"The Long Voyage", by H C de Mierre.

Here's an extract, taken from pages 130 to 133 of this account of the apprenticeship of H C de Mierre, in the three-masted ship Main, of the Nourse line, in 1905-1908, published in 1963. 

Nourse specialised in transporting Indian coolies: not slave-labour, but perhaps the next thing to it. They signed on, for five years at a time, to work in the sugar plantations. On this voyage, there were more than 600 (!), men. women, and children, in the 'tween decks, with cargo occupying the hold.

Main was calling, for a day, at St Helena, in the South Atlantic, on passage from Calcutta to the West Indies, to drop cargo and take in provisions. The island lacked a harbour, as is still the case today, but has a good anchorage, sheltered when the wind is in the right direction. The islanders made a living by supplying a passing-trade of sailing vessels with provisions.

It's an example of the type of sea-writing I enjoy most, with lots of precise technical detail, which may not be to everyone's taste..

George Huxtable. george@hux.me.uk 

=========================

A shrill whistle came from the poop, the main topgallant and the three upper topsail halliards were let go, the sails left hanging in their gear, and as we neared our berth we clewed up fore and mizzen lower topsails, hauled down fore topmast staysail and inner jib and squared the yards. We swung gently into the wind, the main topsail came aback, the ship lost headway and the port anchor splashed to the bottom in fifteen fathoms of water. The chain rattled out of the hawse-pipe as the ship dropped astern, and when 120 fathoms were out we clewed up the main topsail, and the starboard anchor was let go. Then, with the chain messenger rigged from the steam winch to the windlass, the port cable was hove in while the starboard cable ran out until we had sixty fathoms of chain out on each anchor. 

We were moored off the little settlement of James​town, seventy-eight days out from Saugor, thirteen days from Cape Point. Two more babies had arrived, so the reckoning was now six births and eleven deaths.

===========================

An hour before sunrise we climbed aloft to loose the sails while the Mate was heaving in the starboard cable as the ship dropped astern, slacking away the port cable, which ran noisily out of its hawse-pipe.

When the starboard anchor was up and fished to the cathead, the yards on main and mizzen masts were braced for the port tack. Then began the slow business of heaving in the 120 fathoms of cable to the port anchor - a long drag for the winch, which huffed and puffed, straining and jerking, jolting the whole ship as the links of the chain clacked and plopped over the lip of the hawse-pipe, over the drum of the windlass and down to the chain-locker, where two ordinary seamen ranged it as it came down, so that it was all clear for running out again. Hard work and hot for them, it was, for each heavy link of chain was formed of iron nearly 2 inches in diameter, with a stout iron stud across its centre.

There were eight "shackles" of chain in the water, each fifteen fathoms apart from its neighbour, and as each shackle made its appearance above the surface the bell on the fo'c'sle head was struck to inform the Captain of the progress being made: seven strokes on the bell when the seventh shackle came up, six strokes for the sixth and so on until the anchor was "hove short". The second shackle had come in; we had less than thirty fathoms of chain out. We were in fifteen fathoms of water and soon the chain would be "up and down". We would be over our anchor.

We backed the fore yards, swinging them round for the starboard tack, sheeted home the three lower topsails and hoisted fore topmast staysail and jibs, and when the anchor left the ground the ship swung slowly to starboard, her head being pushed around by the jibs and the backed fore yards. Soon the wind was on the port bow, the main and mizzen topsails were drawing, so we hauled the fore yards round, hoisted upper topsails, set topgallants and royals and the ship gathered way, slipping silently through the sheltered water while the port watch got both anchors stowed and lashed on the fo'c'sle head and unshackled the cables.
