THE GILCRUIX DIARY: PART ONE

John Masefield
Introduction

In March 1894 a young cadet left the Conway at the age of fifteen. Within a month he was an apprentice on board the Gilcruix, a White Star Line four-masted barque bound from Cardiff to Iquique, in Chile. There was, however, something uncommon about the new apprentice. Thirty-six years later he would be appointed Poet Laureate.

As most people know, John Masefield proved to be a poor seaman. He suffered from sea-sickness and then sunstroke; in August 1894 he was discharged from the crew of the Gilcruix and would return to England as a Distressed British Seaman.

The diary that was kept by Masefield on board the Gilcruix is a fascinating account describing the work of a late Victorian apprentice. It comprises a Letts ‘Rough Diary’ with one week per opening. The entries run from 4 April through to 30 June 1894 and it is a wonderfully evocative document: a number of page openings still have flakes of tobacco in the gutter. It is preserved in the Berg Collection of New York Public Library. Masefield himself retained the book until March 1910. During his correspondence with the actress and writer Elizabeth Robins, Masefield sent the diary together with a letter:

…You asked me if I ever kept a diary… I did once, sixteen years ago, for a few days. Bad weather off the Horn brought it to an end untimely. But here it is, dear. The only relic of my sea days, I do verily believe. It was with me round the Horn, and in hospital in Chile; it has been in a ship’s half-deck, and in a London attic…

Constance Babington Smith quoted short sections from the manuscript in her 1978 biography of Masefield but it has never been published in its entirety.

I have recently edited a new selection of Masefield’s writings on the sea to be published by Penguin. This is currently in preparation but will be called Spunyarn: Sea Poetry and Prose. I had intended to include the diary before I located a much later (and partly fictionalised) account of the same voyage. Assuming that old Conways might like to compare the two accounts I am delighted to provide the first part of the text of Masefield’s diary. (Part two will be published within The Cadet at a future date). The two parts will present a complete text, apart from one set of ellipses which are used where the manuscript is illegible. A few spellings have been corrected but I have left the punctuation, or lack of it, largely as it is. The work is copyrighted by the Estate of John Masefield and is reproduced courtesy of The Society of Authors, literary representatives of the estate. David Fletcher Rogers and I have added notes to elucidate sections of the text.

Dr. Philip W. Errington

Archivist, The John Masefield Society

Director, Department of Printed Books and Manuscripts, Sotheby’s

Honorary Research Fellow, Dept of English Language and Literature, University College London

Wednesday 4 April 1894

Left home early in the morning and arrived at Cardiff at nearly 11.30 a.m. Went on board the Gilcruix. Was shown over the ship by the mate.* Went ashore again and dined at Barry’s Restaurant in St Mary’s Street Cardiff.* Proceeded to the station and procured the bed and bolster. Said goodbye at 2.30 p.m.

Went aboard again at about 3 p.m. Dressed for work and was set to the capstan shifting the chain topsail sheets end for end. Finished work at 6 o’clock. Hurst went ashore while the remainder stayed on board.*

All hands were kept on deck throughout the day. Down in the stuffy darkness of the after tween decks. In that canvas-heaped cavern the sail-room all hands heaved and cursed getting up the fine weather suit of sails up.


I was in the after tween decks. A black, choking place full of rats, dirt and darkness. Did not enjoy my first night in a bunk very much.

Thursday 5 April

Directly after “coffee” scrubbed decks with the third mate.* Only scrubbed the poop and were then turned to the brasswork. After breakfast, odd jobs until dinner. After dinner worked at the capstan forward anchorwork etc with the riggers.


Stopped on board with Connorton in the evening and made cocoa.

Friday 6 April

The lighter with the machines for loading the ship with patent fuel* left to load the steamer and the R.A. Calderon barque the ship Aladdin lying close to us was discharging grain. Cleaned brasswork most of the morning.


In the afternoon scrubbed decks washing down with the donkey engine. After washing down was sent aloft with Hurst and rove a gantline at the mizzen topgallant mast head for sending the topgallant sails aloft.

Saturday 7 April

In the morning Hurst and Christopher went ashore to stow the stores in a lighter ready for coming alongside.


The remainder of us were set to brasswork cleaning. About dinner time the stores came alongside and after dinner they were hove up by the winch. Stowing them in order.

Monday 16 April

We got sixteen tons of stores on board.


Stored potatoes in the lazarette with Shaw all the afternoon. Went on shore in the evening and bought some tarts and soft-tack.

Saturday 21 April

Washed down with donkey engine. Took lighters ashore. Had a bath.

Sunday 22 April

All went on shore and played cricket in the park against the Aladdin fellows. Lunched off fruit and ices. Went to Sailor’s Mission and had tea there.


Nearly got landed for church service. Had row with loafters at dock side.

Monday 23 April

Towed down from the East Bute Dock* in the morning. Moored in the basin. Rained all the morning and was in oilskins until dinner.


In the afternoon Mrs Dixon* left the ship. Work was slack in the afternoon as everything had been finished.


Turned in early and had a good rest. Was under the impression that we were to sail the next day.

Tuesday 24 April

Was woken up by the entrance of the apprentice of the Aladdin who had come down to the basin on board our ship in search of his captain’s cat. He told us that it was blowing too hard for us to sail that day.


The second mate* turned us to work about 7.30. We were employed for sometime with passing out double moorings. There was little else to do in the morning.


In the afternoon a large amount of fresh meat, vegetables, salt etc came on board. The vegetables were stowed in the lazarette with the potatoes, etc.


Took ashore the two mangy fowls in the boat, and then helped to rig the boat’s davits reading for hoisting her in.

Wednesday 25 April

Was woken up by the second mate a little after seven. We hoisted up our boat, scrubbed her inside and out and then stowed and lashed her in the forehold. The Liverpool tug Blazer then took her tow ropes on board and we started (about 9.30 a.m.)


We passed Ilfracombe about 3.30 in the afternoon, watches were picked shortly before. Hely, Shaw and I in the mate’s watch.


Was sick while passing Bull Point* and felt very ill indeed until I went below about 9 p.m. Coming on deck at 12 p.m. I took the poop watch and was very sick all the watch. Captain and the mate were very kind. We set sail about 12 and the tug then left us. Was very glad to get below again.

Thursday 26 April

Could not eat any breakfast at all. When my watch was called I went on the poop to keep the time “felt as if I’d like to die”. The ship at the time was under full sail and going 9 or 10 knots.


In my dog watch below I turned in and as I had not tasted food all day I felt quite helpless. I did not turn out again until Saturday morning. The mate* came to see how Hely and I were getting on. The ship was still under full sail and the day was very fine.

Friday 27 April

Lay in my bunk all day and felt wretched. Did not eat anything at all all day but certainly felt better than I had done before.


Towards the evening the breeze increased to a “strong breeze” and the water came in very freely… …the apprentice’s half-deck however was as dry as dust.


I did not turn out in the night watches but lay in my bunk sleeping from time to time.

Saturday 28 April

Felt far better when I woke. I turned out and ate some “burgoo” (porridge) and sugar for breakfast. I sat on the poop in the sun all the morning and at dinner time I ate some beef and pickles ravenously. Ship was in late 47 30 N long 7.40 W under full sail and going 7 or 8 knots. Sighted and passed a small barque. Talked to the mate most of the watch on deck that night.

Sunday 29 April

Sighted and spoke a steamship, the Arabian Prince of North Shields at about 7.30. We shall be reported in the papers in a week or less. No work in particular to do but was passed as a sort of holiday thus disproving the sailors proverb ‘Six Days shalt thou labour and do all that thou art able while the seventh holystone the deck and clean and scrape the cable”. Ship going 10 knots under all sail.

Monday 30 April

In the night watch I noticed the great phosphorescence of the water. A cloud of spray coming over the bows while hauling in the weather forebrace looked like a shower of sparks. I found out the mistake when the sparks descended. The halfdeck was scrubbed out. In the day watches we were turned to making sennit* robands etc for bending the fine weather sails.


The wind was on the starboard quarter and the ship rolled pretty heavily. Noticed a shoal of porpoises racing the ship about 12 o’clock p.m. They were a splendid sight, each porpoise showing up as a large mass of fire in the water. They were leaping clean out of the water and were swimming far faster than the ship which was then going 10 or 11 knots.

Tuesday 1 May

All the apprentices busy over making sennit for rounding. We had some heavy showers in the morning and the water was caught and put in the tubs. In the evening the fresh water allowance was started. Rain water is always saved for the washing and all the fresh water is placed in the half deck tank. Had some very heavy rainfall at night and all the tubs were filled with fresh water.

Wednesday 2 May

The paintwork on the poop was scrubbed in the morning watch with sand and canvas after the paintwork on the poop was cleaned, the poop was washed down. All the watch were then put to scrubbing the paintwork in the break of the poop, the deck houses (outside) and the bulkheads. We were under full sail all the day and the wind had drawn a little further aft. Shaw and I were put to the pump forward and were engaged in passing water until our watch went below.

Thursday 3 May

The paintwork in the ships side, the fife rail etc were all scrubbed by the sand and canvas. This was an all-day job and a very tiring one. In the early morning I saw some stormy petrels or Mother Carey’s chickens (four or five of them) they seemed to be small birds with a white band round their tails, the rest of the bodies being dark.


A barquentine under full sail was sighted and passed during the day. She was going in the same direction as we were heading. In the second dog watch I saw a swallow (we were then about 100 miles from Madeira). The bird seemed very frightened and tired. Was taught how to heave the log which is hove every two hours, the patent log being hauled in.


About 2 a.m. next morning the air being very light and right astern the spanker, gaff topsail and jigger staysails were dawsed* to give the ship steerage way.

Friday 4 May

Got the fine weather sails up on deck from the after hold. Was kept at work bending the fine light weather sails after unbending the heavier suit. It was extremely hot and a very fine day indeed. I was aloft on the mizzen lower and upper topsail yards and on the fore yard and the fore lower and fore upper topsail yards. After having bent all the sails the heavier suit were made up and stowed in the forehold. It was hotter down below than on deck considerably.

Saturday 5 May

My morning watch below, as there was plenty of fresh rain water we spent it in washing clothes, a fine job I found it after a bit. In the afternoon the decks were washed down and the brasswork on the poop, bridge and main deck. Knocked off work at about four o’clock. Just after knocking off I saw a whale blowing on our starboard bow. A shark and two porpoises were also sighted.

Sunday 6 May

In the morning watch saw about a hundred porpoises leaping out of the water in gangs. They were swimming away from the ship. Ship under full sail going three or four knots.

Monday 7 May

Sighted a small barque in the early morning away astern on our weather quarter. Washed down after coffee, was passing water. After washing down was sent aloft barefooted to pass the gaff topsail tack over the gaff topping lifts. Found the footropes and ratlines pretty sore on bare soles. Was afterwards sent aloft to dip the jigger topgallant starsail halliards clear of the topmast and topgallant backstays. Ship running five or six knots under full sail. On deck during the day was engaged in making sennit and balling off spunyarn from the coil.

Tuesday 8 May

In the forenoon watch was put to sennit and also other odd jobs. We got some staysails up from the fore hold for the sail maker.


In our watch below we worked out the ship’s position from the captain’s sights Lat 24 52 N Long 24° 55 31” SW having passed Grand Canary pretty close.


Made sennit most of the dog watch on deck and afterwards wetted the poop and main deck. Ship had caught the NE trades and we were running seven or eight knots under full sail most of the day. The rain water for washing gave out today.

Wednesday 9 April

Had the eight hours out. In the morning watch the boatswain caught a flying fish. After washing down, I scrubbed the halfdeck out. After breakfast I turned in and read. Ship running about eight knots. Lime juice was served out for the first time after dinner. Was engaged cleaning the screw of the patent hearts for setting up the mizzen starboard shrouds had the 12 – 2 poop. Get a good wash every other day now.

Thursday 10 May
Still at work cleaning the heart and shackles of the shrouds, the boxes of the screws are unscrewed and the screw threads cleaned with paraffin oil and rope yarns. The shackles are meanwhile scraped clean from all the old paint. The screws are then painted with red-lead and screwed up again by means of spikes.

Having the afternoon watch below we worked out the “sights” and found the ship’s position. Ship still enjoying the NE trades and the wind and weather were still very fine.

Noticed the extreme brilliance of the moon and the planet Jupiter which latter is now close to the sun.
Friday 11 May
Before breakfast after washing down was put to red leading the screws and hearts of the port mizen shrouds which had been scraped and parcelled. After breakfast and after washing up the plates turned in and read. Ship fast running down to the line. Heat getting intense. We now get a gallon of fresh water instead of a three quarts per day. Still at work cleaning the hearts of the shrouds. Got the boats cover of the long boat secured to keep the sun off the gear in the boat. NE trades not nearly so strong.
Saturday 12 May
Finished cleaning and setting up the starboard main and starboard fore shrouds NE trades slacking very fast, ship going at about 4 knots. Wind aft. All sail still set. The ship was washed down in the afternoon by the starboard watch. Heat was now intense and there was but little wind to keep us cool. In the first watch Shaw caught a flying fish.
Sunday 13 May
Tasted the flying fish above mentioned. They are very good eating tasting slightly like mackerel.

Took a trick at the wheel under the guidance of Miller (an A.B.)*

The ship was in lat 10º N Long 25 º W. Hotter than ever.

Ship going about 5 knots, wind aft.
Monday 14 May
Took my regular trick at the wheel from 8 till 10 by myself. Ship was then running South and West.

I saw a very large flight of flying fish while at my wheel they were a beautiful sight each fish shining like silver in the sun’s rays. They fly about three or four feet from the water but some fly higher considerably. The third mate said that when they flew in gangs they were being chased by bonita. Connorton saw a dolphin astern of the ship. We were in a dead calm in the afternoon and evening. Lat 9º 0’N. Longitude 25º 33’ W. Wind aft most of the day, light wind, ship going 3 or 2½ knots. Played Snail and German tactics with Shaw.
Tuesday 15 May
After washing down in the morning we got some tackles aft on the port side of the poop ready for setting up the jigger shrouds. Also got an old boat cover for parcelling out of the bos’n’s locker. After breakfast I read part of the Saucy Arethusa.* At 12 o’clock I started scraping the shackles on the port jigger shrouds, after scraping them I gave them a coat of red lead, had the 7 to 8 dogwatch poop. Ship with the wind on the port quarter going 4 or 5 knots.

Notes
X. the mate: The 1894 crew list for the Gilcruix is preserved within the National Archives, Kew (BT.100/98B). From this we can identify the mate as M. Bullock (aged twenty-eight).
X. St Mary’s Street Cardiff: St Mary Street was a major street in Cardiff on which a large number of pubs and hotels were located

X. Hurst went ashore while the remainder stayed: The 1894 crew list for the Gilcruix is preserved within the National Archives, Kew (BT.100/98B). It cites John E. Masefield (aged 15), George S. Christopher (aged 17), Hamilton Hely (aged 17), Robert Shaw (aged 16) and Cyril A. Connorton (aged 17) all engaged in the capacity of ‘boys’ and straight from HMS Conway. The final member of the apprentices’ berth was Samuel B. Hurst (aged 19) who is the only entry in the ‘Account of Apprentices on Board’

X. third mate: The third mate can be identified as George W. Baxter (aged twenty), in the 1894 Gilcruix crew list.
X. patent fuel: Constance Babington Smith notes in her biography of Masefield that the Gilcruix was carrying a cargo of ‘blocks of compressed coal-dust’ or ‘patent fuel’ (Constance Babington Smith, John Masefield – A Life, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 23)

X. East Bute Dock: There were two Bute Docks in Cardiff: the West Bute Dock (opened in 1839) and the East Bute Dock (opened, in two phases, in 1855 and 1859)

X. Mrs Dixon: The Captain’s wife. The 1894 Gilcruix crew list names G.M. Dixon, aged 39, from Hastings, as Captain

X. second mate: George F. Pickford is listed on the 1894 Gilcruix list as aged twenty-three
X. Bull Point: The first Bull Point lighthouse, off the North Devon coast, was built in 1879

X. sennit: Sennit (also silently corrected from Masefield’s spelling ‘sennet’) is a type of plaited straw.

X. dawsed: Not a verb with which we’re familiar. If any old Conway has any suggestions, do please let us know.

X. Miller (an A.B.): Although Masefield’s manuscript gives the name of Miller, this Able-Bodied seaman is unidentified in the 1894 Gilcruix crew list. It is possible this is Ch. Müller, aged 19, from Hamburg who is present in the crew list.

X. the Saucy Arethusa: A novel by Frederick Chamier originally published in 1837 as The Arethusa. It was republished as The Saucy Arethusa from 1867.

