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The ship's last day was Wednesday, the fourteenth of September, 1758. We knew it would be our last day aboard the poor, deserted Nelson when we awoke to the grinding of the ice all around us. We had grown accustomed to hearing the terrible sound by night, indeed our sleep had been haunted by the awful cracking and groaning for some days now. But now it came even in the light of morning – if that detestable half-light can be called morning – and we knew the ship would not last another day. There was some measure of relief in this, as well as fear. For five days we had been adrift, the sails too heavy with ice to fill, and in any event the five of us too few to trim a frigate of the Nelson's size. The last of the mutineers had departed with the last boat and left those of us who had opposed them stranded aboard the ship; for though ice floes drifted all around none of us dared to try and cross them toward whatever land might lurk invisibly beyond the mist and the snowy haze.
We were five, as I said, and a disconsolate crew we were. Our leader was Commander Ethan Richmond, a sailor in His Majesty's Navy. He was a fine looking fellow, tall and of a likeable countenance. I have never served under a better man, nor will I again. With him were Gunner's Sergeant Henry Lee James and Ensign John Hooker. James was a thin man of pale features and a persistent scowl. He was not generous or firm of mind like the Commander. Though none spoke it, we all knew it had been in part his uneven hand with the men that led to the mutiny which brought us to this point. He spent much of his time in his cabin abed, and Hooker often grumbled that he could hardly sleep from James' weeping into his pillow.
John Hooker was a different sort of man altogether. He was the oldest of us, almost forty I should think, though I never asked. He was an ensign by fate, not design. He had been promoted many times, but always committed some act of dishonor that brought him once again to the lower ranks. He was a lifetime sailor, and I think he remained in the service because he could no more contemplate leaving the sea than can a fish.
I, Neill Wamsley, was the fourth naval officer aboard. I had been first mate to Captain Dawson, now dead by his own hand in the mutiny, and now I waited with the others to see what would become of us.
The last of us was one Michael Arisman, an army private taking ship with us to his new post at Fort Charleston. He was young and untried, and was, perhaps, more frightened than any of us. He had sided with us in the mutiny, though it was plain to all he had been half out of his mind with fear, and this was his reward – to be cast adrift in a ship run aground on an ice floe, abandoned.
It was sheer perverse fortune that set us adrift in the Nelson rather than in one of the flimsy boats that the mutineers appropriated. The unrest among the crew had simmered for days after the unjust flogging of a seaman at Sgt. James' order, and though both the Captain and Commander Richmond cursed him roundly for it in private, they feared any show of fractiousness among the officers would all but invite open revolt. As it was, the end came quickly. The sailors, armed and furious, seized all of us in the mid-night watch and locked us all, save Capt. Dawson, below decks. The Captain, on hearing the angry men battering at his door in the dead of night, apparently drew his pistol and shot himself dead. I did not believe this until I saw the body, preferring instead to think that these vandals had murdered him, but the wound was such that only he could have done it easily. And indeed, many of the men seemed much distressed at the sight of his shattered skull. As for me, I had seen my share of battles here in the new world, and in those days I no longer flinched at the sight of death.
For two days they kept us bottled up belowdecks, until we were all awakened by a terrific blow to the hull. We listened to the shouts and running feet above and were certain that the ship was sinking and that we were as good as dead men. It took us some time, and not a little desperation, to batter down the locked door and escape our confinement. When we reached the deck we saw that all the men had gone, taking all the boats with them, and that the redoubtable Nelson was down at the stern to an alarming degree. It was simple enough to determine the cause: we had run aground, as it were, on a huge ice floe the likes of which are quite common in the Hudson Bay that time of year. With no way to escape we watched fearfully for the ship to begin to sink, but more fool the mutineers; for the old girl did not founder. And so we drifted, directionless and lost, among ever-thickening ice.
That day, that last day, the ice had closed in, and we knew we would have to abandon the ship. But more, that with the solid ice all around we had a whisper of a chance of crossing to land. And so cross we dd.
Richmond went first, with a musket in his hand and ice in the stubble of his unshaven jaw. He climbed down to the white ice and steadied himself against the hull. We all watched him, waiting for I still know not what, then Hooker and Arisman began lowering the packs down to the ice on ropes made stiff and cryptic with cold. I busied myself with securing the lines to the five packs we had made and handing them over in turn. James stood to one side, looking very thin wrapped in his woolen officer's coat, staring out over the water around us. No-one, I am ashamed to say, said a word to him.
Once we had lowered the packs to the ice we commenced to climb down ourselves. I myself was the last to leave the Nelson's frost-rimed deck. I looked around me for a long moment before I went over the rail, taking in the iced mast and spars, the white lumps where coils of rope had frozen fast to the planking, and I thought of Captain Dawson, wrapped cold in a blanket belowdecks. I wondered if any human eye would ever again look upon the ship, or if she would linger here with her crew of one forever in this twilight place. The thought chilled me; that while the world beyond the horizon went about its way the Nelson would lie here, still and unending, in a kind of immortality.
Richmond called to me and I descended, just as glad to leave my thoughts. Once we were all standing on the ice and had shouldered our packs we looked to the Commander to lead us without a word being said -- he was that sort of man. He consulted his compass. "I believe us to be somewhat north of Fort Charleston," he said, "and close to shore. If we strike west with all speed we may make land, and then proceed south to reach the fort." We all nodded.
Sgt. James spoke up in his reedy voice. "God willing, we may even apprehend some of those damnable traitors when we arrive." He tried to speak with a confident tone, but we all looked ill at him, as though all of us wished he would be silent.
Richmond hefted his musket and, glancing at his compass again, pointed the way. With the tortured groans of the ship behind us like the cry of a wounded animal, we followed the Commander into the snowy fog. Our packs were heavy, and only Arisman – infantryman that he was – could bear his without complaint. The straps of mine bit into my shoulder and rubbed my back raw before we had gone half a league. The ice was treacherous and uneven beneath our feet, and were it not for the bayonet upon the musket I used for a walking staff I would have fallen many times.
As it was, we went slowly, and with great care. The world around us was very cold and eerily still. The ice floes were very large, but we could still feel them shift under our weight when we walked on them, and each time we had to cross from one to another we had to look down at the black water between them, and think of the cold gulfs below us. I knew that if any man fell in his pack would drag him down, and the water would numb and kill him so quickly that he would be frozen before he could shrug free of it and kick for the surface. The light was as the easy grey of evening and the snow and mist closed off the world around us at the distance of a pistol shot. As far as we could see in any direction the sight was the same: ice on black water, moving stealthily as time.
Arisman was grim and silent, his young face drawn, but he made no complaint – which is more than I can say for myself. Hooker cursed softly each time he stumbled or slipped, leaning heavily on his musket. James was pallid and wide-eyed as a wounded man. His lips were red from chewing at them, and ice covered his thin moustache. Only Richmond kept on with his head up, compass in one gloved hand, musket point-down in the other. The frost from his breath formed icicles on his beard and lip, but he doggedly kept a weather eye on the compass and kept us going straight.
That day, that walk seemed to last forever. We grew tired, we ached and groaned, and each time we had to step or jump from one patch of ragged ice to another we felt our hearts pound with fear. Our breath froze to our faces and the cold seeped into our joints, made us stiff-fingered and numb-faced. We struggled on and on until we though we would never see land again.
It was I who saw it first, looking ahead. I have always had good eyes. I saw that part of the mist seemed darker, more solid ahead. Then there was an eddy in the fog and I saw a ridge and the distinctive feathering of pine trees. I whooped. "Land!" I shouted like an imbecile. "Land ho!" I threw up my arm to point and nearly fell. The others saw it too, and the Commander had to restrain us from running forward like schoolboys.
"Hold there! We must not hasten!" when he saw we were not moving he relaxed. "If we rush ahead we shall all die. We can see our goal now, we must be more careful than ever! Keep your heads down and set to it, and we shall all end this day on solid ground." His firm voice put sense into us, though it seemed overloud to me here in the quiet and I found myself looking around as if to see if anyone had heard. And I was not the only one. There was a dash of snow in the air, sifting down like white pepper with the eerie non-sound of snow everywhere. I turned back from the desolation and followed Richmond gladly.
We made careful progress, slipping and stumbling, holding our breath as each man leaped from floe to floe. At last we came to a final black split in the ice, and beyond it the surface stretched white and unbroken until rippled by snow-covered bushes. This last stretch of water was wider than the others, and we all watched with our hearts in our mouths as Richmond took two running steps and sprang across. He sprawled in the snow with a curse when he landed, but in moments he was on his feet, beckoning us across.
Arisman went next, and then myself. It was not so easy as it sounds to fling myself across the depthless waters and come crashing to the hard ice. The cold made the impact ache terribly, and I groaned as the Commander helped me to my feet. We stood aside for James, and he leaped, but at the last instant his foot slipped and where he struck the ice was too thin.
It cracked around him with a terrible sound -- like bones snapping -- and the fragment of ice split free of the shore. It dipped with his weight and he slid suddenly toward the water. Richmond lunged forward, sprawling on his belly, and grasped James' pack strap in his right hand. I and Arisman fell upon the Commander and kept him from sliding out off of the ice. Richmond pulled and we pulled and with much cursing and grunting we managed to pull the Sergeant up from certain doom. As it was, only his boots were wet and quickly froze.
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