul him in!’
Norton shouted too, and some men came running over to help him. But a greater bellow of fury stopped them in their tracks and wrenched me, sharp as any hook.
‘Damnation, you worthless idlers — does duty count for nothing! Ye are charged with keeping the ship’s time and yet you hang over the rail like some moonstruck milkmaid!’
Captain Bligh had come on deck. I saw the minute-glass empty and unturned — and no mark on the slate. Bligh advanced, face flushed deep with passion.
         
‘Ye’re never up to your duties, Mr Hallett — another damned worthless sprig thrust upon me. Well sir, you are off this ship in Capetown and may work your own passage home — before the mast, for all I care. Masthead, Mr Hallett: stay there till sunset and be damned thankful you do not kiss the gunner’s daughter.’
Hayward smirked at me. Bligh glared around and all hands found work to do. Even Norton, hauling in his shark, tried to look busy. Bligh’s terrible eye fell on me again and I waited no longer.
As I climbed up the rigging, I could hear Bligh unleashing his wrath upon Fryer.
‘Damn sir, must I attend to every detail myself?’
I felt shocked and dismayed, but going up the mast was better than ‘kissing the gunner’s daughter’. This meant being bent over a cannon-breech and having your bottom beaten with a cane. The masthead was better — or so I told myself.
The wind was starting to freshen when I climbed the rigging. Glumly ensconced in the masthead, I felt sure I was the butt of grinning jokes as seamen manned the yards and shook out more sail. Tinkler, the damned little imp, did a seagull impersonation that made the oaf Quintal bawl with laughter. Then, the sail reefed, they went below and left me to my tiny wooden kingdom.
The masthead is a tiny wooden box set near the top of the mast, normally used by the lookout. Soon, as Bounty set her blunt bows into the rising swell, I realised the true nature of masthead punishment. Soon I even wished for the gunner’s daughter.
         
I could not stand upright and there was scarcely room to squat, with my knees to my chin. The masthead went up and down as though it was a live, bucking thing and the awful up–down motion was repeated in my stomach. My very insides churned in protest, and the cold cut through my clothes as the Atlantic wind gained in strength.
         
At four o’clock it began to rain: a sharp, stinging shower that cut like shards of ice. Even this I could have borne, because a sailor must, but Bligh’s words weighed like lead. To be set ashore at the Cape and work my passage home! Even ‘before the mast’, having to sign on as a common seaman. To crawl home like a whipped dog with my tail between my legs. I would face my father’s anger and the scorn of my relatives. More than that: my mother’s hurt and my own deep sense of failure.
I crouched there with my hapless thoughts, shivering, until the deck watch changed again and Christian hailed me down. By then I was so cramped that it was all I could do to squeeze out through the lubber’s hole and Alex Smith came bounding up the rigging like a great Barbary ape to help me down.
I was the subject of broad grins from the crew. There is nothing more enjoyable than someone else’s misfortune.
Christian came up, his face impassive, telescope under his arm. ‘Mr Hallett, see to yourself. Remember you are invited to supper with the captain.’ The invitation was from the previous night and I would have thought it cancelled.
There was time only to smooth myself down, change my shirt and put on my dress jacket — yes, and to cuff young Tinkler for his damned bird-calling. Then I went to Bligh’s cabin, knocked and entered. Like all the below-decks on Bounty it had a low headboard, and I stooped on entering.
         
‘Sit down, Mr Hallett,’ said the captain.
He was already seated, Samuel his clerk and the ship’s surgeon with him. I was surprised to see him there — more surprised he was nearly sober. He would die of his drunkeness in Tahiti.
‘Enjoy your excursion, lad?’ he asked.
Bligh took no notice and of course Samuel did not smile. I swear that man had ledger ink in his veins. The captain simply nodded to the central dish, in which sat a large slab of boiled pork.
‘Will you carve the meat, Mr Hallett?’ His tone bore no trace of anger.
I hastily began sawing slices from the tough meat. With the meat was boiled peas and sauerkraut, a pickled cabbage that Bligh swore prevented scurvy. He bade me fill my plate.
I was still cold and cramped, but managed to eat. Captain Bligh talked as freely of our journey, of his own travels. He broke off once to warn me there was some red worm in the cheese — ‘ye never can pick it all out’ — then went back to a discourse on the tribes of Patagonia who were a head taller than any other people.
When dinner ended, Bligh bade us goodnight in the same urbane humour and closed his door. Nonplussed and still sore at heart, I went on deck and leaned on the rail, midships. The yellow light of the quarterdeck lantern showed astern and the dark sea flowed past, lit only by liquid, flickering streams of moonlight.
Someone came up beside me and I looked around. It was Samuel, the ship’s clerk.
‘I know your thoughts, Mr Hallett,’ he said.
         
The man was dry as a sheet of parchment, his face the pale colour of curds and whey. I have said he had no friends, nor did he seek any. And I did not seek his company.
‘Indeed, do you?’ I replied, nearly adding, ‘may you rot.’
‘You are concerned that Captain Bligh will send you home at Capetown, but he will not.’
‘He will not? Has he told you —’
Samuel gave a slow head-shake, his face mask-like in the darkness. ‘No, he said nothing. But Mr Bligh’s anger is a summer squall and blows out quickly enough. All you need is a thick hide — and not to repeat your mistake.’
He left then and went below. I did so myself a few minutes later, stooping in the thick black darkness of our berth to pull off my best jacket and shirt. I lay down upon my mattress and stretched out, wrapping a clammy blanket around me. On a wooden ship with only sea water for washing, most things are clammy and all stink of salt and unwashed bodies. Like the bad drinking water, it is something you get used to.
And so I would have to get used to Captain Bligh’s temper. Grow a thick hide and not repeat my mistakes. Perhaps even think why Samuel gave me the warning; he did not have to.
I could grow a thick hide, but there were some men on this ship who could not. And therein would lie the ruin of our venture and the cost of manylives.
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1789 :

ADRIFT
            

DEATH WAS THERE, INVISIBLE AND implacable; making his presence felt in the two days we were in that cove.
         
In that time, the news of our arrival travelled around the island with lightning speed and many more Indians arrived. They were not like the Tahitians, but still tall and strong; the women were handsome, some with babies on their hips. They eyed us like the strange visitors we were — but were we welcome visitors?
On the second day there was a different mood about them. The women and babes were gone; the men clustered in big groups, eyeing us and talking non-stop, just as they did the first day — but today the talk was louder.
We had traded with the natives for food and water. Plantains and coconuts mainly; in return, they got brass buttons, strips of cloth, even some shirts and caps. They took them readily and grinned at us. Perhaps they took them too readily and grinned too widely.
‘I trust them no more than I would a Frenchie or a Don,’ said Norton, pointing to his blue tooth, ‘or the Moor wot smacked me on the mouth and gave me this.’
         
Captain Bligh had us in two groups. Our group was with Bligh at the cave of bones. The other was at the launch. Bunched at the mouth of the cave the Indians could not surround us, but we had to get our food down to the launch. Plantains and coconuts, even yams, do not make easy carrying; also there were the hollow gourds full of precious water.
Captain Bligh had sensed that their mood was turning ugly so, in twos, he sent us down to the launch with the bundles of food. The Indians were clustering more closely now. One fierce, tattooed old warrior, his thick black hair sprinkled with grey, thrust his face at me and made a ferocious grimace. It was to test my courage and it did — sorely. But I grinned back easily — at least I hope it looked so. He nodded, but was he impressed? Anyway, he let me on my way.
I wanted to stay by the boat. I paused, but Norton was turning back and I am the son of a gentleman — I could not show fear. So I turned and we made our way through their ranks again. This time there were no smiles; they clustered in front and we were jostled. They cast looks over to two warriors standing apart. Both were chief men, tall, with red-feathered headdresses. Each had a heavy shark’s-tooth necklace, and from the ear of the older dangled a curved boar’s tusk. It had pulled the earlobe out of shape. They were not scowling, but their faces were set and closed.
Their names (as far as our tongue could fashion them) were Nageete and Eefowr. They had the air of leaders and each carried a short, evil-looking war-club. Nageete was the older and seemed more well disposed to us — at least he smiled when he spoke. Eefowr had been very taken with Captain Bligh’s strike-a-light and how easily it made fire. He had marvelled over the simple mechanics of the iron wheel and its flint and several times put out his hand for it. Each time Captain Bligh had to refuse — it was the only one we had — and always Eefowr had glowered sulkily.
         
There were only six of us left around Bligh when the last armful of food was carried down to the launch. Then Bligh took Nageete firmly by the hand. The mood of the Indians was more sullen still. Beside me, Norton gave his blue-toothed grin and muttered about trouble, smelling it like a storm.
Hayward spoke in a forced tone. ‘Best be getting to the launch, sir.’ He was white-faced and his hands were shaking.
‘Do not show fear, Mr Hayward,’ said Bligh in a clear, firm voice. ‘They will seize on it as a weasel does a chicken.’ The first sign of fear would be our last; only the novelty of our strange appearance and manners had held them in check for so long.
Fryer cleared his throat nervously. ‘Sir, why should they want to hurt us? They can see we are no danger.’
Nobody answered. Did he see welcome in those shut, scowling faces?
All of us had piled into the launch now — I jarred my knee painfully on an oarlock as I leapt in. Even Purcell came without demur.
Bligh was at the water’s edge. He had to jump aboard, cutlass in hand, while still holding the hand of Nageete, keeping him as an escort to the boat. He yelled for us to cast off. With a sudden spring, Nageete snatched his hand free, Bligh made for the launch and our oar-blades scraped on the rocks as he pushed off. The launch jarred and swung around — we were still moored by the grapnel!
         
Norton sprang up from his seat. ‘I’ll get it, sir!’
‘Cut it!’ yelled Bligh.
But the poor brave fool had already swung himself over and splashed back. He bent over, wrenching at the grapnel. It resisted and his hand slipped — and that was his death.
The Indian warriors stood on the foreshore, seemingly held back in a fascinated spell as their prey escaped. It held when Norton splashed back — even when he laid hands on the grapnel. But his fingers slipped and the spell was broken.
‘Norton!’ shouted Bligh again, his cutlass slashing at the line.
Too late — far too late for Norton, who half-straightened, looking back. The warriors grabbed him. Others seized stones and, with a ferocity that still chills me, they battered his head until it resembled nothing human.
         
By then we were bucketing away, each man sick at heart as he pulled at his oar. Captain Bligh, at the steering, glanced back and spoke quietly.
‘All over, lads. He died like a brave one.’
Norton had befriended me on the Bounty when I was alone and bewildered. He had shown me every rope and sail and pointed out all the stars that sailors use. He had even given me a pair of socks of good worsted grey wool with double stitching in the heels. He was not of my station in life, and on land we would not have exchanged a word. But we had talked together on the long night watches. I could still see that lopsided grin and the single blue tooth; hear his raspy voice as he told me how a corsair from Tripoli had bashed his mouth with the hilt of a sword, and how the tooth had blued afterward.
         
‘That moor — mahogany-faced he was — black moustache and pointed black beard, a big green turban around his head and a gold earring — size of a cartwheel, it was!’
A splash of bitter saltwater slapped my face; my hands clenched with blistered pain as we strained. Beside me, Purcell cursed as he missed a stroke. Bligh spoke from the stern.
‘We’ve had a good rest, more food, so pull hard, lads — we may not have seen the last of them.’
‘May not’ was right. The Tofoan warriors had brought two canoes to the cove, long outriggers with some twenty paddlers. They launched these and were quick after us, but a quirky land-breeze filled our sails and we kept ahead — but only just. With strong arms driving their leaf-shaped paddles into the water, they began to gain on us.
Eefowr stood in the prow of the leading canoe. On his face was a look of grim intent — and that intent was murder, imprinted on the face of all his crew.
In token of their intentions, as they closed, they threw stones, hastily gathered from the beach. The power of those muscular arms drove them with the power of a slingshot. One hit poor Nelson in the body and knocked him over. Elphinstone yelped as one struck his shoulder. Another skimmed just past Captain Bligh’s face but he kept the tiller rock-steady. The splash-beat of those paddles slowly grew over the sound of our own oar-slaps.
‘Clothes, lads — make up bundles.’
We grabbed what we could, mostly poor Norton’s things, and bundled them up. A gesture from the captain and overboard they went. The quick waves unbundled them but they floated long enough for Eefowr’s crew to hook them up on their paddles — and as they did, they lost way.
         
So we pulled ahead into twilight and darkness gathered like a warm, welcome cloak around us. We pulled and pulled until the blisters on my hands turned to fire. Tofoa, island of tragedy, was lost behind us but we rowed till the moon was high, a full moon that outlined us in bleak silver and black. The wind had dropped and the sea was quiet when Captain Bligh bade us eat.
We ate half a baked plantain each and sipped water. Purcell, of course, grumbled that this was not enough. Nelson murmured that the Indians would have trouble knocking the brains out of his thick skull.
When our little meal was over, Bligh spoke up.
‘These islands are full of fierce tribes that will kill us. Let nobody think we will escape again so easily, at such little cost, save poor Norton.’
He looked to where Norton had sat. Tinkler blinked suddenly and put a hand over his face. My own eyes prickled and even Purcell bowed his head. On all that voyage, we did not speak the quartermaster’s name again. Bligh went on speaking.
‘So from now on we will not make landfall until we reach New Holland. The ocean is the lesser danger and subject like all to the will of our Creator. So to Him will go our prayers for a safe deliverance.’
Fryer was a man who never asked questions and avoided answering them, but now he jerked up his head as though he had been cuffed on the face. ‘We are to avoid land?’ he asked sharply.
Our resolute captain could not keep the sarcasm from his voice as he replied. ‘You have grasped the matter well, Mr Fryer. We shall sail to New Holland, and from there to Timor and the Dutch port.’
         
Only Captain Bligh could make it sound that easy. Samuel, that most silent and loyal of men, spoke up. ‘Sir, that is a journey of some four thousand miles.’
There was no sarcasm in Bligh’s reply now. ‘Yes Mr Samuel, and our only hope of life. So the matter is settled. Let half row and the other half get what sleep they can.’
Fryer divided us into watches. There were mutterings that Bligh pretended not to hear. But even Purcell only growled into his beard because Bligh alone had plucked us from murder at that rock-bound cove.

Morning came and the Pacific wind blew cold around us. In the pale dawn light we set sail, pitting our overladen launch against the slapping, limitless waves. They slopped on board and we all fell to bailing.
Four thousand miles stretched before us. All our lives were in the hands of our captain.
As if sensing this thought, Bligh looked around at us. His voice rang out with that full passion:
‘Never fear — I’ll see you back in England!’
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1788 :

H.M. BOUNTY
            

SO H.M. BOUNTY CREPT THROUGH the Indian ocean, strange waters known to Europeans for only two hundred years. The Dutch and the Portuguese came here before us and built their square white-washed forts, trading a commodity valuable as gold — spices.
         
Norton had been here too, as to every known corner of the maritime. On another night watch, dark and close, with twinkling stars overhead like a black velvet cloak set with diamonds, he spoke to me of those days.
‘Aye, the people live in poverty but their kings — “rahjahs” they are called — sit on gold thrones, set with rubies and sapphires. And there are big cats in their forests, yellow-and-black-striped, akin to the African lion, who will treat you as a light snack. Yes, and the people ride atop elephants.’
‘Is that to keep up and away from the striped cats?’ I asked, but Norton did not smile.
And so we moved through those emerald waters, trailing a tail of green weed. We were eyed with suspicion. Dutch and Portuguese alike eyed us like thieves come to steal their pepper, chives and cinnamon.
         
As we put out from one harbour, under the frowning brass cannon of a small fort, a stout Dutch captain in white shirt and trousers with a big red bandanna around his head shouted to us in guttural words, then grinned. Seeing we did not respond, he shouted again in bad French.
Captain Bligh shouted to Nelson, ‘You speak French sir — what did he say?’
‘That the Pacific is a beautiful graveyard,’ replied Nelson.
We expected the Dutch captain’s pleasantry would drive the captain into one of his furious moods, but he grinned and waved his cocked hat to the Dutchman.
‘Perhaps for a Hollander, but not us, eh lads?’
There was a shout from the men but even I could hear that it was dutiful and not full of cheer. Truly, the further we went from home — and we were very far indeed — the less they liked it. It had been a good voyage — not a man lost or down with scurvy — but there was still murmuring.
‘I never saw such a ship for “sets”,’ murmured Norton once.
I knew what he meant. Fletcher Christian had his own set of friends: Young, Stewart, Peter Heywood. I was forced in with the indolent lout Hayward. Then there was the black-bearded Morrison and his mates, Mills, Quintal and Muspratt. Young Tinkler danced between the groups, doubtless carrying tales. Only Purcell had no ‘set’, because nobody liked him.
Christian by now scarcely spoke to Captain Bligh, save to receive orders. He spoke openly that he was better-born, that Bligh’s curt manner and terse speech were a personal insult to him. I was still sometimes invited to Captain Bligh’s dinner table and was hissed at for going.
         
Christian had an engaging manner with the seamen — that of a village squire among the peasants. He could turn on a graceful charm — at odds with his plain-spoken captain — and the men liked this, in particular Alex Smith, the shock-headed oaf, who would glow happily at a single offhand word from Christian.
I am sure Bligh knew of the ‘sets’ and of Christian’s ways, but it seemed to bother him not. He was captain, and naval discipline held us all in our place.

Now we were past Batavia port, with many backward looks as the landmass of Timor fell behind us. Now we were heading south, in the wake of Cook. We were truly alone and the mood of the ship was not good. Only our captain seemed unconcerned.
‘We are in his hands,’ said Nelson to me one day on the forenoon watch. ‘There are no better hands though, save Cook himself.’
Taking Cook’s route, we wended our way around the bottom of New Holland and the island named Van Diemen’s Land by the Dutchman who first explored these waters and then prudently left them alone. And so we entered the broad, endless wave-scape of the Pacific Ocean.
When I felt the slap of those strong waves, and when the strong southern winds filled our sails, I was excited beyond measure. We were almost a full year’s sailing from home and in fabled waters. I knew that excitement and danger lay ahead.
Also, had I known, unbounded terror and impossible ordeal.
         

Oceans wash every corner of the world’s landmasses, so the Pacific should have been like others. But it was not. How was it different? Well, it seemed to have a blue-green colour of its own. It seemed also to be limitless; perhaps because it spanned to unknown shores. Perhaps it was special because of the famous explorers who had dared to sail it.
Men such as Francis Drake, the Elizabethan freebooter (a more respectable term than pirate, said Nelson) and Magellan, the great Portuguese explorer who, like Cook, left his bones here. Bougainville and D’Urville; whole ships and crews lost in the Pacific without trace, their fate unknown.
         
There were island kingdoms here, and others on the shores of Asia and America. The Kingdom of Japan; the great northwestern tribes of America; even fur-clad men who lived at the North Pole itself. Waters thick with sea-otter, salmon, seals and whales. Southern kingdoms of gold that the Spanish had plundered. China and the snowlands of Siberia; lands yet to be explored capped with icy wastelands north and south. The Pacific was fearsome and feared, a place of savage tribes and cruel kingdoms, of mountainous waves and violent storms; of islands whose coral reefs would rip the bottom out of unwary ships.
         
The paradise of these islands was folklore in the seaside taverns of Portsmouth and Plymouth. One seaman, Hall, who had sailed with Cook, was tattooed blue with fowl, fruit and great interlocking spirals. He regaled his fellows with stories of willing maidens in lands abounding with plenty; where all visitors were treated like gods. Hall talked of a paradise where all pleasures could be bought for a single iron nail, metal being a wonder to them. Or a strip of red cloth, a cheap glass mirror. The simplest things of our society were strange, rich possessions to them.
         
So for our crew, tense and unhappy, holed up in the stinking monotony of a ship, the idylls of Tahiti bulked larger and larger — to all but one.
‘Bread on trees, fish and roast pig, coconuts, bananas and willing girls are all very well,’ muttered Purcell, ‘but these people sup mainly water. Is there no tree that grows rum or beer?’
Nelson replied that the age of miracles was past. Then he corrected himself because, when talking of these wonders, he had seen a smile on Purcell’s face. That in itself was a miracle.
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WE WERE ALL CRAMPED AND icy-cold and, most times, wet through. I could not feel my blisters now because my hands were numb and often slipped from the oar-shaft.
         
All of us had chapped red faces from the salt spray, our hair long and our beards sprouting on unshaven cheeks. We were dirty, tired and always hungry. Sixteen days of this we had endured, and the cold wind blew unceasingly.
We had nailed up a skirting of canvas around the sides of the launch but still the water slopped over. When my shoulders ceased to ache from rowing, my arms ached from bailing with coconut shells. Bligh had fashioned a pair of scales with a musket-ball as a counterweight. A small piece of meat and bread, a fragment of fruit, while it lasted — those were our rations, twice a day.
Hungry, frozen and despairing, the sea around us like some liquid green monster licking its salt lips, Captain Bligh held us together. Of course we needed him, but it was more than that. He held command as though he was still on the quarterdeck of the Bounty, and time and time again, only his seamanship saved us from broaching and overturning.
         
‘I enjoyed the view of the sea from Bounty,’ muttered Nelson as he strained on his oar. ‘This close, the water is an appalling green wasteland.’
         
His cheeks were white and his eyes had deep pouches of exhaustion under them. He wheezed a little when he spoke and sometimes coughed; but still smiled and found the strength to make jokes. All of us were exhausted, except the captain. His pink cheeks were a little sunken but there was a fire of energy in him that never went out. All of us took on a little of that fire.
I had thought I would break after a week of this but somehow found the strength to strain on the oars once more, and once more; to endure each cramped, fitful night and another day. Home, my mother and father, schoolfriends — they were an unreal dream that had no meaning in this hostile world. So when Captain Bligh spoke from the stern, his words seemed unfamiliar and I needed to blink and puzzle to make sense of them.
‘I think there is land ahead.’
The launch rocked and he roared at us to keep our seats as each man craned to look. There was a haze on the horizon under low clouds, and a thickening through it. A buzz went through us and — such is human nature — we forgot Tofoa at once. Purcell was already declaring he would eat a whole coconut when Bligh’s voice cut sharper than a wave-slap.
‘We are not stopping! Even if we wished to. Those are the Feejee islands.’
His anger was enough to silence us at once. He glowered, flushing, glaring at Purcell, who held his gaze a moment then looked away. Bligh looked up at the sky — it was mid-morning — and made a minor change of course with the rudder. Then he told us about these islands.
         
On Cook’s third and last voyage, they made landfall at the Tongan islands. There they heard about the Feejee group, a week or so’s sailing away. The people of these islands were unlike the Polynesians but every bit as fierce, their hair set in huge, frizzy topknots. They ate human flesh, warred among each other, and fought to the death in battle.
‘The Polynesian warrior is afraid of nothing,’ said Bligh. ‘But even they do not lightly send their war canoes against Feejee.’
‘Did Captain Cook map these islands, sir?’ asked Nelson.
‘No, he did not,’ replied Bligh shortly, and his tone discouraged further conversation.
Sometimes he would talk of his voyage with Captain Cook, but more often he would not — nor of Cook’s death. Although I had read several accounts, I had not heard one from Bligh, and sensed it would not be wise to ask.
A steady wind filled our sails and we quickly drew near the two closest of the islands. They were mountainous and dark with thick jungle. By late afternoon we could see thin strands of yellow sand but no sign of human life. The islands bulked dolorous and forbidding.
We were British and a mighty sea-going race. Even the smallish Bounty could have challenged an army of these warriors. But now we must somehow find our way through these islands, like rats skulking when a terrier is loose.
         
The sea breeze reduced to fitful gusts and we rowed. The islands closed around us and we passed into a chill twilight. A sea mist drifted around us; we could hear only the smack of waves and the slap of our oars against the water. A presentiment of horror stole across me and I felt despair, as though all our endeavours were only the rattle of a dying breath.
         
‘All oars! Row — row for your lives!’
I suddenly jerked upright, my buttocks painful on the rowing thwart. In the same moment, I closed my blistered hands around the oar shaft and threw myself forward, reacting to the sharp alert in Captain Bligh’s voice. His tone aroused us before we saw the danger.
It came out of those dark and mountainous islands, out of the drifting sea mist, showing itself sharp as the out-thrust claws of a leopard. It came as the high prow of a war canoe thrusting out of the mist … then another …
         
‘Row!’ snapped Bligh again.
Hayward squealed as his blisters burst. Nelson coughed again and Tinkler gaped in awe. A sharp rain lashed us and our lips ran with cool, sweet water, though our throats were cracked with thirst. I pulled and pulled on my oar till it felt as if the muscles were being torn apart with red-hot pincers.
Both canoes had some fifteen rowers, naked to the waist. Their thick, muscular bodies glistened in the rain. In the prow of the first stood a man — their chief from his looks, a crested headdress on his head, a mat embroidered with feathers across his body. In one hand he carried a long, barbed spear with a thick tuft of red feathers at its head.
He balanced easily and his eyes never left us. His rowers never faltered and a rhythmic, hoarse chant came across the waters as they closed. Every eager paddle stroke, every fierce face, even the motionless stance of their chief, said one thing: we will kill you if we can.
         
So we strained hard — harder — the fluky wind flapping our sail. The sharp, cool rain lashed us and we pulled, in out, in out, cursing whoever missed his stroke and cost us a yard. The two canoes held their course like hounds running down a deer.
We will kill you if we can.
         
An hour, two hours passed, till there was nothing in our thoughts but the will to pull an oar. There were archers amongst them who loosed arrows. Most splashed harmlessly astern, but Ledward yelped as one struck between his legs. Others hit the water alongside and one floated past me. It was of red-stained wood, with a flight of black feathers and a wicked black stone point.
         
The closing darkness and a gathering wind saved us. We rowed on till our bodies were racked with exhaustion. Some time in the darkness, just as the lion ceases to hunt, the canoes turned back.
But we knew nothing of that and pulled on, the sweet rain lashing us, until finally Bligh’s hoarse whisper called halt. We rested on our oars and let the sail take us on. The rain stopped and left us shivering in our sodden clothes.
Our evening meal was a small piece of pork and crust of mouldy bread, a sip of rum with our mouthful of water. Then we fell to bailing, because the water still splashed on board. A canoe-load of warriors was a lesser danger compared with that which swirled around us like some monstrous cat toying with a tiny mouse in his paws.
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YOU WILL FIND THE TAHITIAN people friendly, but they are proud and warlike, so do not presume upon that friendship. You will not cheat them in trading, or lie to them. Disrespect shown to their nobility is disrespect shown to me!’
         
Tahiti was close enough for us to see its dark shoreline. Shortly we would change tack to beat up the coast. Captain Bligh had summoned the crew for a talk. He stood on the quarterdeck, his face stern, emphasising each point with a finger jabbing directly into the fresh breeze. The wind plucked the tails of his uniform jacket and blew out the plait of his wig. He was in full dress uniform and the gilt buttons on his blue jacket sparkled in the sun.
‘Their customs are not ours. Never strike them. And remember they hold dishonesty as no dishonour. Some are skilled enough to steal the eyeballs from your sockets, let alone the buttons from your coat. They will take anything moveable, and in such a manner that you will think it grew wings and took flight. But let no man provoke them — we depend upon their goodwill to achieve our mission. We need their good favour and by God we shall have it!’
         
Despite the seriousness of this talk, there were foolish grins among the men, already dreaming of the delights ahead. Bligh’s cold eye rested on each grin and it vanished.
The deck watch was called to the yards and the ship made to tack against the breeze. I was off duty and joined Nelson at a corner of the main deck. He was studying the approaching island through his telescope.
‘What do you think, Mr Hallett?’ he asked, putting down his glass.
‘I shall keep my valuables locked up if stealing is no dishonour,’ I replied. ‘That is something I have never encountered.’
Nelson gave that soft laugh of his. ‘Never? Then you’ve never met a politican or banker, sir. And when did you ever see one of them dangle on Tyburn Tree?’
         
We tacked around a last headland and there before us was Matavai Bay and what Bligh referred to as one of the great settlements of the Tahitian Indians. As the wind changed again and we made a final tack, the droning sound of great shell horns and the deep clacking of their log drums came to us.
The wide, curving beach of dark sand was swarming with life. They had seen us well before we saw them, and long outrigger canoes were being launched into the heavy surf. Yes, and smaller canoes, some laden with women and children; even Indians padding with their hands on long planks — ‘surfing-boards’, Nelson called them.
Captain Bligh surveyed them unmovingly from his quarterdeck, his cocked hat firmly in place, speaking-trumpet under his arm: a very picture of naval dignity. All the officers were wearing their dress coats and hats — I had knocked as many dents out of mine as I could. As the native canoes drew nearer, I became conscious of something else, too. There are no tubs of piping hot water aboard a ship, no washerwomen to render our shirts and nether-garments spotless. After a year at sea — washing in cold saltwater with little soap — well, even the unwashed beggars of the London slums might turn up their noses in disgust.
         
What would these Tahitians see as they paddled closer? We officers in our crumpled, time-worn uniforms, and the men in patched shirts and filthy canvas trousers. Muspratt of the long matted hair, his right ear slashed away in a tavern fight; Smith, shock-bearded and his face swollen with flea bites; Burkett with a half-healed rat bite on his face; Hall with those red scrofulus patch on cheek and neck — woe to the maiden who touched that!
         
But I was composed. Greasy-haired, a little itchy with vermin, even smelly, I still drew myself up with dignity. I was, after all, an English gentleman.
And indeed I felt like one — until the first long canoe nudged alongside and the Indian standing in the prow swung himself aboard. Planting both feet on the deck, he looked around with all the assurance of an admiral.
He was over six feet high, with broad shoulders and a muscular, oiled body. A brown, cloth-like turban on his head covered ringleted black hair, and he wore a loincloth of the same brown-and-white patterned cloth. A multi-stranded band of shark’s teeth circled his wrist and a magnificent boar’s tusk dangled from an ear lobe. He looked around without fear and grinned, revealing such strong white teeth that I shut my lips at once.
         
‘Kapa Kuki?’ he bellowed.
‘He asks after Captain Cook,’ murmured Nelson.
‘Captain Bligh,’ came our commander’s voice from the quarterdeck.
The Indian had already seen him. Those strong teeth gleamed in a ready grin and he raised his hand, shouting a welcome. As he did, he hooked a finger into a thin cord around his neck, and swung a shining disc around: a pewter medallion of King George, our sovereign.
With one bound he was on the quarterdeck, and to the huge yet concealed delight of all assembled, clasped Bligh in a tight hug and pressed his nose to our captain’s own with a shout of joy. Bligh’s face reddened but he somehow kept his composure and the Indian released him with a slap to the shoulder that made Bligh shudder. Even Christian grinned at that.
Now the Indian turned and shouted in his own tongue to the swarms of canoes coming alongside. Yet more were now breasting the white surf and heading towards the ship.
‘It seems we have arrived,’ murmured Nelson.

I can remember little of that first wondrous day. Bligh took a party ashore at once and hundreds more Indians appeared around us. There were songs of welcome, chanted by serried ranks of maidens; chiefs in their tall feathered hats and cloaks; and the thunderous clack of the war drums through-out. Lines of warriors dancing and brandishing their weapons. Long speeches of welcome, and sweat glinting on Captain Bligh’s pink cheeks as — with Nelson acting as translator — he haltingly replied and explained our mission. There was a shout of laughter at this. They were amused at a king sending so far for food plants, Nelson whispered.
         
Then the first feast of welcome, lit by fire and moonlight, with huge, buzzing, winged creatures like moths swooping through and through. Clouds of steam rose from the opened ovens as though the vents of the earth had burst; all the marvellous aromas, intoxicating to a young stomach fed for too long on salt pork, weevily bread and stagnant water — compared with which my first drink of coconut milk was the elixir of life.
Fragments of that feast still stay in my memory like shards of multicoloured glass. Sitting around the huge woven mats, looking at the unimaginable sight of roast pigs, dripping their own rich gravy; piles of roast fowl; pyramids of baked plantains, coconuts, yams, the small Tahitian apples and other unknown fruits. Woven baskets of a thick white paste; piles of a small silver fish (‘Ature,’ said Nelson); enormous, shining tunny; reef fish with red fins and tails.
I must say that all of us, save Captain Bligh, ate as though we had not tasted food for a twelve-month. This was all to the enormous delight of the Tahitians, even when a green-faced Hayward clapped both hands to his stomach and staggered off into the bushes, where he remained for some time.
I recall being dizzy and choked, full to bursting. To go in one day from the tossing wooden closeness of Bounty to this firelit darkness of a strange paradise, made me feel as if I was no longer on this planet.
         
I also recall eating a baked slice of something I thought was cake. Nelson was beside me, eating pork, the fat running down his chin.
‘I see no sign of your breadfruit, Mr Nelson.’
         
He wiped his chin carefully with his neckerchief before replying. ‘You are eating a slice of baked breadfruit, Mr Hallett. And those leaves that serve you as plates are from the breadfruit tree.’
I remember in time staggering down the beach to the longboat, feeling like a ship laden with ballast. I was pulled over the side and, not knowing how, I reached my cabin. All the next day, I did not eat.
But when I recall this, another unconnected shard of memory flies to mind, of another occasion, then well into the future. Greens and luckies: these two words can still spoil my dinner, and also my dreams of that first starlit night in paradise. I have Purcell to thank for this.
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STEADY LADS,’ SAID BLIGH, HIS voice low and tense. ‘Not a sound, not a movement. Let all be natural as the motion of the launch. Hall, you are closest.’
         
Hall nodded. He was a skinny, knock-kneed young fellow with pitted cheeks and an ever-runny nose. Chance had made him closest to the bird, because we took turns to sit in the exposed bow.
It was a calm day with little spray and no rain; perhaps that was why the booby had ceased to circle overhead and settled suddenly on the bow post, only an arm’s length from Hall. We knew these birds as every sailor does, and had longed for a fowling piece to shoot them as they circled overhead. Now one of them — black-and-white feathered and enticingly plump — perched there, full of bright, alert life. One flap of its wings and it would be beyond us.
The other birds circled and called, shrilly, as though to summon it back. But it perched as though welcoming the rest; raising its wings and resettling, quickly preening itself. Its bright yellow eyes never left the strange collection of immobile things it had landed amongst.
         
Our captain’s voice, speaking between scarce-parted lips, came distinctly over the sighing wind and flapping sail. ‘Oh so careful Hall — ye’ll have one grab only.’
Our meals were only a fragment of pork and a morsel of mouldy bread, and hunger gnawed always in our stomachs, so the booby was more than a bird: it was a token of life and survival. All watched with a painful, rigid intensity as Hall’s hand crept out like a spindle-legged brown spider — all of us burning with frustration, thinking we could do better than this ham-fisted oaf.
His hand lunged out — too soon!
The booby spread its wings, fluttering up. Hall’s desperate fingers grabbed one foot, pulling it down. A flutter of wings, a strangled squawk and it was dead. The birds overhead spiralled higher.
Hall had nearly lost it, but success excuses all. He glowed from our compliments as we cut its throat, draining the blood into a cup. Lebogue, our sailmaker, was the most ill so we gave him the blood. He sipped it, grimacing and gagging, as we pulled the bird apart into eighteen pieces.
‘How do we share this, sir?’ asked Tinkler.
‘The old way of calling lots,’ Bligh replied. And the fairest — when done properly. One man holds all the pieces — Captain Bligh did this — and sits with his back to the others. He picks up each piece unseen and calls out ‘who shall have this?’ A name is called and the proud owner is given his portion.
Who shall have this? Elphinstone got a wing part and crunched it, bones and all. Who shall have this? Hayward got a choice breast morsel and bolted it like a fool. Nelson got a leg that was mainly bone and sinew but chewed on it gamely enough. And who shall have this? Captain Bligh got the guts and liver, and damned bitter eating it was too. At last it was my turn.
         
‘Who shall have this?’ said the captain.
‘Mr Hallett, sir,’ shouted Hall with a gap-toothed grin.
He had also got a choice piece of flesh. And mine — mine was the head and a scrag-end of neck. The beak proved inedible but I cracked the fragile skull, chewing eyes, tongue and brains till they were tasteless fragments, then spat the remains over the side.
The other boobies circled overhead as though wondering what had befallen their comrade. Some circled lower but none came to perch. We would snatch other birds but not that day; boobies they might be called, but none was booby enough to try landing on the Bounty launch.
         

‘Sixteen days adrift,’ muttered Purcell beside me. ‘D’ye know, in that time I have not crapped once?’
None of us had. In an overcrowded launch it is difficult not to notice something like that. But the last thing I wanted to know about was Purcell’s bodily functions. A witty reply came to my lips but was forestalled by a serious one from the captain.
‘Your body is absorbing all food as nutrients, Mr Purcell,’ he said.
In these sixteen days we had not seen a speck of land nor any sign of one drifting on the sea — not a leaf nor twig. The ocean rolled around us like a boundless green desert, with waves that sometimes grew to many times the size of the launch but whose toppling, crushing power never quite destroyed us.
We were salt-covered, thin and exhausted, subject to fearful cramps and headaches that pounded like a blacksmith’s hammer. But through it all, every storm and crash of waves, Bligh was in the stern, alert to every change, shouting orders; thin and exhausted, but always the captain and his voice never losing that commander’s bellow. Nobody — not Fryer, never Fletcher Christian, nor Ned Young — could have led us a quarter of the distance, or kept such hope sparked inside our weary frames.
         
We were a group now; we leaned upon each other, supported each other. At times we even forgot the distance of class, but never the authority of our captain. He was always serious, even faced with Purcell’s provocative observations. That alone must have taken iron self-control.
‘Now you must not think too badly of Mr Purcell,’ Nelson whispered to me once. ‘Every group needs a focus of resentment — somebody so unpopular that nobody can like him.’
He was right and Purcell — unknowingly, because he had a hide like armour — played the part to perfection. I still remember him when other names have faded from mind.
‘There — there!’ squealed Hayward, half-rising in his seat.
‘None of your damned lubberly ways, Mr Hayward,’ Bligh roared from the stern. Two years at sea and Hayward still sometimes spoke like a landsman. He gulped, stabbing frantically with his hand. ‘Starboard, two points aft the stern!’
Then we all saw it: a turtle, the size of a small table, swimming nearby. Its scaly reptilian head was out of the water, its green-and-brown mottled shell awash with waves. Massive, powerful flippers propelled it along and its yellow eyes rolled back at us as Bligh bawled out a change of course.
         
Then there was a chase: eighteen starved men, driven by hunger, against one sea-creature — but we soon realised this was no easy catch. This turtle, thinking us perhaps a strange, out-of-water shark, also altered course and propelled itself even more strongly. Every time we changed course, so would the turtle. We swung the launch around, almost on its axis, with all the power of our desperate arms and drove after it once more. Every time we got close, the turtle would turn again; once it dived under the launch and we clearly heard its shell bumping against the keel. Bligh ordered ‘back oars’ but it surfaced sideways, its stout shell knocking the oar blades aside. Cole the boatswain made a grab and missed. Purcell and I seized his legs and hauled him back aboard again. We lost way and Cole was soundly cursed for his pains.
So it went on for an hour. We rowed, and changed course, banked oars, back-rowed — and rowed some more. We hung over the side with our rusty cutlasses, once threw a coconut shell at it — which bounced off its impenetrable back. We wept and cursed and yelled but finally it sank below the waves.
Each man was bowed over his oar in exhaustion; had that table-sized lump of meat been just an arm’s length away we could not have reached for it.
‘Turtle meat would not go amiss at a lord’s banquet,’ muttered Purcell, too loudly as always. ‘Rich and luscious and aye, it would have filled our stomachs awhile.’
Near me, Elphinstone hoiked but did not spit — none of us had the fluid for that. ‘Ah, a dish of mutton and barley at the Old Harry in Plymouth. Yes, with boiled cabbage, parsnips and dumplings — followed by a slice of figgy duff, thick enough to choke a horse.’
         
Nelson said, ‘I have dreams of my wife’s beef and onion pastry, with potatoes, peas and Brussels sprouts.’
Then it was Ledward’s turn to speak up. ‘Thick pork chops, stewed with cloves and apple.’
Even Purcell, who never joined a conversation, spoke up. ‘Big sausages, wi’ mustard and carrots and pease pudding. Made special at the Crow’s Rest: I never could decide if greens or luckies were best.’
I was thinking about a pickled bull’s tongue and cherry pie lashed with cream but Captain Bligh interrupted my thoughts. In his plain, forceful tone, he said the next man who spoke of food might find another means of getting home.
Dreams of food fled. The stern words of our captain had a way of doing this.
Still, a thought lingered and when a sea breeze filled our sail and we could rest on our oars, it came strongly to mind. It was uncomfortable having Purcell so close and never did I seek his conversation but this once.
‘Mr Purcell,’ I said. He turned with a slight look of surprise. Just as Purcell seldom spoke to people, so nobody conversed with Purcell. His rejoining ‘Aye, Mr Hallett?’ had all the you-be-damned self-importance of his warrant as ship’s carpenter — that he was a ‘Mr’ and could not be punished by flogging like an ordinary seaman.
So I essayed the question, ‘Mr Purcell, what did you mean by greens and luckies?’
Purcell rested on his oar and rubbed a hand over his mouth. He was missing his chewing-tobacco and still champed his long, yellowed teeth like a hungry horse.
         
‘Sausages are made with horsemeat, young sire. Two kinds of horsemeat: greens and luckies. A “lucky” is a horse wot drops dread in the street and is soon taken to the rendering works. A “green” is a horse who’s dropped dead in some back alley or has been fished out of the river and has decomposed. Green and stinking. So they would take the green meat and —’
I had heard enough. Perhaps I said so in too sharp a tone, because heads turned and Captain Bligh glowered from the stern. But however little I had eaten, I did not wish to lose it over the side.
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THERE NEVER WAS A KINGDOM like Tahiti. It burned the more brightly in my memory because, despite what Nelson and Captain Bligh said, I had never imagined anything like it. My thoughts of savages in brushwood huts quickly vanished when that first bronzed giant leaped aboard.
         
I had never seen such a healthy and well-fed people. They had their social distinctions but the lower classes — unlike ours — ate well and lived happily. There were no pitted skins, thin bodies and rotting teeth. They laughed and smiled but were quick to anger, the change showing at once in their faces. And their language was rich in emotion and the moods of nature; they were part of their land.
On the morning of our first full day at anchor, Captain Bligh called me over.
‘Mr Hallett, the process of gathering breadfruit will begin at once. Mr Nelson will have a shore party under the command of an officer. He has asked for you.’
‘You may trust my judgement, sir.’
         
‘Do not prove it a broken reed, Mr Hallett.’
I judged the occasion one for my best uniform so I clipped shining buckles to my shoes, to match the buttons of my uniform. My cocked hat settled firmly, my midshipman’s dirk stuck in my belt, I led the party ashore.
         
It was nearly a glorious occasion but I leaped too soon from the cutter and thoroughly soaked my breeches in the surf, much to the hilarity of the watching Indians. But it was not unkind laughter and they surrounded me, patting my wet clothing with concern and taking off my shoes to empty them of water.
Then it was off to the breadfruit trees, those fabled providers of life’s staple.
We went inland, among the thick forests girdling the central high peak, followed by a straggling trail of curious Indians: men, women and children. Purcell was among our party — to gauge the quality of the breadfruit timber — and they crowded among him, touching his beard and big nose with awe. Purcell — thinking they adjudged him a most important man — strutted with pride.
Nelson breathed in the heavily scented air with delight, gesturing to the trees, scuffing the rich black soil as he went. ‘Coconut palm — food and drink in the same nut. There — wild orchids, kin to those in Asia. Wild plantains — there a patch of yams. This tree —’ he slapped a light brown trunk ‘— the nuts of this tree give them light.’
‘’Tis breadfruit we’re seeking, in case ye’ve forgot,’ said Purcell. The Indians chattered at his loud voice and pressed around him. He grinned with pride.
Nelson did not hear him — or ignored him. He was standing now before another tree, looking up. He turned to the crowd of natives and pointed, shouting a word. They puzzled a moment then shouted back, pointing as he did. Nelson gave a wry grin.
         
‘My rendition of their word for “breadfruit” appears off-key.’ He kept pointing. ‘But there it is.’
We had always spoken of plants and saplings and I had imagined the breadfruit tree to be small. Here, however, was a huge tree, looking to be of immense age and towering some hundred feet in the air with out-thrust branches and broad, glossy green leaves.
‘Artocarpus altilis,’ he breathed, adding, ‘My Latin is better.’
         
I looked up at that majestic tree in silence. One that gave food, even clothing — through its bark — and wood for ships. One we had come these twenty-six thousand miles for. I grinned, shaking my head. My hand dropped to my belt, upon the handle of my dirk — to find another hand there, at once snatched away. I glowered around, remembering Bligh’s warning about the Indians’ light-fingered ways. I took a step forward, noticing suddenly that my shoes seemed loose. Looking down I saw the buckles were missing. No wonder the Indians had been so helpful over my wet shoes! Nelson noticed and grinned, his expression becoming chagrin as he reached for his missing watch. Beside me, a seaman swore as he reached for his sheath knife — to find both it and his belt missing. Others now started to exclaim and curse.
         
Purcell gave a terrible growl and the Indians pressing close around him scattered hastily away. He had lost his knife and watch, the buttons on his jacket, a hammer, two chisels and all the nails from his toolbox — even though he was carrying it closed. Even the hat on his head had been whisked lightly away.
         
It was almost worth the loss of my buckles to see the look on his face. Nelson put a hand to his mouth too, then briskly (but not without a suspicious cough) called us all to order.
‘Will someone cut me a twig from that lower branch?’
And we would have — willingly — had we a knife between us, so my dirk had to serve.

On our way back, we were a more sober and careful group — not the least because we could imagine Captain Bligh’s reaction when he learned we had lost most of our weapons. Purcell kept to the centre of the party and glared so hard at the Indians that they skipped aside as though confronted with a naked flame.
Our path back took us a different way. Once again, I felt as though I was trespassing in wonderland. Small blue birds watched us, taking flight as we drew near. A flurry of yellow butterflies beat around us and ahead a wild pig, followed by a line of grunting offspring, ran across the path. Several of our native escort abandoned us to go whooping in pursuit.
We came to one of the many villages set near the beach. The houses of the people were small, of bamboo or split coconut logs, thatched with broad yellow leaves. Neat gardens, each enclosed in staves, grew taro, sweet potato and yams. These were the houses of commoners, but they were nothing like the stinking, tumbledown abodes of our own lower classes, in town or countryside.
‘There, a chief ’s dwelling,’ said Nelson.
Even Purcell whistled — and it took a great deal to impress him. The dwelling was some sixty feet long by twenty wide, the steep roof thatched as skilfully as any at home. Inside, said Nelson, the roof would be supported by polished coconut-palm pillars, with walls of bamboo or plaited reeds. There would be woven coconut mats on the floor.
         
We stopped in the village a short time and food was at once brought to us: cold pork, plantains, apples and roast breadfruit. But I remember the village for another reason. The chief was away but his wife and daughters came out to greet us.
Captain Bligh had said that the Tahitian nobility would ‘adopt’ the officers as friends. It would be the chief of this village who adopted me. His name — as far as I could pronounce it — was Teriya and of his three daughters who showed themselves that morning, I would come to know one well. Her own name I could not pronounce — I have no mastery of language — so I called her by that closest in English: Maria, which she pronounced ‘Maree’.
I still remember Maree. Her sweet face and wide, beautiful smile, the big yellow flower she always wore in her long black hair. The little way she laughed when I said her name. She burns very bright in my memory and always will.

‘Captain Bligh wants nigh on a thousand trees,’ said Nelson.
I gave a long sigh. ‘That is a great many.’
‘Indeed, Mr Hallett, and no need to sigh like a moonstruck swain. You have scarcely met your light o’ love and we shall be on this work some months.’
I think I blushed. Maree, her mother and sisters had turned up on the morning of the second day and were watching us from a respectable distance. There was much chattering and laughter among them that seemed to increase in volume when I looked over. Other women arrived too and it needed a sharp order to keep the men working.
         
‘Hey sir,’ said Quintal, he of the scarred face and battered nose, ‘we could camp here nice and snug. Get more work done too, so we could.’
I knew exactly what kind of work he was thinking of, the licentious oaf, and a ‘no’ was framing on my lips when Nelson spoke. He was already potting a plant, and intent on it.
‘That is for Mr Hallett to decide,’ he said. ‘Ye are aware, I hope, that the Tahitians think Ao-Kuewa live in these trees at night.’
There was silence then another seaman, Alex Smith, spoke up. ‘What would they be, sir?’
Nelson finished potting the plant and watered it with a small gourd. ‘Well, if one dies friendless and without property, his ghost goes to the breadfruit tree. There he finds a dead branch and waits for it to fall, so he may leap into the next world. Nobody goes near a breadfruit tree at night, because even a ghost must eat.’
He went on with his potting work. There was silence. Knox was saucer-eyed, all the others mute and glancing uneasily up into the branches. Sailors are superstitious folk and there was no more talk of camping. In fact they worked harder, particularly when the late-afternoon shadows lengthened.
I was not superstitious, but nobody liked to hear talk of ghosts. Later that day, I found myself beside our botanist.
‘Mr Nelson,’ I said as casually as I could, ‘was that talk of man-eating ghosts just to scare the men to work?’
         
He gave that little smile and I knew my casual tone had not fooled him for a moment.
‘Ask any Tahitian — he will tell you the Ao-Kuewa are real enough. But I believe their main diet is insects and spiders. Of course, you could always sleep under a breadfruit tree and see if one changes his diet.’
         
‘Captain Bligh has ordered us to respect native customs,’ I replied. ‘Surely that includes a ghost’s diet?’
A clever answer I thought, and looked around. Maree and her friends were still there and a fresh outburst of laughter floated over to me. It was obvious that they were not thinking of ghosts.
And, from then on, neither did I.

Sometimes you know a storm is coming by the simplest and most innocent of signs: a trace of cloud on the horizon, a slight change in colour of movement on the ocean; even how the sun rises or sets. They are so slight as to almost not be noticed, but still give clear warning that a violent tempest will break.
Even in that first week there were signs we might have seen — had we been looking for them. One came to me on that second day.
We had finished, collected our tools and tallied them carefully; the biggest axe or mattock could vanish miraculously, just as my boot buckles did. We began walking back to the beach. Tom Ellison was beside me and knuckled his forehead to me.
‘Yes, Ellison?’
He was a little older than me, always cheerful, with long brown hair always slipping into his eyes. It was impossible not to like him, as much as able seamen and officers can know each other.
         
‘Sir, why do these people like us so much? I mean, even Quintal and Muspratt, who will never be the most handsome men to grace this planet.’
I grinned at how he lowered his voice when saying this. Handsome Muspratt and Quintal were not, but quick-tempered and heavy-fisted they were.
         
‘I believe they find our skin colour attractive. I think light-skinned people are bound up in their beliefs.’
Smith had overheard this. ‘Ah, they’ll turn cartwheels for beads or a farthing glass mirror — ’tis our white man’s magic.’
‘Shut up, Smith,’ I snapped. There was nothing magic about him.
         
Nelson had overheard and dropped in beside us. ‘’Tis not any magic, Tom,’ he said. ‘They watch us and they know us, so never take their friendship for granted.’
Ellison nodded, I think not quite understanding what Nelson was saying. He looked around and reached out to pluck a huge yellow flower from a bush.
‘A fine place to live, with food on the trees and people so hospitable,’ he said. ‘Aye, a sailor could not wish heaven better than these islands. I could live here all my days.’
It was a young man’s chatter and I ignored him. But I think that day the seed was sown, in his mind and others’; and in the rich, dark soil of Tahiti that seed would grow quickly.
On the beach, the thick blue twilight was gathering as we loaded our cargo into the cutter. There was firelight through the trees and the chanting of women as they prepared the evening meal.
We scrambled aboard the cutter and all were soaked by a sudden heavy surf. But what were wet clothes when long months lay ahead in such a paradise?
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BAILING WAS CONSTANT BECAUSE WATER came aboard with every trick of the elements. There was always a half coconut shell to hand and we fell to scooping as automatically as saluting a senior officer.
         
When the rain squalls hit us, we trapped some in the sails; took off our shirts and wrung the moisture into our mouths. That which fell into the launch was bailed out with the sea water.
When the storms hit, then we truly bailed for our lives. The seas swept into massive green mountains around us. They picked up the boat, throwing it up and down, even sideways. Time and time again only the steering skills of Captain Bligh saved us.
Every minute of a storm seemed to be our last. The waves swelled and roared; the jagged yellow flashes of lightning turned night into day. The waves became mountainous and pounced like a massive green tiger, engulfing and devouring. We bailed and bailed, soaked through, hands blistered raw, our bodies cramped and aching. We battled that tiger with the futile desperation of tiny mice.
         
Sometimes it was just sleeting cold rain, chilling us to the bone. At such times we would pull off our clothes, dip them in sea water and pull them back on. Somehow the saltwater made them slightly warmer to our shivering bodies. We wrung them out and dipped them in the sea again, as we tossed in the tumult. Over and over again we did this, till our clothes fell to sodden rags.
The top of each wave revealed an endless stretch of others — stretching away for sleepless nights and sodden days. The elements hammered and hammered us until we felt we could not endure a moment more.
We did though, because Captain Bligh made us. He sat like a rock and yelled until he was hoarse. Even on the worst days, when all were bone-tired and ached with cold and hunger, he roared above the storm, both hands tight on the tiller and alert for the slightest change in the waves. His will of iron was matched with a body of iron.
So we endured, each day a little more battered and weak. Sometimes we would bail or pull the oars; sometimes we were driven by the sail. Its endless flap was the only hope of life; hope that we were headed somewhere and not blindly into an immense unknown until one day we could bail no longer — and went to our unknown and unrecorded deaths.

Lebogue was one of the weakest. He slouched at his place, not able to move, his body wracked with pain and always coughing. He looked up and ahead and narrowed his eyes. His throat was so cracked that he could not speak, but he plucked Cole’s arm and pointed. Cole looked, and so did Tinkler. The boy stood up, balancing the swaying motion of the launch.
         
‘Ahead sir! That is surf — waves pounding!’
We all looked. Of course, old cross-grained Purcell just growled. ‘Ah ’tis only a trick of the current and wind, ye witless young sapling — nought but illusion.’
I did not like the cheeky youngster but had to grin as Tinkler pointed up. ‘Mr Purcell, I pray this illusion does not crap upon you.’
         
‘This illusion’ was a seagull, wheeling and swooping as it rode the air currents. It examined us with its practised scavenger’s eye, dismissed us as worthless flotsam and wheeled back the way it came. We all knew seagulls never went far from land.
         
Then Nelson suddenly let go of his oar and plunged one hand over the side to scoop something up.
‘Aye — and here is another “illusion”, Mr Purcell.’
It was a branch, the green leaves still fresh, and running pale sap when we broke it.
A sudden hush descended. It was as though something strange and even bewildering had come suddenly into our world. We dared not hope, because hope had sustained us for too long. We did not look over our shoulders but let Bligh look forward, over our heads. Into his eyes came an expression I had not seen there before: a strange one of humility and relief, as if both emotions were being pushed aside by something else — fright? It was as though even he could not believe what his eyes saw. He had to lick his dry tongue over parched, cracked lips before he spoke.
‘That is the Great Barrier Reef of New Holland. The great continent lies behind it. Cook surveyed this reef, there will be breaks, and once inside —’
         
He stopped because his iron emotions did not allow further words. And then we dared fall to cheering, if the sounds we uttered from dry throats could be called that. We croaked and slapped our hands feebly on the oars. Nelson closed his eyes and his lips moved in silent prayer.
Soon we could hear waves booming and Captain Bligh — first to recover — ordered a change in course, and the sail to be unfurled. We worked now with the strangeness of men wakened from a too-vivid nightmare.
Nelson’s lips still moved, but this time he spoke in a low voice. ‘Three thousand or so miles across open ocean. None but he could have done it.’ And only poor Norton lost, all the rest of us alive.
Now a land-breeze caught us, rich with intoxicating life after the salt air always in our noses. We pulled in our oars and let the wind carry us along the thundering line of surf. Captain Bligh served a special sip of water — enough to moisten our throats and let us talk and laugh.
‘How d’ye like this illusion, Mr Purcell?’ said Tinkler.
Purcell looked up sourly and Tinkler thumbed his nose, giving his cheekiest grin. All of us laughed and I swear even Captain Bligh’s countenance flickered in a faint grin. But the old quarterdeck rasp came back as he sternly ordered Tinkler to sit still and mind his manners.
So the launch ran along the great reef of New Holland, stretching like a barrier for endless miles. But there were alleys through that barrier, and we would find them.
We would make land.
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OF US ALL, I THINK Nelson was the happiest as we worked among the groves of breadfruit trees, taking cuttings of plant, even some saplings. I believe he would have transported a fully grown tree had there been room on Bounty.
         
As the weeks and even months passed by and our ship swung at anchor, all should have been well. But the men worked less and less willingly. It was so with the whole ship’s crew, gathering food, cutting firewood and working aboard ship. There were too many distractions, and most of them female.
Thefts increased, too. Each time Captain Bligh would keep an Indian chief on board until the items were returned. Bligh spent much time ashore with the high chiefs, ‘playing necessary politics’ as Nelson put it.
Fletcher Christian and Ned Young were ashore all times permitting — and some not. Peter Heywood was too. All of them had girlfriends — wives in all but name. Many of the crew did also. If the Tahitians did indeed like light-skinned people, then there would be many welcome babies.
         
I had my own girlfriend, Maree. At first I tried to behave like a gentleman but in this wonderland, soon those concepts were lost. Like all officers and many crew, I had bought gifts for trading, but I am a poor trader. The shining light of pleasure in her eyes was all I received in return but it was enough.
On all my leave times ashore, I sought her company. We walked in the forests and swam in the clear lagoon waters. We fished, and once I borrowed a musket and thoroughly impressed her father and brothers by downing a big wild boar at a hundred paces. I think of those moments — there were many more — but I cannot recall them without heartache and a heavy, pervading sense of loss; it still lies in my bones.
Once, in Maree’s company, I was walking one of the inland forest trails. A half-eaten apple bounced on the ground ahead and a lazy, amused voice called out.
‘See who is here, sires: young Hallett and his doxy.’
It was Peter Heywood, with Young and, a little further off, Christian. All had their girlfriends with them and were seated by a small pool. A long-barrelled fowling-piece and bag of ducks lay on the ground. Heywood gave his lazy, insulting grin. He was handsome enough, with a wide, arrogant mouth and insolent eyes.
‘I say, Hallett, you should find a better tart. She ain’t the full nobility like our lasses. Lets the side down, don’t you know?’
Young spoke up. ‘Now Peter, ye may wish his dad to build you a house one day.’ Then, to me, ‘Now don’t bristle lad, the day is too hot. We will not detain you.’
Heywood was standing in my path, hands on hips. Maree looked at me, blinking with a wide-eyed bewilderment. Heywood grinned and stepped to one side, waving us on with an exaggerated politeness. ‘D’you have skill in house-building, Master Hallett? Y’may find employment here.’
         
‘Shut up, Peter.’ That was Christian, his tone snappish.
Even Young looked tight and angry for a moment. I went on past, glad to be rid of their company and wondering what that ‘house-building’ gibe meant. Whatever, it had concerned Christian, who usually affected to ignore me.
         
I pushed on, my face burning, ignoring Maree’s attempts at questions. Only much later did I realise the significance of Peter Heywood’s sneer. It was another little ‘storm warning’ that passed unnoticed.

One day, fully half of our work party went missing. They trickled back after a few hours, full of glib stories about how they became lost when seeking new breadfruit groves — though for lost men they looked remarkably well-fed and rested, even happy.
They looked less happy when I said each would do an hour on the Bounty bilge-pumps and their grog was stopped for a week — two weeks if they touched a drop of the native brew, kava. They went sulkily back to work.
         
‘The crew has been ashore too long,’ murmured Nelson.
There was an air to the men that was sullen and lazy. Bligh was hard at work, as always, and did not see it. The other officers were also too busy at the island delights.
It also seemed that Captain Bligh had turned his back on the running of the ship. He was always ashore with the chiefs, at work among his journals and notebooks or in the bush, sketching the fauna and wildlife for his patron, Sir Joseph Banks.
         
‘Captain Cook would not have allowed such slackness,’ said Nelson. ‘A good run ashore, then up and sailing around the other islands, mapping or just keeping them hard at being seamen.’
I mentioned the situation to the master, Fryer. He just blinked and shrugged, saying it was the captain’s business and not his. He added that if I wished to question the ship’s routine, then I must do so to the captain.
Of course I did not. A midshipman did not question a captain’s orders.
And then came another little storm warning — one that also passed us by.

We ferried another fifty breadfruit saplings aboard, into the great cabin which had been made over for the purpose. Nelson’s hands were black with muck as he surveyed his collection with pride.
‘A damn fine set of plants,’ he said.
‘Needing a damn lot o’ water to keep fresh,’ grunted his assistant, Brown. A silent, thickset man, he suffered greatly from seasickness — much to the crew’s amusement. He was another I thought infected with the ‘easy life’ of Tahiti.
         
‘Captain Bligh has planned for that.’ Nelson waved a dismissive hand. ‘Soon we’ll have our thousand plants.’
Muspratt and some hands had helped bring the plants aboard and stood silent while they were installed. Now Muspratt spoke up, suddenly, as though alarmed.
‘Then we go, eh sir?’ he said.
         
‘Oh, Captain Bligh will not lose a minute,’ replied Nelson.
I only glimpsed the glance between Muspratt and Quintal — and the sudden tightening of Brown’s mouth. These were gone in a moment, but in that flash it was clear that they were most unhappy with this news.
And soon it was all around the ship. Men who had done their duties well now slackened off like a badly reefed halyard. They lounged and muttered and still Fryer turned a blind eye.
Another minor source of discontent was John Samuel, Captain Bligh’s clerk. Normally he kept to his master’s heels like a grey shadow. Now he itemised all food gifts brought aboard as stores: pigs, fowl, fish, the big supplies of coconuts and yams. The men grumbled at this — and grumbled more when some were issued as rations. This, they muttered, was Samuel and Bligh enriching themselves.
‘Sailors live for the day,’ said Nelson as we walked to the groves. ‘Hardship, poor pay and peril — so d’you think they want this to end? Just hope it will fade quick in their minds.’
That was easy enough to say. But in the following days, the old Bounty atmosphere crept back, like clouds darkening with the threat of bad weather.
         
I had the next day off and went to see Maree. She was away with her sisters on some women’s business so I walked inland. Soon I would be saying goodbye to her. That tugged hard, but I thought of Maree in the fogs of England, scorned by all as a ‘savage maiden’ even though she was from paradise. That hurt too, but I was thinking of my own embarrassment — not hers.
I walked for about half an hour and came to one of the many little streams that ran through the bush. This clear, trickling liquid was a very distant cousin to the green fluid in Bounty’s casks.
         
There was a sudden scuffling in the bushes and a young Tahitian girl fled across the path before me, her black hair streaming. A pale face poked anxiously from the bushes and Tom Ellison got up.
‘Looking for breadfruit clippings?’ I asked, grinning.
He saw my smile and relaxed a little. It was easy enough to see what he had been up to. Beside him were the remains of a roast fowl, some fish and apples. Samuel would see none of those. The girl had fled because the Indians believed that men and women were not supposed to eat together.
He grinned back, showing broken, discoloured teeth. ‘Would you care for a drumstick, sir?’
I shook my head and went on my way. He would not have long for such frolics. Then a thought came and I turned, calling him to me. He came, a little uncertainly.
‘Ye’ll be sorry to leave Tahiti?’ His nod came hesitantly enough. ‘But you’ll have home and a good whack of pay — that’s something, eh?’
Ellison was a bright lad; with better birth, he might have been a midshipman too. He was high-spirited but active, and a good seaman. Now he knuckled his forehead and thought a moment. Common seamen do not readily speak their minds but I think some of the island’s fermented tipple had loosened his tongue.
‘Sir, a few weeks’ spree in some Plymouth alehouse will see my pay gone. Then it’s back to empty pockets and sleeping rough. Or, if some war’s on, we’ll be bundled direct to some warship, till the fighting’s over.’
         
He frowned, still thinking. Behind him, a horde of small black ants were climbing over the remains of his meal.
‘Me Grandpa was press-ganged into the Seven Years War — left a wife and two nippers. Got five hundred lashes when he tried to run — six years’ hard usage on the old King William then a cannonball took off his leg at the knee. No pension — he died a beggar.’
         
The bushes rustled nearby and I guessed his woman was creeping back. Tom was tight-lipped. A quick glance around, then he went on. ‘Sir, here there are fine men, pretty women and good food. Here they take me for what I am and make no judgements. Now sir, you asked me, so I told you.’
‘Do many of the crew think as you do?’
‘I do not know how the other men think, sir.’
Those last uneasy words told me that they did think indeed like him. I nodded and went on my way. Should I brave my captain’s uncertain temper and tell him? I would be getting Ellison into trouble after telling him to speak out. And the thought of mutiny hardly occurred to me. It was nearly unknown; I could not remember the last time it happened in the Royal Navy.
So I said nothing, and will always wonder if things would have changed if I had.
But perhaps Bounty had even then swung too long at anchor. The rot was set in hard and the trouble was a powderkeg needing only a spark.
         



    

  
    
      
         
[image: ]

1789 :

ADRIFT
            

WE FOUND OUR BREAK IN the reef and took the launch in to land. We watched as the shore came in view, thinking its sand never more golden and the tops of its palm trees never a more deep, luxuriant green.
         
We threaded our way in carefully through a maze of false islands, shoals and underwater reefs. Captain Bligh steered us through slowly, and more than once I winced as our keel scraped over coral. The crash of waves on the shoreline drew nearer and nearer.
‘Oars — full now! Forward on this wave! Right, let her ground. Mr Hallett, Hall, Linkletter — ashore with the grapnel and make us fast!’
So I would be among the first to stand on the shores of the unknown continent. I splashed over the side, grapnel in hand — but ‘stand’ proved the wrong word.
None of us had the legs for land. We had been cooped up in that launch for too long. When I jumped I collapsed among the biting salt spray, scrambling to my knees and seizing the rope, half-kneeling and half-crawling ashore, spitting out sea water as I hooked the grapnel into sand. Behind the others followed.
         
I have seen this landing since, depicted in a cheap brochure. The survivors, ragged and bearded (that was true enough) were pictured on their feet, raising their hands to heaven; they also looked remarkably well fed.
But it was not that way. All fell, even Captain Bligh. We tumbled down, not just from weakness but because the swaying heave of the ocean stayed in our limbs. For long minutes, standing on firm, solid ground that did not buck or sway was almost impossible. We fell about like so many cripples, clutching handfuls of the firm golden sand.
It was late morning and a blazing hot sun was overhead. All of us, even our captain, just stayed where we were for minutes on end. We basked in that hot sun, upon the solid, yet unreal land; gaining the awareness that we were there — and alive.
I have said minutes we stayed there — and it was only minutes, because one of us soon stood. That one had a cutlass that he slapped against his thigh, and a voice shrill and sharp as the edge of any sword.
‘Come on, up! Are you going to lie like rocks till the seaweed and limpets garnish you? Up — up and haste!’
So Captain Bligh called us to duty in his usual merry way. I staggered up on trembling legs for my first sight of this huge unknown land called New Holland.
The next to speak was Purcell. And, of course, he grumbled.
‘We ain’t fit to,’ he muttered. ‘We need food, and a sip of grog.’
‘If you want food,’ replied our captain, ‘then go and look for it.’
         

Some of us had to stay with the launch. Captain Bligh split the others into groups of two or three, to go up and down the shoreline and some hundred yards inland. Nobody was to go beyond sight of the water — and everyone was to bring back all the food they found.
         
I found myself with Nelson again and we headed inland to a clump of trees and bushes. Our legs were still weak and we stumbled often, catching hold of each other for support. Nelson stopped to cough and settle the remnants of his hat more firmly on his head. Exhausted though he was, he still managed a little smile.
‘We must be careful what we eat, Mr Hallett,’ he said. ‘Very careful.’
‘How so? Surely good food will save us.’
‘And eaten too fast, it will kill us quicker than those savages killed poor Norton,’ he replied soberly. ‘Has it escaped your notice that we are the only two that Bligh trusts out of his sight — to not gorge ourselves?’
‘He trusts me?’ I asked, flattered.
         
‘No lad, he trusts me,’ came the dry reply, but Nelson did wink.
Nelson was armed with one of our cutlasses. He slashed at the palms, chopping out their tender hearts. We found wild beans and I uncovered a ground-bird’s nest of blue-speckled eggs and some fruit like gooseberries.
There were more bush lands ahead of us but we dared not explore them. Everything about this place was strange, perhaps the more so because we had been at sea for so long. There were bird and animal calls. Once I glimpsed a long brown snake gliding ahead. Insects hummed and buzzed around us and strange birds circled overhead. Big crested parrots perched in the high palms and peered down at us.
         
My senses swam. Nelson caught my arm — I think he was dazed too — and together we made our way back to the beach.
The other parties had returned too, some with the kettle and gourds full of water, some with large oysters and cockles of a size to make Whitby fishing-town blush with shame. There were even some large red-shelled crabs, and Fryer yelled as one nipped his hand.
Some gathered driftwood for a fire; others prepared the food and some just sat down. All of us were still possessed by the unreality of being safe on dry land.
Safe? Well, we knew nothing of this land nor its people, so Bligh posted sentries armed with cutlasses. The day wore to afternoon and evening but the people of that shoreline did not show themselves.
That night there was something of a banquet. Oysters and cockles, stewed with crab meat and wild beans, eaten with green palm leaves. Each man had a full half-coconut shell and then a little more.
Ledward, the surgeon’s assistant, and Nelson warned us to eat slowly, so I manfully resisted the temptation to gulp it down and chewed slowly. Poor Lebogue was too ill to eat much. Others ate quickly and paid for it with stomach cramps. Purcell complained that there was not enough salt, that his oysters were tough and where was his ration of bread?
It was stranger still that night to lie on firm sand before the flickering fire, letting night close an indigo curtain around us. The hope we felt was reflected in Captain Bligh’s voice as he told us of following this coast northward to the Endeavour Straits and then a clear eleven-hundred miles to Timor.
         
‘Eleven hundred, sir?’ piped up Tinkler. ‘Why — we could swim it!’
It was good to hear the laughter of contented men, and better yet to lie down to sleep with a full belly. I closed my eyes and sleep came on dark wings.

I awoke next morning to a shake from Nelson and his voice muttering about the frailty of human nature. I stood and shook the sand out of my ragged clothing, and Nelson and I went off together again to gather food. As we walked, Nelson told me what had already happened that morning.
Fryer and some of the others — notably Purcell — wanted to stay here for some weeks, maybe a month, to fully recover. Bligh had dismissed this as too stupid for words and sent them about their business, food-gathering and making minor repairs to the launch.
‘Why should we not stay here a week or so?’ I asked.
‘A week — then another — and another?’ He gave that little, soft laugh of his. ‘We have come nigh-on three thousand miles in that launch. The longer we stay out of it the harder it will be to get back in and go on. Our captain knows that well.’
There was still a gaunt shadow on Nelson’s face but a full night’s rest had partially restored him. Neither of us stumbled as we walked now.
Suddenly he gripped my arm and pointed.
‘Look.’
In the distance, between two clumps of shrubbery, a strange beast was watching us. It was red-brown, some five foot tall, with a head like a deer and large ears that flicked cautiously towards us. It was standing upright, its front paws drooped together across its chest.
         
‘Kangaroo,’ breathed Nelson. ‘Cook’s men shot one.’
Suddenly the creature turned and bounded away on its great hind legs like a monster jack-rabbit. Nelson laughed at the look on my face but the laugh faded as he looked around.
‘The native peoples hunt these,’ he said. ‘They might be closer than we think.’
We gathered some more beans and palm hearts and, using my ragged shirt as a net, trapped some small fish in the estuary. Large brown bees were droning around and Nelson spoke wistfully of honey until I reminded him that large bees had large stings. He admitted this to be an excellent argument and we retraced our steps to the camp.
As we did, I looked around. Nelson’s remark about native peoples had made me uneasy.
‘Never fear, Mr Hallett,’ Nelson said calmly. ‘They are such masters of hiding and ambush that their spears will be through you in the blink of an eye.’
Was that supposed to make me feel better? If so, it did not.

‘We sail tomorrow morning,’ said Bligh. He made this announcement after dinner that night: another full stew of oysters, beans and cockles, cooked in our copper kettle. Our little fish had proved too full of bones to eat.
The captain’s words were received with a glum silence and, for once, Bligh explained his order.
‘All this coastline is dangerous. If we stay too long, we will attract the attention of the natives — “aborigines”, Cook called them. Nor can we hope they will be friendly.’
         
‘Certainly not if they have already met Europeans,’ murmured Nelson, his smile vanishing as the captain’s bleak eye fell on him.
Bligh went on. ‘We will make landfall again — perhaps overnight, to collect food and restore our strength. But continue on we must.’
It was Purcell — of course — who answered first. And that answer was — of course — a grumble.
‘We shall need better food than this stew, then.’ He spat into the fire. ‘What about some of our own pork and bread? Aye, and grog too.’
Fryer deviously caught the mood of the crew. ‘Perhaps a day or so more, Captain,’ he said, knowing he would get a murmur of agreement.
‘Tomorrow morning,’ returned Bligh shortly.
‘’Tain’t right,’ said Purcell in a low tone. ‘’Tis bad treatment for all our hard sailing.’
‘Mr Purcell,’ I said, ‘the day you do not grumble is the day I dig your grave. And doubtless you will complain it is not deep enough.’
Purcell snarled and the murmuring turned to chuckles. Young Tinkler leaped up and capered around the fire doing impersonations of the snarl until Fryer called him sharply to order.
Bligh was already busying himself with his journal. Others lay down to rest, but I had first guard that night. I picked up one of the rusty cutlasses to go and stand guard.
I did not mind this. There was a full moon overhead, draining the yellow sand to silver and casting gulfs of black shadow among the dunes. A thousand ‘aborigines’ might be lurking there but my thoughts were miles away.
Thousands of miles away, to my family. To my father, troubled with his arthritis, seated in his favourite straight-backed chair and smoking his long churchwarden pipe. My mother with an Italian silk shawl around her shoulders, settling her spectacles on her nose as she read aloud to my sisters, on the mantlepiece that full-rigged model ship that first made me think of becoming a seaman.
         
I was lucky that Father knew important men. I was first entered on ships’ books at the age of eight. If I survived this, I could pass my lieutenant’s exams and rise from fourth to third to second and first, then the dizzy heights of post captain and perhaps my own four-decker battleship.
I grinned. These were curious thoughts to have when I was standing in my rags, armed with a rusty cutlass and nothing left of Bounty but the launch — and still more than a thousand miles from any form of safety.
         
With clouds drifting across that huge silver moon, my thoughts went some other thousands of miles to Tahiti, and Maree. She was my first love and I was hers. I will always remember the scent of flowers in her hair.
I had left her because I had to. There were, of course, no women allowed on the Bounty. In a guilty way I was glad because it made leave-taking easier — or at least I thought it would. I had told her I would return, but this was not true. I think she knew that. I knew it was cowardly and that troubled me most of all.
         
She had given me a small coconut-wood box with a flower from her hair inside. Other, more expensive gifts, including pearls for my mother, were back on Bounty. I took the little box from my jacket pocket now and closed my hand tightly around it.
         
There might be aborigines out there, armed with their long quick spears. There certainly was more peril ahead as we were still long ocean miles from Timor. But my thoughts were on Maree as I stood under that cloud-wreathed moon with a cool wind sighing around me like memory itself.
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IT WAS STILL SOME DAYs before Bounty sailed but already she was glutted with stores and water. There were coops on deck for live pigs and chickens. The great cabin was a close jungle of breadfruit where only Nelson moved with impunity. His assistant was allowed to do the watering, but only under supervision.
         
We shipped water aboard every day. Men and pigs alike were thirsty drinkers but those thousand breadfruit plants drank even more. Nelson and Bligh had pored over maps and planned our route home via enough islands for watering parties.
Nelson told me this that evening. I was on night watch and almost lulled asleep by the boom of the surf. I pointed out to him that some of those islands were known in name only — and that their warriors might resent any trespass, even for water.
Nelson saw the wisdom of this but replied that it would take a very redoubtable warrior to get between Captain Bligh and water for his precious breadfruit. He did have a point, but I returned that the warriors in those islands were very redoubtable.
         
Nelson nodded and grinned. ‘Best you don’t volunteer for any watering parties, then.’
Knowing well the difference between a brave man and a fool, I had no intention of doing so.

As that final week drew close, I had another leave day. Again I could not find Maree but her mother said she would send her after me. So again I walked the inland trails, looking around as I did, aware I might not see such sights again — or Maree.
The great central mountain reared overhead, crowned with wreathing mist, as majestic as those high, ornate headdresses the chiefs wore. Ahead was a waterfall, its cool mist touching my face. It spread into a crystal-clear pool, so enticing that I knelt to drink. Soon we would be back to rationed water, a quart a day for all purposes; only the breadfruit plants would have all they needed. I lowered my face and sucked thirstily. I splashed some more over my forehead, looked up — and blinked.
Across the stream was Captain Bligh. He was seated on a fallen log, his shoes and stockings lying beside him and his pink-toed feet dangling in the clear water. His leather satchel was open and his sketch pad was in his hands.
‘Good afternoon, Mr Hallett.’ His tone was as formal as if we were on Bounty’s quarterdeck.
         
‘Good afternoon, sir.’
I scrambled up and dusted myself off. He beckoned me across the stream and I skipped over some rocks to join him. He was sketching one of the little red-and-white ground larks, the illustration nearly complete.
         
‘My subject fled. You have a heavy footfall, Mr Hallett.’
‘It is a good likeness, Captain.’
‘It will serve.’ Bligh’s tone was dismissive and his lips pouted a moment. ‘Sir Joseph Banks expects the best.’
Banks was not a man to disappoint. Perhaps the greatest man of science of his age, he was also autocratic and unforgiving of failure. He had power in high places and used it to his own ends. Bligh owed his appointment on this voyage to Banks and would do his utmost to please him.
He closed the sketch pad and slipped it back into his satchel. Taking out a small silver cup, he filled it with water and drank slowly. The cup was inscribed ‘Love from Betsy’, Bligh’s wife. He rolled each sip around his mouth before swallowing. Then he looked at me sharply.
‘How much of these islands and their people do you understand?’
I did not quite understand the question. ‘Ah — little I suppose, sir.’
‘Aye, you and most of the ship’s company — the more fool too, because you will not see its like again.’ His manner as usual was abrupt and direct.
‘What do you mean, sir?’
‘I fear that Europeans will corrupt and weaken these people. The golden kingdoms of the Aztec and the Inca did not fall to force of arms — but disease. Thus too the great Indian tribes of Canada, the Iroquois and Huron. I saw it with my own eyes. Smallpox decimated them — yes, and European goods.’
‘Our goods, sir?’
Bligh nodded, splashing his toes a little in the water. ‘They wanted guns, tools and clothing. Using these, they lost their old skills of making what they needed, thus becoming dependent on the Europeans. And as for alcohol — these Indians will come to know that devil’s brew.’
         
He took his feet out of the water and dried them carefully with a linen handkerchief before slipping on his shoes. He glanced at me, expecting an answer.
         
‘Perhaps so, sir. But we can also bring a civilising influence and change what bad customs they have. They war among each other; there is slavery and human sacrifice — even the killing of female babies to avoid overpopulation. And the chiefly class lord it over the common people with the power of life and death.’
         
Bligh slipped his papers back into his satchel and buckled it. He gave me a quizzical glance.
‘So they war amongst each other. Do not Europeans make war? I seem to recall that England fought France over who should own Canada. No human sacrifice, but how many lower-class women must abandon their babies? Many a working-class man would think his wages little better than slavery. And do the ruling classes of England not lord it over the common folk — with the power of life and death in our justice system?’
He got up, buttoned his jacket and resettled his hat. ‘I will be sorry to leave here — but, I think, sorrier to return and see what has become of them.’
‘I don’t understand sir,’ I said, feeling foolish.
‘No. But hey, Mr Hallett, d’you know that old voyaging saying about “homeward till landfall”?’
‘That we travel so far, we are on our way home before arrival?’
Captain Bligh nodded. His gleaming pink face was unsmiling and there was no humour in his words. ‘It presumes upon distance — a trick of mileage. And we presume other cultures are inferior because they are different. Captain Cook —’ He stopped here and his lips pressed tight a moment. ‘Well, what we see is a trick of perception — but is our perception always right, master midshipman? Think on that. Enjoy your walk.’
         
I saluted. He gave that quick nod of his and strode off down the path, briskly, as he did on his quarter-deck. I watched him go, puzzled by his words. I should have thought more of them but at that point Maree came up behind with her happy laugh, so I thought no more of tricks of perception.
Maree had picked up more English than I Tahitian. She knew — as all the people did — that soon we would be leaving, and she wailed with grief as we went back down the path. Of all a woman’s weapons, tears cut the sharpest.
But they were even sharper when she traced a hand over her stomach in an unmistakable gesture. She was pregnant with my child.
Even today I feel my pain and shame at that memory. Scarcely seventeen years old, I did wish I could remain in this green and lovely paradise forever. But I could not. I was a Royal Navy midshipman, bound by my oath as a king’s officer. It was the best of reasons — and the most feeble of excuses. She only wailed louder.
We were on the beach and my own tears came. There were still a few days before we left but I knew somehow that this was the real moment of parting. There was nothing I could say but I was saved by a sudden thud and billow of white smoke from Bounty, then another, and another, as all our four-pounder cannon sounded.
         
The blank charges gave a clear signal: all crew on shore to return on board at once. An emergency. I had to leave Maree — with a guilty sense of relief — and run towards the boat. Once again I was drenched in the surf as we pulled out, but it was better than looking back.
         
Around Bounty, a cloud of white-grey smoke drifted sternward. I could hear shouting and see the bustle of movement. I did not know what had happened and would only realise how important it was when it was too late.
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IT WAS NIGHT AND WE had come ashore again.
         
Chance led us to a nesting colony of seabirds and we were able to strike down enough to get a good meal. We roasted them on sticks over the fire, each man having a bird and a half each. Purcell complained that the bones were too thin and stuck in his teeth.
Once again, a thick dark tropical night surrounded us. And once again the full silver moon seemed to pale the red and yellow flames of our campfire, outlining the long beach that stretched away on either side in gleaming white.
Moths collected over the flames and buzzed around us. Mosquitoes droned sharply and we slapped at neck and face, swearing. But even that — and coughing on the thick wood-smoke — was better than being afloat.
Bligh ate slowly, as was his habit. He had already said we would only stay one night, and affected not to hear the men’s mutterings. He seemed distracted and broody. Abruptly he stood and, catching up a cutlass, said he was going for a walk. Purcell spat loudly as he walked off but he did not turn.
         
‘He is tired — more so than any of us,’ said Nelson in a low tone.
Once Bligh was out of earshot, the muttering started. Then the voices became louder. Nobody wanted to go back onto the launch the next day. Hall and Lamb, seamen, were the most vocal. Ledward said we would be better off for the rest. I waited for Fryer to call them to order but he said nothing, as though not hearing.
Purcell, of course, was quick to join in. He crunched some bird bones and spat them noisily onto the fire.
‘I say we wait here.’ He wiped a hand over his greasy, bearded chin. ‘A month, maybe two. Get our strength back.’
A mutter of agreement came from the others, then Nelson spoke up. ‘How do you know we’ll get our strength back — and what of the native peoples?’
Purcell spat out more bones. ‘We’ve seen none — maybe there are none. We’ll risk more getting back to Timor. And all so our captain can get at Christian’s throat. He don’t care how many die.’
Again, came that murmur — not full agreement but one of those little growls of men disturbed and thinking. Purcell grinned and began picking his teeth, with a splinter of bone.
‘Mr Fryer,’ I said, ‘you must know how important it is that we return?’
He just shrugged and blinked those sleepy eyes. ‘Our good captain does not take me into his confidence.’
I kept looking at him but he turned his face away. The fire was hot so I stood, turned and left the firelight. Some murmuring followed — and a louder sneer from Purcell.
‘Hey, young master. If ye’re off to see Captain Bligh, tell him we are of a mind.’
         
There was another murmur of not-quite assent. Nelson half made to get up but he was too tired, and sat again. The others did not look around. They might not all agree, but all were tired, wanting to be free of the bucking, sodden confines of the launch. Purcell’s words cut their willpower as his saw cut wood.
I walked on down the beach. I liked the launch no more than the others but sensed that if we stopped now, we would never go on. What food we gathered would just delay our end. I was determined to talk to Captain Bligh, knowing I should have done so before — long before. I knew he was not an easy man to talk to. It was like putting your hand in a trap and hoping it would not snap shut.
I walked on, the soft sand tugging at the remnants of my shoes. Here and there, huge masses of seaweed stank, like the rotting carcass of some shaggy beast. Crabs clicked around me, their mincing walk like tight-pantalooned gentlemen strutting in Hyde Park, long antennae waving like their candy-striped canes.
Further on was another cove, with big clumps of spiky grass. The silver moonlight outlined everything in sharp light. Beyond the clumps was a path of clear ground. In the middle was a dark shape, whose face was pale in the moonlight.
It was Captain Bligh. He was praying.
His eyes were like dark holes torn in a white sheet. I swear the moonlight caught tears on his cheeks. His hands were together in prayer but then he abruptly covered his face and spoke, muffled but aloud.
‘I am tired, so tired. This voyage is unending and I am scourged by affliction. Lord, shall my enemies triumph, will my bones rest here? If that is your will …’
         
Bligh on his knees and sobbing: a broken man. So this was the end of our voyage. We would walk these endless shores with no more discipline than a band of clerks out for mischief in London Haymarket. And we would fall, one by one — Purcell doubtless with a complaint upon his lips.
Speak the devil’s name and he will appear, says my mother; sure enough, like phantoms of discontent, dark figures in flapping rags were coming up the beach. The crabs minced before them, scattering away. Purcell headed the men, cutlass in hand.
‘Hah.’ He sucked at his bearded lips. ‘And where is our captain, eh? We would have words with him.’
The men behind were mainly seamen. Fryer was not there, nor Cole, nor Elphinstone. They clustered uncertainly but Purcell spoke out again, sensing weakness in my hesitation.
         
‘Where’s he skulking, eh?’
He could see dark-silver footprints leading up the beach, both mine and Bligh’s. And if he saw Bligh broken and sobbing, then that really would be the end. Purcell sneered again and made to thrust me aside.
‘So, where is he?’
‘Will you have words with me, Mr Purcell?’
The quiet voice came from behind me and I turned. Captain Bligh had appeared, cutlass in hand, his face in shadow. His tone seemed as blunt as the dull edge of a sword. Purcell sensed that and shouted, waving his own cutlass.
‘Aye, we want a better say in our affairs and blast all ye orders, we will have it —’ Purcell broke off, so sharp that we heard the distant sound of a night bird high overhead. Bligh had stepped from the shadows and there was no tearful dismay on his face, only a grim, dark-lined resolution. His eyes blazed like dark fire and his cutlass glinted long and sharp in the silver moonlight.
         
‘Mr Purcell, let us have this out now. You or I shall be commander — let the issue be decided.’
Purcell goggled like a frog. This was not the captain who had turned away from his words earlier, or the man I had seen huddled on the ground and showing his despair to the Almighty. This was William Bligh, commander of men. Now he gave an angry shout.
‘Come on then, Mr Purcell!’
The other men were already shuffling back and, with a wild glare around, Purcell realised he was on his own. A sound came from his mouth as though one of those bird bones had caught in his throat.
Bligh took another step forward, his blade flashing silver. Purcell turned, cast aside his cutlass and ran.
It was not an elegant sight. His long, ragged shirt flapped around his skinny legs as he ran and I swear those bony knees knocked together. The others were running before him but as Bligh shouted again, Purcell easily outdistanced them. Within moments he was lost from sight.
I caught up Purcell’s cutlass, conscious of Captain Bligh looking at me. Did he know I had seen him praying? If so, his words gave no evidence of this. They were as set as his features.
‘Get a good night’s rest, Mr Hallett. We sail at first light.’
So we returned to the fire. Fryer and some others were whispering but this ceased as Bligh appeared. He nodded to them, sat down and made some notes in his journal. One by one the scattered men came back and lay down in shamefaced silence. Only Purcell did not reappear.
         
I do not know where he spent the night and do not care. Nelson said there was no evidence of large flesh-eating animals on this continent, which was a pity. It would have served the cantankerous rogue right to be eaten — presuming that sharp teeth could even dent that tough old hide.
         

In the morning, we prepared to go. Nothing was said when Purcell ambled fearfully up, although he got no breakfast. We carried our few possessions and food out to the launch.
I had seen courage last night. Not the courage of standing on a shot-torn deck or leading a boarding party; a higher courage of a restored spirit, difficult as joining the torn muscles of a limb. Captain Bligh took back his spirit as an iron glove fits the hand — and as the hand clenches to an iron fist.
None of us would ever challenge him again. He was no ordinary man.
I kicked sand over the fire as the others splashed out to the boat. Purcell hung back sulkily, perhaps expecting to be left behind. All his sneering bravado was gone, like a candle-flame whisked out.
I helped push the boat out and Bligh looked over. He shouted in his famous manner, ‘Look alive, Mr Purcell — shall we leave you behind?’
I have never seen Purcell move more quickly, not even complaining as he scraped his knees scrambling into the boat. He settled himself, glancing at nobody. We rowed out and made our way further up the coast.
         
As I took my own oar, Bligh looked at me and I swear one eyelid flickered.
And — most blessed of events — Purcell said not a word all day. He would eventually recover the power of speech and complain as loudly as ever, because that was his nature. But never again did he gainsay his captain.
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DAMN YOU FOR A LAZY sluggard, you worthless no-seaman, you blasted bad bargain! All these months at sea and you know your duties less than a child knows the alphabet. And damnation sir, a babe in swaddling clothes would do better than you!’
         
It was Hayward, his plump white face working with dismay, who received this broadside. He stood rigidly to attention on the quarterdeck while Captain Bligh used his excellent command of bad language to the full.
Norton sidled up beside me to whisper that Hayward was discovered asleep on watch last night. This had been discovered now when it was found that three crew had deserted at that same time: Muspratt, Mills and Churchill, the master-at-arms.
Not only that, but they had stolen a ship’s boat. And Churchill, who had the keys to the arms’ locker, took muskets and powder. The theft and their absence were not discovered till they were due for watch.
Now Bligh paced the quarterdeck, shrill-voiced and bearing no resemblance to the quiet-spoken man I had met by the waterfall. His face was red as a soldier’s coat and his eyes blazed like blue flame.
         
‘By Old Nick himself, if those black-dyed rascals think they can hide, they are sadly mistaken. Not the deepest hole or the red heart of the volcano will conceal them. And do they think by running now, we will not stay to look for them? I shall girdle this island a hundred times and give the Indians no rest till they are back! Was ever a captain cursed with such a worthless crew? Set about it, Mr Christian, and show more vigour than you have these last months!’
Then Captain Bligh turned on his heel and went below.
Fletcher’s lips were pressed tight in that familiar hurt expression. He almost made after Bligh but Young stepped up and whispered in his ear. Christian nodded but his fists were clenched tight.
‘Will Captain Bligh ever lose his passions?’ I murmured.
‘Aye, when the oceans dry up,’ muttered Norton.
Christian was speaking tensely, as though between his teeth, as he ordered the cutter swung out. There were native outriggers clustering around — I fancy they already knew what had happened. Samuel came on deck to announce Captain Bligh would give a good knife or hatchet to the Tahitian who brought our deserters back. This was translated by Nelson and paddles dipped water at once.
Nelson came over to me, shaking his head. ‘So might we offer a hatful of gold. Those three wretches are as good as caught.’
‘Captain Bligh is not a man for the lash, I will say that.’ Norton sucked air around his blue tooth. ‘But robbery and desertion? I’ll lay my wages for the journey that they don’t get off with less than six dozen each.’
         
I nudged him and we busied ourselves, for Captain Bligh had returned to the deck. His hot flush had gone but that rasping note was still in his voice as he addressed the hapless Hayward again.
‘Put this damned slumbering jackanapes in irons, Mr Fryer. I am of a mind to let him share their punishment.’
He went below again, ignoring the gasp that swept around the deck. Fryer gestured to Hayward, who shook visibly as he went below. For once I felt sorry for him. I might have shaken too; those last words, ‘share their fate’, would have sent a chill through a much stronger man.
I could not imagine myself enduring six dozen lashes, let alone Hayward. The whip (called cat-o’-nine-tails, for it has nine leather thongs) is a fearsome instrument. Each leather thong is set with lead pellets. One stroke lays the back open. The second — laid crosswise — raises blood. Ten lashes will remove all the skin and all the remainder are laid on raw flesh. Men have died under it.

Within a few days, the miscreants were found and brought back on board. Bligh surveyed them with a single bleak look then ordered all three chained below with Hayward. That same day he pronounced judgement.
Muspratt and Mills, adjudged the leaders, received four dozen lashes each; Churchill, two dozen. It was a light sentence that surprised everyone but Nelson.
‘Captain Bligh does not like the lash, I think,’ he said.
I gaped, because that was near heresy. Without the threat of the lash, seamen could not be controlled. It was as much a part of the navy as the daily issue of grog. I made to answer then stopped, because the punishments were about to begin.
         
A grating was taken from the main hatchway and propped against the ship’s side. All the crew were assembled, the officers in full uniform, as Muspratt, first to suffer, was bound to the grating. His shirt was torn away and Cole the boatswain, whose duty it was to administer the punishments, passed his hand across the thonged whip and took his place.
A plug of leather was thrust into Muspratt’s mouth so that he did not bite off his tongue in his agony. Captain Bligh read the Articles of War, the document that empowered him as captain, then repeated the sentence of four dozen lashes. The whip whistled through the air as Cole made the first stroke.
It opened Muspratt’s back. The second masked it with blood. The whip whistled, again and again, and the man grunted, arching and shuddering against the grating. By the time the last stroke fell, he hung limply from his ties, unconscious. He was dragged away and then it was Mills’ turn.
         
There were Indian canoes clustered around the ship, though none of their occupants were allowed on board. They watched open-mouthed and in silence — they could not conceive of such a means of punishment.
I glanced at Captain Bligh. His face was impassive enough but I caught a glint — a flicker — as though he liked this no more than I.
Then it was Churchill’s turn and I listened to the last twenty-four strokes of that cruel leather. I was glad I had had no breakfast that day because I would surely have brought it up.
The punishment over, Captain Bligh went to his cabin. The grating was replaced and the blood washed from the deck.
         
I will never understand Captain Bligh fully, but I think of him like this. My father had a set of boxes, carved of eastern camphorwood. When you opened the first, another lay inside. Then another, and another, until the last, impossibly small box. The last box always remained closed. I think our captain was like that. He was always conscious of his lowly beginnings and drove himself hard; yes, and he drove the crew hard, too.
It was no single instance. It was as though the desertions had soured him, but more because the ship was slack after so many months at anchor; like a good racing horse gone to fat. Bounty was not nearly ready for her long journey home.
         
Our captain lashed everyone with his tongue; he would have done better to lash himself. Busy ashore he might have been but command rested with him — as did lack of command. If the rigging was slack and the spare sails mildewed and the ballast stinking — well then, officers and crew had let him down.
We worked hard, with little time off. We had been taken from our comforts ashore, as cleanly and savagely as a cannonball tearing off an arm or leg. The pain was especially strong when our lady-friends paddled out and called enticingly — with a sweet, hurt note of protest.

I was allowed a single afternoon ashore before departure, and went once more in search of Maree. Her father and mother — he a sub-chief, she born of a noble family — met me at the entrance to their big house. Maree was away on more women’s business and would not return.
         
Their message — leave our daughter alone — was clear. It was in their set faces and sad eyes; sad I think because they saw into me and my English standards. They knew that, even if the chance were there, I would not take Maree home. Sad? Yes, because it was not for reasons of pride, or even arrogance. These they could have understood — but they could not understand weakness, and they read that plainly in my eyes. They pitied me, and that was the worst blow.
They offered me food but I declined and, turning, retraced my footsteps to the beach. In the past I had always looked around at the wonderful flora: the flowers, the trees and mixing vines. I had stopped to drink at those crystal streams because the clear, sweet water teased my emotions. Now I blundered back down, feeling awkward and out of place. As I blundered, I heard rustling sounds around me — sounds that I imagined were Maree stealing after me, her cheeks wet with tears.
At the beach I turned around and looked. I told myself that I did not see a brown form slip from sight. I told myself I would return to claim both her and the child. All these things I promised to do in the future, but the rich land-smell now made me sick. So, hating cruel life and hating my own weakness, I went down to the boat. I welcomed the drenching cold wash of the surf.
         

I had no watch that night, which was just as well. I would have been too full of my own thoughts — and despair — to give service. As it was, I could not sleep because of my black thoughts. In the morning, with the shouts of departure ringing on the deck, the clack-clack of the capstan as the anchor was finally wound up, I did not move.
         
Not when there was a rush of feet overhead as Captain Bligh hailed men to the rigging, to set sail. Not when the unaccustomed creak and groan of ship’s timbers and sails made their unfamiliar sounds. Nor when Bounty heaved as the ocean waves struck her bow and shuddered through her hull.
         
A great concourse of Indians had come to see us off. I was told later that their canoes crowded thickly around the ship. Whether Maree and her parents were among them, I do not know. The chanting and the high wail of conch shells faded and it was over.
I went on deck then. Tahiti was only a dark outline and the familiar tossing ocean was all around us. Others were looking back too; one was Mills, his back still one bloody big bandage. Christian, Young and Heywood were together on the quarterdeck; they ceased talking when I came up.
I cared not. I was leaving the first woman who had shown me love — and I had repaid that love with guilt and weakness. I hoped the long months at sea would ease my heartache.
We stopped at Annamooka and took on water. There, a brush with the island’s warriors showed such expeditions would be risky. I think the crew noted that too.
Then we sailed past Annamooka and into an April night, the waters streaked with luminous green. And I was on watch, seeing a shark swimming alongside.
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INSIDE THE REEF OF NEW Holland we were free of the ocean, but there were other dangers among these shallow blue waters. They were unknown, and it is amid the unknown that you find unexpected death.
         
Once we turned into the mouth of a wide river but there was no shoreline to land on — only endless swamps of mangrove trees, where thousands of seabirds perched as though the wind had rippled one of those great Tahitian feather cloaks.
Here also was a strange beauty. Small fish, striped or patterned in every colour of the rainbow, darted beneath our bows. Bigger fish, one with a squat, ugly face, came peering up at the intruder. Long black eel-like fish with rat-trap jaws wriggled away. We fished for them with a bent nail, baited with our salt pork, but they wisely turned up their noses at it. I do not blame them.
         
‘Hey!’ shouted Hall, pointing over the side. Swimming into view came a creature I would never dare bait a hook for. It was the length of our launch with an ugly, long-jawed snout and a hide scaled in coppery-green, looking thick as armour-plate. It surfaced astern and its large yellow eyes, full of cruel appraisal, blinked at us at water level. Then, with a powerful swish of its tail, it dived and was lost among the underwater mangroves.
         
‘What in the name of creation was that?’ asked Elphinstone in an awed whisper.
‘A water-lizard,’ replied Bligh. ‘Kin to the African crocodile and every bit as terrible.’
We pulled out of the river mouth, feeling decidedly soft-fleshed in our flimsy wooden shell. Up the coast we went, though it stretched limitless as the ocean.
Another time we glimpsed another of those strange brown creatures, bounding away on their powerful hind legs. Nelson asked Captain Bligh if he had seen them on Cook’s last voyage. Bligh nodded, his lips tight in unhappy memory, and abruptly he changed the subject.
We pulled in to shore again. This time, we had no choice. A metal part had fallen off the rudder, so the boat could not be steered. Had it happened in the deep ocean, we would have been finished. As it was, some time would be needed to effect repairs, so we made camp and gathered wood for a fire.
Some of the men were weaker now, and could not move far. Hayward complained of cramps but that was because he gorged himself when food-gathering. Nelson was weak too, so I set off on my own.
‘Do not leave the beach, Mr Hallett,’ called Captain Bligh. ‘And do not cross any rivers.’
‘Aye, we could not prise you free from the jaws of that water-lizard!’ shouted Tinkler.
I did not mind being on my own. I would not walk for long because it was late afternoon and dark shadows already lay between the dunes. The sand was firm and I walked easily. I didn’t look around much for food because I was thinking hard.
         
I was thinking of Maree, and whether we would get home. Even when we reached those Endeavour Straits, there was still an immense distance of ocean to cover to Timor. I felt as though I would be voyaging all my life; that home was still distant and lost in memory.
The beach stretched endlessly ahead and already the camp was lost from sight behind me. I walked and walked in the hot sun, turning sometimes to look at my long, lonely line of footprints stretching behind, wondering if they were the first human sign here since the creation. Did I want to distance myself from the crowded, stinking conditions of the Bounty launch and my ragged, gaunt brethren? From hunger, thirst and danger? Treading a path between immensities: a limitless ocean and a limitless land whose thousand upon thousand leagues hid great, unknown wonders; overhead, the immensity of the sky darkening to twilight.
         
I skipped to avoid a rock, stumbled and nearly fell. My thoughts snapped back to present awareness, and the huge red sun low on the horizon. A faint tac-tacing sound came and I turned as the makers of this noise stalked into view.
Crabs: they had big grey-and-pink shells, eyes goggling and massive front claws tac-tacing each other. Hundreds of them were coming out of their hidden holes in the sand. They strutted around and past me, their antennae brushing my ankles, intent on their own business.
And the sight of them recalled me to mine: food-gathering. I had a canvas bag, stitched from pieces of sailcloth. Heedless of their massive pincers I dropped crab after crab inside the bag till it swarmed with clacking, indignant life. One nipped my toe as I grabbed him, then nipped my finger, so I let the doughty fighter go. My bag was near full anyway and I turned to retrace my footsteps.
         
I stopped. A movement came, a shape slipping with easy grace from the shadows to stand, looking at me. A man of this land. And — I somehow sensed — a warrior.
He was tall and skinny, with a huge shock of black hair, a thick black beard jutting out. He was carrying a spear. There was a lean, stringy power in all his limbs and his eyes met mine, unafraid. He had no need to be, for I had no weapon.
He did not block my path so I resolved to keep walking. I swung my bag and even tried to whistle, but my throat was too dry. He stood among the dunes, watching me and leaning on his long, barbed spear.
He did not move to follow. Perhaps I was too strange a creature — or perhaps he even thought me a god. Whatever, I walked faster and tried to show no concern.
Good sense and my dignity as an officer said I should not run. But I was alone and the camp was still far ahead, so I started to: quickly at first but I soon slowed; weeks in an open boat are no training for a sprint. I cast a look back and the tall native was following, his long legs taking him at an unhurried pace. The setting sun cast his long shadow before me, as it cast mine ahead.
There was another movement to my side, another long flickering shadow. Another of these warriors bounded out of the dunes, then more; some half-dozen. They ran beside me as though we were engaged in a ritual, each holding his long spear, turning to grin at me with white, flashing teeth.
         
I ran — rather, I plodded — the sand clinging to my feet. In the very far distance was a twinkling light: our campfire, but it was still impossibly distant. I was soaked in sweat and my rags fluttered around me. My bag pounded against my leg, slipping from my fingers, crabs clattering onto the sand.
Dark figures were slipping ahead and — in mockery of their prey — running before me and glancing over their shoulders with white-toothed grins.
Then I tripped on a rock and thudded to the sand, breathless and rolling. I felt damp sand on my face and the cold splash of waves. I rolled over to my hands and knees and managed to stand.
My pursuers had come together. Some twelve of them — no, thirteen; a baker’s dozen, as my mother would say. They formed a line and walked towards me, each balancing a spear. Their white grins were cruel as a tiger’s smile as I backed onto my knees in the water. This was death — those sharp spears through my body. They suddenly threw them and I flinched.
The spears splashed around me into the water, bobbing around me like so many thin snakes. The waves quickly drew them back to the shore.
What to do? I could grab one and fight, or splash a little out to sea, but they would wait till I drowned. So I waited, defenceless.
Each of the men took a step forward, bringing up a second spear. I don’t know why — fear or anger, hating myself for hurting Maree — but I suddenly grabbed up a spear and threw it back. Then another, but I had no skill. They stuck lopsided in the sand.
The lean, shock-haired men stayed poised, then a voice came from behind them. Their ranks parted to let one through.
         
He was almost naked, save for a brown, skin loincloth. His own untidy shock of hair was bleached white as snow and his dark body had the wrinkled sheen of age. He walked to the water’s edge and surveyed me with large brown eyes, then he put up a hand and beckoned me in. There was authority in his gesture.
On either side, the lean warriors waded into the water to retrieve their spears. With the same water swirling around my ankles, I faced the white-haired man.
He spoke to me in an unknown tongue, his words quiet and powerful. His eyes never left mine. Somehow I sensed his meaning: that his warriors had tested me; that I did not belong here and must leave this land; that I must not return. His words were as strong as the deep unknown of this strange land.
My bag was thrust into my hand. Then the men parted and I walked between them. I kept walking towards the flickering light of our fire. I knew better than to look back.
Soaked with sweat but somehow chilled inside, I walked to where our fire blazed like a welcome red jewel. Just before I reached it, I stopped for a moment so as not to appear breathless. Then I walked forward and the faces turned; stepping into the warmth was welcome, as though returning to a family. Eager hands reached for my bag of crabs. Captain Bligh looked at me but there was no reproof for being so long away. Perhaps he was in one of his quiet moods — or perhaps he saw something in my face.
I was content to sit there until a stew of crab meat, thickened with our bread ration, was ready. I did not tell them about the natives, as though the power of those brown eyes had said there would be no danger as long as we left in the morning.
         
Curious, coiling thoughts came to me as I lay down to sleep. I had shown courage, so they had spared me. Perhaps the dark power of this land had sparked me to manhood.
It is always difficult to sleep in front of a campfire: you breathe in smoke and get bitten by insects. The sand is hard and you are roasted on one side and cold on the other. So I slept fitfully, turning over and over, wondering why soft, yielding sand becomes hard and lumpy when you sleep on it. I woke to a pink dawn and scraped a little crawling thing from my ear.
Breakfast was a thinner version of last night’s stew. We ate quickly and went aboard the launch. I noticed Captain Bligh glanced back often at the sand dunes.
I knew now the land watched us with a hundred all-seeing eyes; it spoke to me on the land-breeze sighing around our ears.
         
Go on, further and further, said that sighing wind, and do not return, because this land is full of power and death.
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WE HAD REACHED THE TIP of the New Holland continent. Now a last great stretch of ocean lay ahead to Timor: eleven hundred miles. We had pulled ashore again to a small island which appeared — to my relief — to be uninhabited.
         
We fell to the usual food-gathering: palm hearts, what birds and eggs we could find, and shellfish. Tinkler came up triumphantly with a hatful of huge prawns, caught in a rock pool. We grilled them over the fire, stuck through with splinters of bamboo.
Captain Bligh was quieter than usual and made a long entry in his journal. Beside him Samuel sat motionless, his skinny hands clasped. The sun was down but nobody was sleepy yet. All our thoughts were on that long voyage ahead.
Captain Bligh, as I have said, had never spoken of Cook’s death. But that night he did. It fell to Hayward, that most graceless, indolent lout, to make him speak.
Next to Purcell (by the closest of margins), Hayward was the most disliked man on board. He had whimpered like a kicked puppy when the mutineers pushed him into the launch. He pulled an oar with sulky reluctance and complained endlessly. I would happily have seen him eaten by a shark or water-lizard.
         
Tonight, he had once again wolfed down his portion and so would have stomach pains in the morning. Now he belched noisily.
‘Oh to be back in Tahiti, supping on roast pork and baked yams. Those Indians knew our station and treated us with respect.’
‘D’you say?’ muttered Purcell. ‘Think on poor Cook in them other islands — Hawai’i.’ He pulled a fragment of shellfish from his teeth. ‘Where was the respect wi’ them treacherous creatures?’
‘Why treacherous, sir?’ asked Bligh sharply.
Normally he did not join our conversations, because his rank of captain still held strong. But now he leaned forward, a questioning look in his eyes.
Hayward — thinking to ingratiate himself — spoke up. ‘Sir, first they welcomed him. Then they killed him. Surely that is black treachery.’
Bligh was seated on a fallen palm log. He hitched himself to a more comfortable seat and let the fire-glow play on his chubby features. He spoke slowly as though lost in thought.
‘Mr Hayward … a man of Italy is wrecked on the shores of Scotland. Whose laws must he expect to encounter and abide by?’
‘Scotland’s,’ said Hayward a little uncertainly, remembering to add, ‘sir.’
‘And if the Scots’ law decrees hard usage for him?’
         
‘That is his misfortune, sir,’ replied Hayward, puzzled. ‘But we are talking of pagan savages.’
‘And damned murderers who should have been blasted to red perdition,’ growled Purcell.
‘Listen!’ Bligh’s sharp tone left all silent. ‘I will tell you of Captain Cook’s death — and why he should not have died.’
He was silent himself then, for so long that I thought he had changed his mind. But none of us interrupted that silence and at last he began to speak.

‘Captain Cook was our finest seaman. His charting of the St Laurence River made possible the storming of Quebec and the winning of Canada. His talents were unequalled.
‘He made two voyages around the world. Consider what that means. He discovered new lands and explored oceans not crossed since Sir Francis Drake, two hundred years earlier. New lands, new societies and new animals. He charted the north and south poles; thousands upon thousands of ocean miles slipped under his ship’s keel. You would have to voyage to the moon to go further.
‘Then came the third voyage, with two ships, his own Resolution and the Discovery; one he did not want to undertake but was pressed to go. I was his master — selected over a hundred others — but all his crew were good and some had sailed with him before.
         
‘The surgeon could see Captain Cook was not well: physically, yes, but in his mind he was tired. It showed in his restless way, his anger and moods. At Boa Vista, we nearly went aground. He kept much to his cabin.
‘So we went through the Indian Ocean and around the bottom of New Holland to New Zealand, a land of warriors fierce even by Polynesian standards. Then to Tahiti.
         
‘There came more signs of his dark moods. The Tahitians welcomed us as they always had, but Cook’s tempers were unpredictable. He had Indians flogged for trifling offences, and his own men too.
‘So we voyaged on and came to the previously undiscovered kingdom of Hawai’i. Alike to the Tahitians in customs, and speech, they were awed to see our arrival in our huge, white-winged canoes. They had their own legends of white-skinned gods and we let them think that of us. Once Cook would not have made that mistake.
‘They farewelled us in fine style, loading us with pig and fowl, every vegetable and fruit of their island. They sang to welcome us and sang as we left — but I sensed a different note.’
Here Bligh broke off and rubbed a hand over his forehead. All of us were intent on his words, even Purcell with his bearded mouth agape. Bligh looked up at the black sky and endless star-shoals. Sparks hissed upward from the fire like a blaze of yellow fireflies.
‘We looked at them and considered ourselves superior. But they saw us only as different. We would have to return and this second time, they would not like what they saw.’
He placed more wood on the fire and went on.
‘We were driven back by storm damage. But in the time away they had taken measure of us. They saw we were people — with different complexions, skills and weapons — but people.
         
‘Our muskets startled them but they soon realised that we needed to reload after each shot — and that if the powder were wet, the gun would not fire, though all the Lords of the Admiralty commanded it.
         
‘And they saw us limping back like dogs who have attacked a bull, our ships damaged, ourselves worn and tired. No fleet of canoes came to welcome us but we had to stay. Resolution’s mast needed unstepping and to be worked on ashore.
         
‘They were not certain, so at first they kept a friendly face towards us. But it was whispered that we had come back to settle among them. So their priests, who had first welcomed us, became our enemies.
‘Trouble came soon. Captain Cook was fifty years old and showing his age. Captain Clerke of Discovery was ill with tuberculosis and of little help. Inevitably, the Hawai’ians began to steal and were savagely punished.
         
‘Now anger built among the Indians. If you invite a man into your house and find him a fraud — if he then becomes violent — you of course throw him out and are not gentle about it. So, I should think, ran their thoughts with a natural logic.
‘So a dispute arose over a canoe or something, but the chiefs smoothed it down. Then Discovery’s largest cutter was taken at its moorings. Armed boat parties were sent in pursuit and Cook decided to take King Kalini hostage until the cutter was returned. He went ashore with ten marines. He did not understand that by now, the Hawai’ians had little fear of firearms.
         
‘Elsewhere, a chief was shot. A huge crowd gathered as Cook led their king to the boats. Their pride and honour would not let this happen, and armed warriors pushed to the forefront. Had I been there, I would have dragged Cook bodily to the boat — but I was not. Nothing now could prevent bloodshed and murder.’
A seabird went shrieking overhead, like a soul in torment. Captain Bligh did not hear it as he paused again. He still stared in the fire but did not see the red mass or feel the heat on his face. He was thousands of miles away, deep in memory, back on the deck of Resolution as the crowds gathered around Cook and his party; as the breeze brought the ugly sounds of impending murder.
         
‘I have heard different versions of those final moments. A warrior threatened Cook and he fired his shotgun. But the small shot did not penetrate the heavy woven body-armour the man wore. Cook reloaded and fired again — but struck another. Then all the warriors attacked, pelting our men with a volley of stones.
         
‘Too late, Cook saw his danger. He waved to the offshore boats to come in but they were under the command of one Lieutenant Williamson — as cowardly a knave ever to wear the king’s uniform. He claimed to think the wave a signal to retreat — even threatened those in his own boat with a pistol if they went inshore. Even so, two other boats ignored him and closed to help their captain.
         
‘It was too late. And at least it was over quickly.
‘The marine escort fired, then came that fatal pause as they reloaded. Cook was struck down, clubbed, then stabbed with our own knives. He fell among the rocks and was beaten to death. The marines crowded back to the boats, their muskets useless and empty. Four died with Cook.
‘And that is how it happened. We recovered part of his body and some days later got clear of that shore — a beautiful shore, but fatal to the greatest captain of Pacific exploration.’
That was the end of his story. Of course the fool Hayward had to break this spell.
         
‘Sir, it is plain what happened. Their treacherous king befriended Cook then had him killed.’
Bligh put some more wood on the fire and watched the red sparks ascending into the night sky. ‘After the killing, King Kalini went up to the mountains, and a cave reached only by ropes. There he stayed for many days and mourned. He had taken name-exchange with Cook so his own prestige — his tapu — was hurt.’
‘That was his damned black nature, pretending he was not to blame, eh sir?’ grinned Hayward, looking to Bligh for approval.
The Captain did not answer. He wrapped the rags of his clothes around him and lay down to sleep, using his forearm as a pillow. Nelson paused a moment.
‘Mr Hayward,’ he said. ‘Do you intend returning to the South Pacific?’
Hayward’s reply was abrupt. Should he come safely out of here, he would rather be broiled alive over red-hot coals than return to this cesspit of ferocious savages who plotted bloody murder behind the smiling mask of friendship. Had Nelson not been listening?
‘Oh, I heard,’ replied Nelson smoothly. ‘I fear you did not.’
Hayward gave a puzzled snort and lay down to sleep. Nelson smiled, digging a hole in the sand for his hip before laying down beside me.
‘Well Mr Hallett,’ he whispered. ‘What do you think killed Captain Cook?’
         
I thought hard about that one. My eyelids were heavy but I wanted to answer properly. ‘Misunderstanding? Not realising that different peoples react in different ways? But Captain Cook was a good man.’
         
‘A well-meaning man,’ replied Nelson. ‘But their blood is often the first to be shed.’
He closed his eyes. I wanted to close mine too but my thoughts were still an active jumble. If even a great seaman like Cook could lose his life — what hope stayed for us?
We must embark in the morning on that last long stretch of ocean. To my own amazement, I found a smile on my lips. If Captain Bligh could lie peacefully to sleep, then so could I. Dangerous though the ocean was, it was at least free of one great peril: human emotion.
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THEN CAME A LAST, DARK stretch of ocean whose green waves slashed us like a sword. But we had fought worse storms in a worse ocean; we bent and backed our oars and Bligh shouted above the crash of the elements.
         
After midnight one night, the wind steadied to a breeze. We raised sail and rested. I slept a little, the oar handle knocking my forehead.
I was woken by a loud exclamation from Captain Bligh. Never had I heard him so surprised — even shocked.
We all raised our heads. We shifted around — some even stood — because this sight was so wondrous. There was a whitish sea mist with something dark and large bulking through it. It peaked to mountains that became more solid and massive as we drew closer.
Initially nobody spoke; it was left to the sickest among us to say the word that we dared not utter. Lebogue, raising himself, blinking his deep, hollow-set eyes, spoke in a harsh, painful whisper.
         
‘Timor, me lads? Is it …?’
None of us, not even Bligh, answered. Nelson, though, himself very weak, patted Lebogue gently on the shoulder. Even Purcell was struck dumb.
The mountainous mass drew closer, the sea-mist wreathing its shoreline. The launch ran smoothly in our expert hands.
‘Captain, can we be sure it’s Timor?’ said Hall. ‘I see no trace of civilised men here.’
‘Look for a gallows,’ murmured Nelson. ‘That is a sure enough sign.’
We coasted on and on and became apprehensive. No one could stomach the thought of another hostile shore and more food-gathering. Even Captain Bligh remained silent. The sea-mist still blanketed all ahead.
Then, suddenly, came a thud; then a second, flat and sharp, somewhere ahead.
‘Thunder?’ said Linkletter.
Another thud and a fourth, like the slamming of a door. Now Captain Bligh broke his silence.
‘Those are a fog warning — blank-shotted cannon. We shall soon raise Coupang harbour. God willing, a few more miles will see us safe.’
He spoke calmly but his words made us all bow our heads. My eyes tickled madly but no tears came, so dry was my body. Otherwise I think even our captain’s cheeks would have been streaked with tears.

So we had made our incredible voyage: three-and-a-half thousand miles in an open boat, and none but Bligh could have pulled us through.
Although the winds became fluky and that cannon-shot was more distant than we thought, we did make Coupang that night. The mist lifted as we came in. There were ships, their masts upright, a long jetty and a scatter of whitewashed buildings. Into this bay we crept on our oars.
         
Night had fallen and it was decided to wait until dawn. Yes, despite all, we did not run ashore like crazed men. We huddled in the launch in mid-harbour and yes, received only our apportioned ration of dark bread and rancid pork. We were saved but were so numb that none could feel it, even when we heard the cocks crowing in the pink dawn.
As the sun rose, Purcell raised his bearded face upward. I thought for a moment that he intended to pray but — of course — he intended only to growl.
         
‘Ee, them bloody Dutch is late wakening, the lazy beggars.’
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O Of Timor I have little to say, because I remember little. The Dutch were kindness itself. They looked upon us as dead men living and indeed, some of us did not live long because this was a fever-haunted place. All the broad ocean could not destroy us but the close foul airs of this land were more fatal.
         
Linkletter died here. So did Lamb and Hall and Elphinstone, master’s mate.
And our supremely capable botanist, David Nelson, was struck down with fever. He was dictating a letter to his wife when the delirium took him. Instead of that little white-washed room with a basket of fruit on the bedside table, his mind wandered to the white coral sands and green breadfruit groves of Tahiti, and there he died.
Others came close, including myself. Only Purcell, rudest of men, enjoyed rude health. Our stomachs were long unused to rich food and we paid the penalty with violent fluxes and cramp.
         
Captain Bligh busied himself finding passage on a schooner to the Dutch port of Batavia — and from there to England.

I woke late on the morning that Captain Bligh sailed. I kicked Tinkler awake, and we bundled into clothing and ran down the steep, narrow street to the dockside.
We were too late. Only Fryer and Cole had been there to watch the little schooner, already distant, losing itself in the morning mist.
So Captain Bligh and his faithful shadow, Samuel, were on their way home. An odd mix of emotions swirled in me, like rich food battling poor digestion: the close, muck-smeared streets of London, with their open sewers and bustling crowds, fetid with sewage and unwashed humanity; Tahiti, with its tinkling, clear streams and fresh breeze rustling the broad green leaves of the breadfruit trees. My thoughts shifted between them like the slides of a magic lantern.
The others left but I stayed, leaning on a massive teak bollard. The big blue-and-green flies settled on my arms to suck beads of sweat; the small dark ones swarmed around my face. They were nothing against the great distance of my emotions.
I was back from the dead, and owed my life to Captain Bligh. I realised to my eternal shame that I had not thanked him. I could write a letter, but the moment to express my gratitude and admiration had been this morning — and it was gone on the tide.
Perhaps Nelson could have explained — even defined — my moods with one of his gentle jokes. But he was gone, and so was Captain Bligh. All I could do was wave the flies away and watch the schooner vanish into the mist.
         

I encountered Captain Bligh one last time, once we were both safely back in England. He had been back to the Pacific, his next voyage much more successful. This time, all the breadfruit plants were landed safely at Jamaica.
He came bustling up the street in that hurried manner of his, stopped and clasped my hand.
‘Ah, Mr Hallett — d’ye fare well?’
I did not, even then, fare too well, and said so. He nodded sympathetically and asked after my parents. I took a deep breath and spoke of the allegations that had risen against him since his return to England — allegations that he had mistreated his crew and bullied them into mutiny. Such stories had been put about by the well-to-do families of the likes of Christian and Heywood, reluctant to see their precious sons cast in the role of troublemakers and treasonous mutineers.
Blight shook his head, dismissing my words, and gave me one of his clear, direct looks.
‘Mr Hallett, a well-built ship can easily withstand storms. I am master of myself and their lies mean nothing.’
It was beginning to rain, and Bligh was obviously anxious to get on. But he paused, and his lips set in his chubby face.
‘Mr Hallett, this is England, where privilege and influence can save a man’s life, however unfairly. Could you explain such logic to a Tahitian Indian?’
‘No, sir. But they are different — that is their excuse.’
Captain Bligh smiled. He gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘And what is our excuse, Mr Hallett? Answer that and, by God, you answer the riddle of human nature itself.’
         
He bade me goodbye and was off, striding down the quayside. The rain thickened and a large wave hit the quay, breaking up around Blight’s departing figure. When it cleared, I could see he was still walking. It would take more than a mere squall to make Captain Bligh turn aside.
That was the measure of the man. I never saw him again.
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IT HAS STOPPED RAINING WHEN I finish talking. Water still streams down my window from the broken guttering overhead. I think Doctor Quarmby is asleep in his chair but a moment later one eye gleams and he shifts, grunting. He pulls out an enormous silver watch; its lid makes a loud ping as he flicks it open.
         
‘Ah, I have failed to make all my appointments.’ He puts the watch away and sits forward, clasping his hands. ‘And nothing has ever been heard of Fletcher Christian, even now?’
‘Nothing. None of the mutineers was the the seaman that Captain Bligh was. Most likely they were lost in some Pacific storm.’
He nods and clears his throat. ‘And your legs do not obey you at all?’
‘No,’ I reply. ‘Will I walk again?’
‘You have feeling in them and you should be able to. But some ailments leave their mark in a manner we can only guess at.’
         
He replaces his instruments and clasps the bag shut. He rises and stands looking out the window a moment.
‘Mr Hallett, a German doctor believes that some illness is in the mind, and then it catches the body. It comes from something in our lives that we should have done and did not.’
‘I cannot see how, Doctor.’
‘Neither can I. Goodbye, Mr Hallett.’ He clasps my hand and, taking up his bag, leaves the room.
I lie thinking as his footsteps clump back downstairs. Things I should have done? Of course Maree comes to mind, and the child I have never seen.
Maybe I will go back if this affliction leaves me. But the world is full of ‘maybes’, and they do not usually steal the use of a man’s legs.
The ordeal of that boat voyage has already claimed lives and may well take mine. If not, then I will go to Tahiti and seek Maree and our child. I will take back the little box and shrivelled flower. And she will know I always thought of her.
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JOHN HALLETT’s career was tragically short. He held two minor appointments on ships after the Bounty mutiny but his health began to fail. As with others of the Bounty crew who were set adrift, the after-effects of that terrible voyage in the launch proved lasting. His legs became paralysed and he fell ill. He died in 1794, aged twenty-two. His parish register listed him as ‘gentleman’.
         
A memorial tablet was inscribed thus: ‘A youth patient in his duties, outstanding in his valour, broken neither by tempest, nor rumour, nor danger.’ ‘Nor rumour’ was unusual wording — and is taken to mean he always supported his captain’s character against the dark clouds of malice and lies already forming in the wake of the mutiny.

WILLIAM BLIGH was promoted to full captain and commanded the battleship. H.M. Warrior. He served with distinction at the great sea-battles of Camperdown and Copenhagen and was commended by Admiral Nelson himself.
         
Promoted to admiral, he was appointed Governor of New South Wales. The colony was riddled with corruption and Bligh proved too honest and direct for the merchants and militia. He was unseated during the notorious ‘Rum Rebellion’ of 1808 but cleared by a Court of Inquiry in Britain.
He held no further office and died in 1817.
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And of H.M. Bounty and the mutineers? On his return to England Captain Bligh entreated for a ship to pursue the men who had betrayed him, but for reasons of their own their Lordships of the Admiralty gave that job to Captain Edwards of H.M. Pandora.
         
If ever a mission was botched, then this one was. Edwards reached Tahiti to find the Bounty and most of the mutineers long gone. The crewmen who had stayed there — both loyal men and mutineers — were seized and thrown into irons.
         
Edwards set sail for home but managed to wreck his ship on the New Holland reefs, drowning some of his innocent captives. Ironically, his journey was also completed in longboats, to Timor. Upon reaching England, he retired from the sea — and that was no loss.
         
Five mutineers lived to stand trial. They were PETER HEYWOOD, the seamen THOMAS BURKETT and JOHN MILLWARD, JAMES MORRISON the boatswain’s mate and TOM ELLISON. At the trial, at which John Hallett gave evidence, Morrison whined that he was ‘forced to take a musket’. Peter Heywood claimed he was only on deck and could not get into the launch. However, all five men were declared guilty and the only judgement possible pronounced upon them: death by hanging.
         
Peter Heywood pleaded youth and indiscretion, and his family bought formidable influence. So he was pardoned and, unexpectedly, so was Morrison. Ellison, Burkett and Millward were hanged. Their bodies were buried below the low-tide mark so the sea would rot their bodies and disperse their bones.

In 1808, the American sealer Topaz was cruising deep in the Pacific Ocean and unexpectedly found land: Pitcairn Island, wrongly marked on the Admiralty charts. Going ashore, her crew found a Polynesian colony and one white-bearded old European, ALEX SMITH, sole survivor of the Bounty mutineers.
         
They had sailed for weeks before finding Pitcairn. Chance alone had saved them. It did not save them from each other, however. FLETCHER CHRISTIAN could not keep order in his mixed colony of Polynesians and Europeans. He was among the first to be killed in some five years of feuding and murder.
The Admiralty soon learned of Smith’s whereabouts, but left him alone. Forty years had passed and the Bounty mutiny was history.
         

         



    

  
    
      
         

Reviewers’ praise for Letters from the coffin-trenches:
         

‘Ken Catran brings together the horror of the World War I trenches and a touching story about young love … This is a skilful, moving, unsentimental portrayal which aims to explain to young readers, lest they forget, or even never learn, the role New Zealanders had in a war fought thousands of miles from home and the impact it had on a generation. Essential reading.’
The Star
         

‘Letters from the coffin-trenches, Ken Catran’s version of the Anzac story, deals with hard-hitting misery, disillusionment and stark horror, but it is very readable … Tissues will be needed.’
         
New Zealand Books
         

‘It is impossible not to be moved by this story from World War I. Ken Catran has shown himself to be a masterful storyteller in Letters from the coffin-trenches.’
         
The Marlborough Express
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Reviewers’ praise for Lin and the Red Stranger:
         

‘This is an enthralling historical tale that brings to life the days of the gold rush.’
New Zealand Herald
         

‘The narratives move swiftly … as the fates of Lin and Declan intersect with the inevitable, though convincing ending.’
The New Zealand Listener
         

‘Ken Catran has an ability to involve you in the story and he writes honestly about what life was like for these two very different people coming to a strange country.’
Wairarapa Times Age
         

‘A vivid introduction to the turbulent times surrounding the historical Otago goldfields … I’m sure [readers] won’t put it down until the last page has been read.’
Marlborough Express
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Reviewers’ praise for Seal Boy:
         

‘An exciting coming-of-age story … a classic story of survival … Seal Boy is both a superb historical adventure and a timeless account of a boy’s journey to manhood. It is rich in historical detail and yet these facts never get in the way of exciting storytelling.’
         
New Zealand Herald
         

‘A ripping good yarn.’
The Daily News
         

‘It’s an exciting, galloping read …’
Hawkes Bay Today
         

‘A fascinating insight into an often-overlooked part of our history …’
Waikato Times
         

‘This book has everything.’
Bay of Plenty Times
         

‘This book is cool; it is a real story; it is a good adventure; overall it is an awesome book.’
Students of Room 2/6, Aramoho School
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