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The rowboat edged its way up rain-soaked Dunsmuir Street.
Securely tied upon the bed of a Ford Model T pickup, the
boat was heaped with brilliant arrangements of flowers and
evergreen boughs freshly cut from Stanley Park. Ahead of the
truck, a hearse was conveying the body of Seraphim Joseph
Fortes to the stone steps of Holy Rosary Cathedral. The coffin
could barely be glimpsed between the rows of uniformed police
guardsmen who strode alongside the vehicle. It was the rowboat
that brought tears to the eyes of many in the crowd of thousands
who had converged upon downtown Vancouver. Only months
earlier, that very same boat had plied the waters off English Bay
beach, Joe Fortes pulling hard at the oars, his muscular arms
gleaming in the summer sun, his rich Trinidadian voice bellowing out orders: “Kick yo’ feet chile! Don’ you stop kickin’ or you’ll
get nowhere fast!”
Joe Fortes was a Vancouver legend. Everyone, from the wealthiest businessman on Shaughnessy Heights to the back-alley hobo
of the city’s grittiest neighbourhoods, knew of Joe. There was always a story in the paper of another of Joe’s rescues at English Bay.
Officially, he was credited with saving twenty-six people from
drowning—unofficially, many more.1 Joe Fortes. Shipwrecked
sailor. Little education. No formal training in lifesaving, child
psychology or criminology. Yet Joe became Vancouver’s first official swimming instructor, lifeguard and a special constable,
hired by the City of Vancouver to maintain law and order at
English Bay. He was a father figure to generations of Vancouver
children, and a friend to many more. And now, on this cold, late-winter morning, people gathered along the funeral procession
route to Holy Rosary Cathedral to say goodbye to Joe.


1 Mary Elizabeth Colman, “English Bay Joe Was Our First Lifeguard, ” Vancouver Province, August 23, 1952, 16.
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                For a man who was to have such a profound impact on the
                    youth of Vancouver, Joe’s own childhood is shrouded in mystery. Despite much
                    research, no birth certificate or record has ever been found. In an 1891 Canada
                    census, Joe gave his birthplace as Barbados.1 A 1901 census listed Trinidad as his birthplace.2 A 1911 census offered nothing more
                    definitive than “West Indies.”3 There
                    continues to be some debate over Joe’s origin, but in all early interviews, he
                    confirmed his birthplace and childhood home as Trinidad. An exact birthdate is
                    also hard to establish—was it February 9, 1863? Or was it 1865? Again the dates
                    in the censuses conflict. What we do know is that Joe’s West Indian father was a
                    sugar plantation worker, his mother a woman of Spanish
                    ancestry. This mixed race parentage resulted in Joe’s skin being a tone of
                    chestnut brown, rather than the typically darker colouration of West
                    Indians.
            

            
                Further information about Joe’s background may be gained through a short study
                    of Trinidad’s history. Discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1498, Trinidad lies
                    thirteen miles north of the Venezuelan coast. For many years the island
                    languished under Spanish governance. The land was covered with a nearly
                    impenetrable forest of tropical vegetation. Trinidad’s wet season extends from
                    June through December, pummelling the island with heavy rains—Joe was obviously
                    well-prepared for Vancouver’s overcast skies. Any semblance of industry amounted
                    to little more than a scattering of small farms. In 1783, observing a largely
                    Amerindian population of less than three thousand, the Spanish crown offered
                    thirty-two acres of free land to white colonists and half that amount to “free
                    Negroes” and persons of colour. Conditionally, each new arrival had to be Roman
                    Catholic and from a country friendly to Spain.4 So began a slow but steady colonization of Trinidad. It is
                    quite possible that some of Joe’s maternal ancestors were among those who
                    accepted the generous Spanish offer.
            

            
                On February 18, 1797, Spanish rule abruptly ended when Governor José María
                    Chacón surrendered to a British fleet of eighteen warships under the command of
                    Sir Ralph Abercromby. By 1802, a widely diverse Trinidad populace was formally
                    ceded to the United Kingdom. Like most Trinidadians in the nineteenth century,
                    Joe proudly considered himself British to the core.
            

            
                Trade vessels from Liverpool and Southampton, similar to the ones Joe would
                    sail on in his teenage years, nosed up to the Port of Spain dockyards in
                    ever-increasing numbers as demand for Caribbean products grew.
                    Sugar, the white gold that had fast become a staple on European dining tables,
                    was particularly sought after. At the time of succession, about 150 sugar
                    estates were established along the drier west coast of Trinidad. By mid-century,
                    with generous British financing, sugar was at peak production, never falling
                    below twenty thousand tons per year. In 1866, a record forty thousand tons of
                    sugar was harvested, and plantation owners basked in the wealth.5 Joe grew up in a world that
                    revolved around the sugar industry.
            

            
                Under the leadership of Lord Harris, governor of Trinidad from 1846 to 1854,
                    the island had been divided into eight counties, each of which was subdivided
                    into wards. Although little is known of Joe’s educational background, he
                    probably attended one of the “ward schools” that had been established for
                    primary age students. Education in nineteenth-century Trinidad was a haphazard
                    process, often dictated by work obligations in the cane fields or the ability to
                    navigate mud-laden roads to the schoolhouse during the wet season. It is said
                    that a Trinidadian teacher spent more time luxuriating in a hammock than in
                    front of a classroom while absent pupils helped with the harvest.6 As a subject of the British crown,
                    Joe would have been taught in English, recognized as the official language of
                    Trinidad since the 1802 succession. Upon completion of his primary studies, Joe
                    would have been faced with a simple decision—attend one of the two island
                    colleges, or continue his secondary education abroad.
            

            
                During his teenage years, Joe may have attended St Mary’s College, the sole
                    institution for young Catholics in 1870s Trinidad. The alternative, Protestant
                    faith–based Queen’s Collegiate School, had been angrily condemned by the Roman
                    Catholic Archbishop Ferdinand English some years earlier. St. Mary’s College,
                    opened in 1863, offered boarders and day students courses in
                    Latin, Greek, English, French, Spanish, history, ancient and modern geography,
                    science, mathematics and music. The two official languages of the school were
                    English and French. Boarders were required to pay 192 Trinidad and Tobago
                    dollars per year and dayboys, students who returned home each evening, paid
                    seventy-two Trinidad and Tobago dollars. The Sunday or dress uniform was black,
                    while the weekday uniform included grey pants and a straw boater. Life at St
                    Mary’s was not easy. Discipline was severe, with floggings administered
                    regularly for misbehaviour. The cause of some of the misbehaviour was the
                    intense rivalry between the island-born students and those who had come across
                    the water from Venezuela.7
            

            
                By his own admission Joe was not a scholarly individual, in contrast to his
                    younger brother who was being groomed to study medicine abroad. He had learned
                    cursive handwriting but his letters were awkward and stilted. The two examples
                    of Joe’s penmanship that can be found today on Vancouver City Archives
                    microfiche—an autographed note and a (presumed) reference to a photograph—are
                    written in a crude form of Spanish, suggesting that he may have been educated
                    partly at home by his mother or another individual of Hispanic origin. In 1943,
                    City Archivist Major James Skitt Matthews attempted to decipher the carefully
                    preserved originals. The well-meaning Major scrawled his own annotations and
                    theories beneath Joe’s handwriting:
            

            
                
                    “An inquiry esta de Serafim Fortes”—What I think has happened is this. Some
                        one of his friends has asked him for an autograph and to please them he has
                        done his best. Not being a good scholar he did the best he could, and
                        probably tried to say “This is a relic (or souvenir) of Seraphim Fortes,”
                        ie. Joe Fortes of English Bay.
                

                
                    J. S. Matthews, 8 July 19438
                

            

            
                The second note was given similar treatment:
            

            
                
                    “esta vista Bo baca”—It may be that he is intending to say that the view of
                        English Bay from his cottage on Beach Avenue, just west of his monument in
                        Alexander Park. His cottage was between Beach Avenue and the sandy
                        shore.
                

                
                    J. S. Matthews, 8 July 1943
                

            

            
                Whatever he lacked in academic capabilities, it would soon become clear that
                    Joe was an athlete at heart. Swimming, the sport for which Joe would one day
                    become renowned, was a surprisingly obscure pastime in nineteenth-century
                    Trinidad. Public swimming pools were non-existent, and the local beaches around
                    Port of Spain were thick with mud and home to a thriving number of prickly sea
                    urchins and stingrays. North shore surf was treacherous, with strong undertows
                    that could render even the most capable swimmers helpless mere feet from
                    shore.
            

            
                Recreational opportunities on the whole were scarce for natural athletes like
                    Joe. Queen’s Park Savannah, originally a 260-acre plot of sugar land on the
                    outskirts of Port of Spain, was purchased from the Peschier family in 1817 by
                    the town council. By 1854, the park featured a horse-racing oval and grandstand,
                    but pitches for football, rugby and cricket were yet to be realized. Did Joe
                    develop his rowing prowess on the fringes of Caroni Swamp at sundown, enjoying
                    the phenomenon of scarlet ibises flocking to roost atop the mangrove trees? One
                    can only surmise. But by the age of seventeen, Joe was ready for life beyond the
                    confines of Trinidad.
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                Joe departed Trinidad with mixed emotions. It is
                    suspected that there was a serious rift with his father,1 perhaps fostered by Joe’s lack of interest in
                    pursuing further studies in England— a rite of passage for young Trinidadian men
                    of some means. On the other hand, his mother gave Joe her blessing, and bestowed
                    upon her son words of advice that he would recall throughout his life: “You live
                    so that you look everyone in the face, and then you will be afraid of nothing
                    and nobody.”2 Well aware that she
                    might never see him again, she added, “Never forget to whom you belong, and
                    always be straight and honest.”3
            

            
                Joe took employment as a deckhand aboard a brigantine loaded with sugar and
                    headed to Swansea, Wales. From there it was on to Liverpool,
                    then with general cargo back across the Atlantic to Rio de Janeiro and Buenos
                    Aires. Joe’s third crossing took him to Amsterdam and then once again to
                    Liverpool. It was Liverpool that seemed to capture Joe’s imagination most, and
                    it was in Liverpool where he decided to settle in the early days of the 1880s.4
            

            
                Liverpool, the legendary port city sprawled along the banks of the River Mersey
                    in the heart of England’s industrialized Midlands, was a dramatic sight for any
                    new arrival. The harbour was a forest of masts, testimony to the thriving
                    shipping industry of the day. Pedestrians jockeyed for position amidst streets
                    jammed with carriages, omnibuses, lorries, carts and drays. Albert Dock, a
                    collection of buildings and warehouses opened in 1846 by Prince Albert,
                    dominated the skyline. The structure, built from cast iron, brick and stone, was
                    the world’s first fireproof dock complex and a marvel of engineering. Despite
                    these wonders, it was another riverfront structure that transfixed Joe, and
                    inspired his decision to stay in Liverpool: St. George’s Pier Head Public
                    Baths.
            

            
                For all its grandeur, Liverpool had long been a city of slums and deprivation.
                    Cholera outbreaks were common as a result of poor sanitation. In an effort to
                    combat the disease and improve sanitation, a public bath complex, including a
                    swimming pool, was opened on June 8, 1829, in the very heart of Liverpool. The
                    exterior of St. George’s Pier Head Baths was constructed in the tradition of
                    Victorian elegance, with columns and a central clock tower. At a cost in excess
                    of thirty thousand pounds, the baths were an expensive undertaking, and not
                    initially successful in the city’s fight to control cholera. In the 1832 cholera
                    pandemic over fifteen hundred lives were lost in Liverpool.
            

            
                The potato famine of 1845 triggered a flood of Irish migration into Liverpool, further worsening the living conditions, and by the time of
                    Joe’s arrival some thirty-five years later, the city was still rife with poverty
                    and overcrowding—but thanks to a string of public baths and wash houses,
                    sanitation had vastly improved.
            

            
                Joe’s place of residence in Liverpool remains unknown; his name does not appear
                    in any street directory or census of the early 1880s. A large black community
                    had established itself around the south docklands area, and the Elder Dempster
                    shipping line ran a hostel for black sailors. As sugar refineries were coming
                    into their heyday, Joe may have boarded with a contact through his father’s
                    work. Perhaps he earned his accommodation through odd jobs at one of the city’s
                    elite hotels—or found rudimentary lodging in one of the myriad courtyard
                    dwellings or cellars that served as shelter for the city’s poorer inhabitants.
                    Legislation had been passed to demolish Liverpool’s notorious slum districts,
                    but demand for new housing fast outpaced the supply.
            

            
                Regardless of where he bedded down at the end of the day, Joe spent a great
                    many of his waking hours at St. George’s Pier Head Public Baths. He found
                    employment as an attendant and, in his off-duty hours, rapidly honed his natural
                    talent for swimming.5 The baths, as
                    described in Liverpool archival records, were “appropriated to gentlemen at the
                    northern end and to ladies at the southern extremity of the building; and a cold
                    plunge bath, with convenient dressing rooms, situated in each compartment. A
                    spacious tank beneath the centre of the building, containing upwards
                    of 800 tons, receives the water from the river at high tide; from this reservoir
                    it is forced, by means of a steam engine, into a capacious filter, and thence
                    conveyed, perfectly pure and clear as crystal, through pipes, into the
                    respective baths through which it is constantly flowing in a fresh current.”6
            

            
                Swimming was enjoying a dramatic increase in popularity in the United Kingdom.
                    Historically, the sport had been widely frowned upon throughout Europe. People
                    believed that water spread plague and other diseases. Those daring enough to
                    defy this logic employed an ungainly form of side stroke or breaststroke that
                    kept the face well out of the water. Widely organized swimming championships
                    began in the 1870s. At the time there were no separate events for different
                    strokes, and swimmers competed in wild free-for-alls, incorporating any style
                    that suited their preference. It wasn’t until Londoner John Trudgen astounded
                    his competitors with a distinctive double overarm stroke at a race on August 11,
                    1873, that swimming truly began to evolve. The powerful “trudgen,” a precursor
                    to the modern-day crawl, was the preferred stroke of Joe’s
                    day. Experimentation was also well underway with side-to-side rolls, submerging
                    one’s chest and face in the water to minimize frontal resistance, and more
                    efficient timing of kicks. Joe took lessons from one of the more notable
                    instructors and quickly became a skilful swimmer and diver. His swimming prowess
                    soon caught the eye of other pool regulars, and a tall Church of England
                    minister came up to Joe one day with an interesting challenge.
            

            
                
                [image: ]
            

            
                “My boy,” he said, “you are only a lad, but I believe that you will be a great
                    swimmer. We will pay ten shillings to the boy who can get the bunghole out of
                    the big tank. You must try.”
            

            
                The “bunghole” to which the minister referred was a plug at the bottom of the
                    men’s forty-five by twenty-seven foot tank. Both the men’s and women’s tanks
                    were routinely emptied for cleaning, requiring an individual to inhale a great
                    gulp of air, dive to the bottom and draw upon every ounce of muscle power to
                    haul out the heavy plug. No easy task even for the most seasoned of
                    swimmers.
            

            
                “There’s an Austrian in for it, thinks he’s everything, and you must show him
                    he’s not!” the minister told Joe.
            

            
                Feeling the stirring of his British pride, Joe nodded that he would try, and in
                    seemingly no time at all, emerged from the water with the plug.
            

            
                “I’ll give you a pound, because you took something off that Austrian’s head!”
                    the minister said, laughing heartily.7
            

            

            

            
                One summer night in 1881, Joe swam 1,312 yards across the River Mersey,
                    allegedly to visit a young Irish girl. Whether he sought to impress his lady
                    friend or test his endurance is open to conjecture. The remarkable feat was
                    witnessed by Captain Wagstaff, an elderly member of
                    Liverpool’s high society and once an athlete in his own right. Captain Wagstaff
                    was an honorary member of Liverpool’s secret “Daredevil Club,” which met the
                    first Thursday evening of every month at luxurious premises on the fashionable
                    Duke Street. The sole aim of the Daredevil Club, composed of approximately sixty
                    individuals from all walks of life, was to engage in a wide variety of
                    devil-may-care stunts and madcap schemes—always challenging, occasionally
                    unlawful, and frequently for cash rewards. At the August 1881 meeting, one
                    member of the club challenged any other member “to swim across the River Mersey
                    in the dead of night, the fastest swimmer to be awarded a sum of no less than a
                    thousand guineas.”8 Gasps of
                    astonishment reverberated through the room. Two swimmers signed up almost
                    immediately—John McNaughten and Zalech Goldstein, the bravado-filled Austrian.
                    Captain Wagstaff carefully maintained a deadpan expression, while his mind
                    churned with recollections of the young Trinidadian sailor he had so recently
                    witnessed accomplishing the very feat now being wagered upon. A few days later,
                    the captain tracked down Joe, paid his club membership fee and entered him in
                    the cross-Mersey race.
            

            
                Joe’s admittance to the Daredevil Club caused a certain degree of
                    consternation. Joe was black. Black people were not readily welcome
                    amidst Liverpool elite. Nevertheless, Joe took his place alongside McNaughten
                    and Goldstein at the stroke of midnight on August 31, 1881, at the landing stage
                    of Queen’s Dock. Minutes after the three men dove into the freezing waters, John
                    McNaughten lost his nerve and began swimming back. Joe and Zalech continued,
                    oblivious to the angry-looking policeman who was hauling John into a rowboat.
                    Joe struck out hard and quickly gained the lead. Swimming the Mersey was not for
                    the faint of heart at any time of day: the waters were thick with the taste and stench of industrial effluent, and a fierce current was
                    only moderately slackened by the full tide. Within twenty-five minutes, Joe
                    clambered up on the Birkenhead shore. Zalech was calling out of the darkness
                    some distance behind that he was cramping up. Without hesitation Joe dived back
                    into the water and rescued his adversary. The feat accomplished, Joe was the
                    toast of the hour in the plush surroundings of the Daredevil Club. By virtue of
                    financing Joe’s membership fee, Captain Wagstaff successfully negotiated his
                    claim on half of Joe’s thousand-guinea prize. He would soon lose a portion in
                    hush money, paid to silence the police officer who was planning to charge the
                    three swimmers with trespass after rescuing John McNaughten.
            

            
                In later years, Joe acknowledged that his River Mersey swims were foolhardy,
                    but “being in full blood” his teenage mind knew no fear.9 The midnight race solidified his reputation as a
                    swimming sensation, and he went on to dazzle audiences with his talent at
                    exhibition performances in Blackpool. He was presented with a medal and floral
                    bouquet from the pretty blond daughter of the Lord Mayor of Liverpool— “she sure
                    was a little peach,” he would often fondly recall.10
            

            
                A tour through southern France soon followed, in the company of friends from an
                    international organization known as the Order of Good Templars. Good Templar
                    Lodges were a form of Freemasonry, open to any and all individuals regardless of
                    race or gender. Templar Brothers and Sisters were dedicated to the plight of
                    those who had fallen victim to the temptations of alcohol. Joe, having been
                    raised in the Catholic faith, was inspired by the founding principles of Good
                    Templary: “Total Abstinence for the Individual and Total Prohibition for the
                        State.”11 By the late
                    nineteenth century over 1,450,000 individuals throughout the United Kingdom had
                    taken the Good Templary “Total Abstinence Pledge.” Hospitals,
                    orphanages and the Royal National Lifeboat Institution were all beneficiaries of
                    the Templars’ work.
            

            
                While in Liverpool, Joe would likely have attended worship services at St.
                    Mary’s Edmund Street Roman Catholic Church, located mere blocks from the Pier
                    Head. Built in 1845 to hold three thousand parishioners, St. Mary’s was the
                    bastion for Catholic faith in nineteenth-century Liverpool. During the height of
                    the potato famine, attendance doubled and worshippers jammed the aisles and
                    vestibules as Irish Catholics flooded into the otherwise predominantly Church of
                    England city. In 1883, the church lay directly in the path of a planned
                    Liverpool Exchange railway station expansion. Parishioners took it upon
                    themselves to relocate St. Mary’s piece by piece to nearby Highfield Street.12 One can well imagine the strong
                    and youthful Joe taking great delight in helping to move the heaviest slabs of
                    masonry.
            

            
                In his own words, Joe came to know Liverpool “like a book” during his time
                    there. He would have strolled through the stonevaulted pavement arcades of the
                    Goree Piazza, perhaps watched a cricket match or rented a rowboat in Sefton
                    Park. He may have paused for contemplation in the shadows of the
                    seventeenth-century town hall, constructed with financial proceeds from
                    Liverpool’s involvement in the slave trade. He would have joined the crowds
                    watching in awe at dockside as the Cunard Line’s S. S. Servia, the second
                    largest ship in the world and the first to feature electric lighting, set out on
                    its maiden voyage to New York. By all appearances, Joe greatly enjoyed his
                    Liverpool days, but by the fall of 1884 it seems that his wanderlust was
                    beckoning once again.
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                Aboard the Robert Kerr
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                On the morning of October 2, 1884, the steam tug
                        Knight of St. John towed the Robert Kerr through a steady
                    drizzle westward down the River Mersey. Among a crew of eleven, Able-Bodied
                    Seaman Seraphim Fortes attended to his assigned tasks. A Hudson’s Bay Company
                    merchant vessel, the Robert Kerr had been plying the trade-run between
                    Britain and the Americas since its construction in Quebec in 1866.1 On this voyage, a cargo load of
                    coal was destined for Panama City. At 190 feet in length, the Kerr was
                    easily dwarfed by the modern steam-driven giants of the Cunard and White Star
                    lines. The glorious era of the tall sailing ships was drawing to a close, but a
                    gradually decreasing number of weathered old beauties, such as
                    the Robert Kerr, stubbornly maintained a dying tradition.
            

            
                By eleven thirty in the evening, the notorious gales of the Irish Sea had
                    whipped up, and the Robert Kerr was subjected to the first of what would
                    be an ongoing barrage of North Atlantic storms. Captain Edward Edwards, a
                    well-seasoned veteran of such conditions, issued orders for a steady
                    southwesterly course. In the wildly rocking forward cabin, First Mate John
                    Richardson somehow maintained a steady hand as he recorded, in perfectly legible
                    script, the day-to-day particulars of the voyage: “November 19th, 1884—Gale
                    increasing, mountainous seas, ship labouring heavily, mid to whole gale force
                    squalls with very heavy thunder and lightning.”2 The journal continues: “December 7th, 1884—Gale
                    continuing, very high sea having broken up a lot of things about the decks such
                    as ladders, light screen, doors, etc.”3
            

            
                Apparently the storms were taken in stride as most log entries describe, in a
                    nonchalant, almost disinterested tone, the ongoing, routine shipboard chores.
                    Joe and his crewmates busied themselves with mundane tasks such as repairing
                    sails, attending to pumps, scrubbing the deck and taking their shift at two-hour
                    watches.
            

            
                As there were no scheduled ports of call between Liverpool and Panama City,
                    food stores were carefully monitored for quantity and spoilage. Joe’s typical
                    meal aboard the Robert Kerr consisted of salt beef or pork, a soup or
                    stew made from dried beans, a sea biscuit and limes to ward off scurvy.
            

            
                During the week before Christmas, the Robert Kerr rounded Cape
                    Horn:
            

            
                
                    December 18th, 1884—4 p.m. Hermit Island bore N. N. W. about 30 miles.
                        8 p.m. Diego Ramirez bore W. by N. 30 miles distant.
                        Moderate gale with barometer falling rapidly. Took in and furled all topsail
                        except lower. . . . Heavy sea, ship hove to on starboard tack, labouring
                        heavily, shipping large quantities of water. . . . Seraphim on
                            watch 6–8 p.m.4
                

                

                
                    December 19th, 1884—Latitude 57.32 degrees South. Hove to on starboard
                        tack, heavy seas. Crew standing by. Pumps, lights and lookouts attended to.
                        William Anderson threatened two times to hit me on the head with a Capstan
                        bar. I reported it to the Captain.5
                

            

            
                By December 22, the Robert Kerr’s journey around the Horn was complete,
                    as first mention was made in the log of a shift to a northwest course.6 December 25 was made “a general
                    holiday, it being Christmas Day.”7 No doubt for Joe and his crewmates, the best Christmas present was the
                    realization that warmer climes and calmer seas were short weeks ahead. A few of
                    the men were becoming testy as the voyage wore on. William Anderson seemed to be
                    particularly notorious for stirring up trouble: “January 2nd, 1885—Seraphim
                    Fortes AB, came aft and reported that William Anderson AB had stuck a cotton
                    hook into his cheek.”8
            

            
                There is no indication from the log entry as to whether or not Anderson was
                    reported to the Captain for this misdemeanour. If the outbursts were triggered
                    by sheer boredom, matters were about to get worse. By early February, the
                        Robert Kerr had entered the becalmed region of the Pacific known as
                    the doldrums. On February 2, recorded sailing distance was forty-four miles,9 and February 3, twenty-two
                        miles.10 On February 6, at
                    latitude 0.40 south, one could almost hear the onboard frustration as John
                    Richardson scrawled “Calm, Calm, Calm”11 in the logbook. The Robert Kerr had travelled only sixteen
                    miles. Taking advantage of the near-motionless equatorial conditions, crewmen
                    were sent over the ship’s sides to scrub away barnacles and sea grass.
            

            
                On February 28, the Robert Kerr “came to anchor in
                    Panama Roads with 30 fathoms on port cable, furled all sail and cleared up
                        decks.”12 It would be several
                    more days before the ship would be towed further into Panama City harbour, which
                    was jammed with vessels of every size and description. The Panama Canal Company,
                    under the management of Frenchman Ferdinand Marie de Lesseps, was well into the
                    preliminary stages of a phenomenal project—the digging of a navigable channel
                    across the narrow isthmus between North and South America. Coal-powered steam
                    dredges were already making steady progress in the eastern Culebra Cut. The
                        Robert Kerr’s cargo load of coal would soon be put to good use. Joe
                    and his crewmates worked hard for days on end, sending tons of coal down
                    carpenter Thomas Jones’ pre-assembled coal shoot and replacing the load with
                    stone ballast. If Joe had any desire to view the workings of the Panama Canal
                    Company, he may have well been advised to stay away as the interior jungles were
                    rife with outbreaks of malaria and yellow fever.
            

            
                May 5 saw the Robert Kerr’s departure “on a voyage from Panama to
                    Victoria, Vancouver’s Island.”13 For several uneventful weeks, the ship progressed steadily northward. On
                    June 10, Joe was noted on the sick list—a first for him thus far in the
                        voyage.14 By June 15, he had
                    recovered well enough to be on watch from four to six in the morning.15 The first telltale entry in the
                    first mate’s log of a much worse affliction for another individual is dated
                    July 15: “The Captain went on deck during the night and got wet. He is now
                    complaining that his legs are swelling. He is rubbing them with turtle oil.”16
            

            
                A Welshman by birth, Captain Edwards had logged many years of experience in
                    command at sea: the Walton from 1865 to 1872, the Eurydice
                    from 1873 to 1881, and the Robert Kerr from 1882. At
                    sixty-two years of age, he may have been looking forward to retirement,
                    comfortable in the knowledge that he had run his ships at the highest standards
                    of safety and efficiency. The logbook entries of John Richardson tell the rest
                    of the story:
            

            
                
                    July 16th—Captain is no better today but says his stomach is swelling. It
                        has the appearance of dropsy.17
                

                

                
                    July 17th—Captain is no better and says his complaint is inflammation of
                        the kidneys. He is giving instructions to the steward for his medicine.18
                

                

                
                    July 18th—Captain getting worse but still giving the course to steer and
                        look after the chart.19
                

                

                
                    July 21st—Captain no better but getting gradually worse. He asked for hot
                        cloths to be put on his stomach so we did as he asked.20
                

            

            
                Various remedies were tried over the ensuing days: blistering fluid, bitter
                    tincture, linseed poultices, Seidlitz powder and brandy, bicarbonate of soda,
                    weak tea and mutton soup. The crew carried on with their routine duties under
                    the fine sailing conditions of a Pacific Northwest summer. There is no
                    indication from the logbook entries as to whether or not they were apprised of
                    the captain’s worsening condition, but no doubt his lack of appearance on deck
                    led to questions and concerns.
            

            
                On August 7, Flattery Rocks were sighted eight miles distant, as the Robert
                        Kerr neared the entrance to Juan de Fuca Strait. A day later, John
                    Richardson noted the sighting of Destruction Island and the appearance of two
                    steamers, one heading north, the other south. He added, “Captain getting worse,
                    told me there had been nothing pass through him for three days. His voice is
                    nearly gone.”21
            

            
                On August 10, the following entry was recorded: “At 9: 15 a.m. the Captain died. Everything has been done for him that could have
                    been done, according to his own instructions. Captain was conscious to the last,
                    spoke for 5–6 minutes before he died, and asked for a drink of water. To the
                    best of my belief, his complaint was dropsy and inflammation of the
                    kidneys. — John Richardson, First Mate”22
            

            
                The death of Captain Edwards was doubly tragic, as the Robert Kerr was
                    within short days’ sailing distance of Victoria. Joe and his crewmates were
                    called aft amidst heavy squalls and drizzle to view the body of their captain
                    before it was sewn up in canvas. He was then buried at sea according to naval
                    tradition. John Richardson read them the official logbook entry to affirm that
                    everything had been done according to the captain’s own instructions. For the
                    still youthful Joe, this close encounter with death must have left a lasting
                    impression.
            

            
                With John Richardson taking over the captain’s duties as the Robert Kerr
                    neared landfall, his logbook entries became sketchy and intermittent. On the
                    afternoon of August 15, a pilot boat came alongside, and by four o’clock, under
                    a light breeze, the Robert Kerr passed Clallam Bay. By eight in the
                    evening, they passed Pillar Point, and at long last, the Robert Kerr
                    dropped anchor in the shallows of Royal Roads, offshore from Esquimalt
                        Harbour.23
            

            
                Having long been used as a Hudson’s Bay Company anchorage, Esquimalt now also
                    served as the Pacific headquarters of the British Naval Fleet. On August 23, the
                    tugboat Alexander hove to and towed the Robert Kerr into Victoria
                    Harbour. The crew was employed mooring the ship and clearing up decks. At this
                    point, a gap in logbook entries suggests that the crewmen were given some shore
                    leave—a welcome diversion for Joe from the grim realities of recent weeks.
            

            
                At 10: 40 on the morning of September 6, the Robert
                        Kerr was towed by the steam tug Pilot out of Royal Roads “on a
                    voyage to Burrard’s Inlet.” The logbook entries continued in a different hand
                    from John Richardson’s: “After leaving the harbour we ran into a fog bank and it
                    remained very thick until 12: 50 p.m., when the ship grounded on San Juan
                    Island. At the time of the ship striking there was a good lookout being kept and
                    nothing was seen until within a very few yards.”
            

            
                All hands were called on deck immediately as the ship’s movement came to a halt
                    with a terrible crunch. Additional tow ropes were thrown to the steamer
                        Pilot, and the Robert Kerr quickly came off the rocks. It was
                    clear that the ship was damaged and taking on water, but not to such an extent
                    as would warrant evacuation. “We therefore proceed towards our destination.”24
            

            
                Under continuous tow by the steam tug, the Robert Kerr made the crossing
                    of Georgia Strait uneventfully. By 8: 30 p.m., the Active Pass light was noted
                    abeam, by 7: 45 a.m., Passage Island. At half-past ten on the morning of
                    September 7, the Robert Kerr came to anchor off Hastings Sawmill in
                    eighteen fathoms of water.25 For
                    Joe and his crewmates, it was the culmination of an epic voyage from the muddy
                    Mersey and storm-tossed Atlantic, through the blue water tropics, to the
                    forested mountainsides and mist-shrouded islands of the Pacific Northwest Coast.
                    Nearly a year had elapsed since they left Liverpool.
            

            
                Inspections of the ship quickly ensued and the Robert Kerr was found to
                    be taking on water at the rate of 3¾ inches per hour.26 A windmill pump was employed to keep the leakage to a
                    manageable level. While awaiting further instructions, the crew was kept busy
                    washing the decks, attending to the pump and preparing to discharge the stone
                    ballast. A few days later, a diver was dispatched to make a
                    thorough survey of damage to the ship’s hull.
            

            
                
                [image: ]
            

            
                His report was not encouraging. The forefoot of the Robert Kerr was
                    completely destroyed in the grounding, along with eight to ten feet of the main
                    keel and shoe. Wooden planking on the stem and keel had been driven inward and
                    crushed to shreds, with the outer edges projecting on either side of the ship.
                    The metal plate at the junction of the stem and keel on the starboard side was
                    lodged among the crushed planks. The portside plate was entirely gone. In
                    summing up his report, the diver stated flatly, “The vessel is injured to such
                    an extent that it is entirely beyond the limit of submarine repair.”27
            

            
                Simply put, Joe and the men of the Robert Kerr were shipwrecked in
                    Granville, as the small Burrard Inlet community was then known. Several more
                    days went by, during which the crew took turns at the wearying job of manning
                    the pumps and trimming ballast. Complaints arose as time wore on and there
                    appeared to be no decision forthcoming on the ship’s fate. A doctor was called
                    on board to diagnose an “ailing” William Anderson and another crewman by the
                    name of Steward William Miller, but quickly determined that there was nothing
                    wrong with either man. Joe booked off sick on September 25 and received a
                    prescription. Perhaps this sealed his decision to come ashore, for on a rainy
                    September 30, 1885, Fortes AB, was officially discharged from service aboard the
                        Robert Kerr.28
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