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“He was no longer The Marquis...”

Chapter Five: Life Aboard Ship

Aye, there were many miles to sail, of course. And young Dicky-boy,
he did his best. I put my shoulder to the work and did more than my
fair share. Now you might think a boy of my age wasn't going to grow
big and strong on hardtack and limes. But our Captain (as I had
begun to call him — he was no longer “The Marquis,” for this was
only a periodic ruse he donned when in need of crew), he knew we
needed good hot meals to keep us happy and working. We had salt
horse and scouse, always hard fish and even puddings! Of course the
Caprtain kept us in grog, that currency of sea-faring without which no
man would sail. With ports close at hand, we never wanted for bread
or meat, and even when we were at sea for weeks at a time we had
generous stores of dried goods. I had never eaten so well!

Our living was hard at sea. My daily chores did more to tire me out
than to build me a strong frame. By the time my shift was over I'd
drag my weary carcass to an available hammock on deck and sleep
with the rest of the wasters until I went back at it for another round.
Up at 5:30, in the middle of Morning Watch, and to the deck, to
scrub it raw with blocks of holystone! To the brightwork, where
we’d polish it until it shone at the crack of dawn!
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All this before breakfast! Now, truth be known, ye lads
and ladies, Young Dickie had finer things in mind for
himself. Mid-morning, before the Captain would measure
the sun and start the sandglass for a new day, we might
convene on deck for a good lashing. Some unfortunate
Jack-Tar would be feeling the cat-o-nine-tails for his
indiscretions against an officer. It won’t be great news to
you to know that after a few of these events a smart young
lad will take to figuring out how he can ascend the ranks
and spare himself the risk of the Captain’s ire.

Not that Young Dickie himself ever got himself the kiss of
the lash! Oh no! I had eyes then, and I played my cards
well even as a youngster! But I could see how the ship
worked, and I knew I had to rise above the rank of an idler
if I were going to get my due in life.

Oh, to be a topman! Those with sailing skills and prestige!
Greenhands like myself were brute labor, called by the
bosun’s pipes to heave ho! Not all on board the
“Madeleine” were impressed into service. Some had
joined through the worst of circumstance, Purser rigged
and Parish damned.  But we were all inexperienced,
useful only as beasts of burden. The topmen would watch
from the crows’ nests, laughing amongst themselves.

You could get close to them, aye, when they trundled off to
their own private mess they came down from those lofty
heights. Each one a mystery: tattooed, dressed in the
height of flamboyant fashion, even elegant. My young
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