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Stephen Crane’s Own Story

ACKSONVILLE, FLA., JAN. 6.— It was the afternoon of New
IYcar’s. The Commaodore lay ac her dock in Jacksonville and
fiegro srcchorcs processioned steadily toward her with box
after box of ammunition and bundle after bundle of rifles.
Her hatch, like the mouth of a monster, engulfed them. It
might have been the feeding time of some legendary creature
of the sca. It was in broad daylight and the crowd of gleeful
Cubans on the picr did not forbear to sing the strange pa-
triotic ballads of their island.

Everything was perfectly open. The Commodore was cleared
with 2 cargo of arms and munitions for Cuba. There was
none of that extreme modesty about the proceeding which
had marked previous departures of the famous tug. She
loaded up as placidly as if she were going to carry oranges to
New York, instead of Remingtons to Cuba. Down the river,
furthermore, the revenue cutter Boutwell, the old isosceles tri-
angle that protects United States interests in the St. Johns, lay
at anchor, with no sign of excitement aboard her.

On the decks of the Commodore there were exchanges of
farewells in two languages. Many of the men who were to sail
upon her had many intimates in the old Southern town, and
we who had left our friends in the remote North received our
first touch of melancholy on witnessing these strenuous and
- ernest good-bys.

It seems, however, that there was more difficulty at the cus-
~tom house. The officers of the ship and the Cuban leaders
_ Were detained there until a mournful twilight settled upon the
- St. Johns, and through a heavy fog the lights of Jacksonville
blinked dimly.

~ Then at last the Commodore swung clear of the dock, amid
a tumult of good-bys. As she turned her bow toward the dis-
tant sea the Cubans ashore cheered and cheered. In response
the: Commaodore gave three long blasts of her whistle, which
¢ven to this time impressed me with their sadness. Somehow
they sounded as wails.

_ Then ar last we began to feel like filibusters. T don’t sup-
Pose that the most stolid brain could contrive to believe that
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And then as the whistle of the Commodore saluted him Cap-
tain Kilgore dotted his cap and said: “Well. gentlemen, | hope
you have a pleasant cruise,” and this was our last words from
shore.

When the Commodore came to the enormous rollers that
flec over the bar, a certain light-heartedness departed from the
throats of the ships company. The Commodore began to turn
handsprings, and by the time she had gotten fairly to sca and
turned into the eye of the roaring brecze thar was blowing
from the southeast there was an almost general opinion on
board the vessel thar a life on the rolling wave was not the
finest thing in the world. On deck amidships lay five or six
Cubans, limp, forlorn and inﬁnitdy depressed. In the bunks
below lay more Cubans, also limp, forlorn and infinitely de-
pressed. In the captain’s quarters, back of the pilot house, the
Cuban leaders were stretched out in postures of complete
contentment to this terrestrial realm of their stomachs.

The Commodore was heavily laden and in this strong sca she
rolled like a rubber ball. She appeared to be a gallant sea boat
and bravely flung off the waves that swarmed over her bow.
At this time the first mate was at the wheel, and I remember
how proud he was of the ship as she dashed the white foam-
ing waters aside and arose to the swells like a duck.

“Ain’t she a daisy?” said he. But she certainly did do a re-
markable lot of pitching and presently even some American
scamen were made ill by the long wallowing motion of the
ship. A squall confronted us dead ahead and in the impressive
twilight of this New Year’s Day the Commodore steamed stur-
dily toward a darkened part of the horizon. The State of Flor-
ida is very large when you look at it from an airship, but it is
a8 narrow as a sheet of paper when you look ar it sideways.
The coast was merely a faint streak.

As darkness came upon the waters the Commodore’s wake
Was a broad, flaming path of bluc and silver phosphorescence,
and as her stout bow lunged at the grear black waves she
threw flashing, roaring cascades to cither side. And all that
Was to be heard was the rhythmical and mighty pounding of
the engines.

Being an inexperienced filibuster, the writer had undergone
considerable mental excitement since the starting of the ship,
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and u)ns&qucntlv he had not ver been to slup and so 1 wene
to the first mate’s bunk to mdulgg myself i all the PhySICaI
delights of holding one’s sclf in bed. Every time the gh
lurched 1 L\p((ttd to be fired through a bulkhead, and it wag
neither amusing nor instructive to see in the dim light a ce
tain accursed valise aiming itself at the top of my stomach
with every lurch of the ship.

The cook was asleep on a bench in the galley. He was of
portly and noble exterior, and by means of a checker board
he had himself wedged on this bench in such a manner th
the motion of the ship would be unable to dislodge him. H;
awoke as I entered the galley, and, fcdmg moved, he deli
cred himself of some dolorous sentiments. “God,” he said,
the course of his observations, “I don’t feel right about
ship somchow. It strikes me that something is going to ha
pen to us. I don’t know what it is, but the old ship is goin
to get it in the neck, I think.”

“Well, how about the men on board of her?” said I. «
any of us going to get out, prophet?”

“Yes,” said the cook, “sometimes I have these damned fcc
ings come over me, and they are always right, and it seem
me somehow that you and I will both get out and meet agaj
somewhere, down at Coney Island, perhaps, or some p.
like that.”

Finding it impossible to sleep, I went back to the p.
house. An old seaman named Tom Smith, from Charlest
was then at the wheel. In the darkness I could not see To!
face, except at those times when he leaned forward to s
the compass and the dim light from the box came upon
weather-beaten features.

“Well, Tom,” said I, “how do you like filibustering?” - -

He said: “I think I am about through with it. I've been
a number of these expeditions, and the pay is good, bu
think if I ever get back safe this time T will cut it.’

I'sat down in the corner of the pilot house and went alm
to sleep. In the meantime the captain came on duty and
was standing near me when the chief engineer rushed up-
stairs and cried hurriedly to the captain that there was so
thing wrong in the engine room. He and the captain dep
swiftly. I was drowsing there in my corner when the cap
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returned, and, going to the door of the little room directly
pack of the pilot house, cried to the Cuban leader:

“Say, can’t you get those fellows to work? T can’t talk their
Janguage and I can’t get them started. Come on and get them
going.”

The Cuban leader turned to me then and said: “Go help 1n
the fire-room. They are going to bail with buckets.”

The engine room, by the way, represented a scene at this
tame taken from the middle kitchen of hades. In the first
placc it was insufferably warm, and the lights burned faintly
in a way to causc mystic and grewsome shadows. There was

a quantity of soapish sca water swirling and sweeping and
swishing among machinery that roared and banged and clat-
tered and steamed, and in the second place, it was a devil of
a ways down below.

Here I first came to know a certain young oiler named Billy
Higgins. He was sloshing around this inferno filling buckets
with water and passing them to a chain of men that extended
up to the ship’s side. Afterward we got orders to change our
point of attack on the water and to operate through a little
door on the windward side of the ship that led into the en-
gine room.

During this time there was much talk of pumps out of
order and many other statements of a mechanical kind, which
I did not altogether comprehend, but understood to mean
that there was a general and sudden ruin in the engine
room.

There was no particular agitation at this time, and even
later there was never a panic on board the Commodore. The
party of men who worked with Higgins and me at this time
were all Cubans, and we were under the direction of the Cu-
ban leaders. Presently we were ordered again to the afterhold,
and there was some hesitation about going into the abomi-
nable fire-room again, but Higgins dashed down the compan-
ionway with a bucket.

The heat and hard work in the fire-room affected me and I
was obliged to come on deck again. Going forward I heard
as I went talk of lowering the boats. Near the corner of the
galley the mate was talking with a man.

“Why don’t you send up a rocket?” said this unknown
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rip. 1o us who were trying in all stages of comperence and
experience to launch the lifeboat he raged in all terms of fiery
satire and hammer-like abuse. But the boat moved at last and
swung down toward the warer.

Afterward when T went aft 1 saw the captain standing with
his arm 1 a sling, holding on to a stay with his one good
hand and directing the launching of the boat. He gave me a
five-gallon jug of water to hold, and asked me what I was
going to do. I rold him whart I thought was about the proper
thing, and he rold me then that the cook had the same idea,
and ordered me to go forward and be ready to launch the
ten-foot dingy. I remember very well that he turned then to
swear at a colored stoker who was prowling around, done up
in life preservers until he looked like a featcher bed.

I went forward with my five-gallon jug of water, and when
the captain came we launched the dingy, and they put me
over the side to fend her off from the ship with an oar.

They handed me down the water jug, and then the cook
came into the boat, and we sat there in the darkness, wonder-
ing why, by all our hopes of future happiness, the captain was
so long in coming over the side and ordering us away from
the doomed ship.

The captain was waiting for the other boat to go. Finally
he hailed in the darkness: “Are you all right, Mr. Graines?”

The first mate answered: “All right, sir.”

“Shove off then,” cried the captain. The captain was just
about to swing over the rail when a dark form came forward
and a voice said: “Captain, I go with you.”

The captain answered: “Yes, Billy; get in.”

It was Billy Higgins, the oiler. Billy dropped into the boat
and a moment later the captain followed, bringing with him
an end of about forty yards of lead line. The other end was
attached to the rail of the ship. As we swung back to leaward
the captain said: “Boys, we will stay right near the ship ull
she goes down.”

This cheerful information, of course, filled us all with glee.
The line kept us headed properly into the wind and as we
rode over the monstrous roarers we saw upon cach rise the
swaying lights of the dying Commodore.

When came the gray shade of dawn, the form of the Com-
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modore grew slowly clear to us as our little ten-foot bo
over cach swell. She was floating with such an air of bu s
that we laughed when we had time, and said: “What OYaH‘
would be on those other tellows if she didn’tAsink at zjlg”u l
But later we saw men aboard of her, and later st'lj :
began to hail us. I had torgotten to mention that rcl i they
we had loosened the end of the lead line and dro 7PchIOUSIy
turther to leaward. The men on board were a m /it}z ach
of course, as we had seen all the boats leave tl}m srgi tO‘;le,
rowed back to the ship, but did not approach too nealz' bec
b

cause we were four men in a ten-foot boat, and we kp
that the touch of a hand on our o

Tn"C first mate cried out from the ship that the third boi
had foundered alongside. He cried that they had mad at;s
and wished us to tow them. The captain said: “Al] rj hc’f

Their rafts were floating astern. ' .

captain there was no talk. Here was death, bu :
: . . , but here 2] 3
a r;ost singular and indefinable kind of fortitude o
our men, I remember, clambered over thc. raili
' , ailin
stood there watching the cold, steely sheen of the swfcp'

Jump,” cried the captain a ain. The old chief eng;i ‘
obcycd th@ order. He Emdcd %n the outsidghr{:ficzi;gdmtizrc
tamn told him how to grip the raft, and he obeyed as rom
and as docilely as a scholar in riding school. promp
A stoker followed him; and then the firse mate threw
hands over his head and plunged into the sea. He had no lik

belt, and for my part, even when he did this horrible thin

somchow felt >C | i i
that T could see in the expression of his hands

and in the very toss of his head, as he leaped thus to dea

that it Was rage, rage, rage unspeakable that was jn his heart
at the time. 4
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quit filibustering after this expedition, jump to a raft and turn
his face toward us. On board the Commodore three men
strode, stll i silence and with their faces turned toward us.
Onc man had his arms folded and was lcaning against the
deckhouse. His feet were crossed, so that the toe ot his left
foot pointed downward. There they stood gazing at us, and
neither from the deck nor from the rafts was a voice raised.
Sull was there this silence.

The colored stoker on the first raft threw us a line and we
began to tow. Of course, we perfectly understood the abso-
lute impossibility of any such thing; our dingy was within six
inches of the water’s edge, there was an enormous sea run-
ning, and I knew that under the circumstances a tugboat
would have no light task in moving these rafts. But we tried
it, and would have continued to try it indefinitely, but that
something critical came to pass. I was at an oar and so faced
the rafts. The cook controlled the line. Suddenly the boat be-
gan to go backward, and then we saw this negro on the first
raft pulling on the line hand over hand and drawing us to
him.

He had turned into a demon. He was wild, wild as a tiger.
He was crouched on this raft and ready to spring. Every mus-
cle of him seemed to be turned into an clastic spring. His eyes
were almost white. His face was the face of a lost man reach-
ing upward, and we knew that the weight of his hand on our
gunwale doomed us. The cook let go of the line.

We rowed around to see if we could not get a line from the
chief engineer, and all this time, mind you, there were no
shricks, no groans, but silence, silence and silence, and then
the Commodore sank. She lurched to windward, then swung
afar back, righted and dove into the sea, and the rafts were
suddenly swallowed by this frightful maw of the ocean. And
then by the men on the ten-foot dingy were words said that
were still not words, something far beyond words.

The lighthouse of Mosquito Inlet stuck up above the hori-
zon like the point of a pin. We turned our dingy toward the
shore. The history of life in an open boat for thirty hours
would no doubt be very instructive for the young, but none
is to be told here now. For my part I would prefer to tell the
story at once, because from it would shine the splendid man-
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the oiler, by let it suffice at this time to say that whe
Were swamped in the surf and making the [egy of oy o
toward the shore the captain gave orders amid the w‘lr o
<)1‘~ the breakers ag clearly as if he had been on the ua l)dnes
of a bart]cship. ' Harterdee
John Kitchell of Davtona came running down the b,
;mq as he ran the ajr was filled with clothes. If he had CTJCh’S
a single lever and undressed, even ag the fire horses hapu %
he could not to me scem o have stripped with n}ore SmCSS,
He dashed into the water and grabbed the cook. Th o
went after the captain, but the captain sent him ¢
then it was that we saw Billy Higgins Iving with hijs
on sand thar wag clear of the water, anc

am Higgip, The Open Boar

A tale intended 1o be after the fact. Being the experience of tour
men from the sunk steamer Commodore

I

N()NE OF THEM knew the color of the sky. Their eyes

glanced level, and were fastened upon the waves that
swept toward them. These waves were of the hue of slate,
save for the tops, which were of foaming white, and all of
the men knew the colors of the sea, The horizon narrowed
and widened, and dipped and rose, and at all times its cdge
was jagged with waves that scemed thrust up in points like
rocks.

Many a man ought to have a bath-tub larger than the boat
which here rode upon the sea. These waves WCre most wrong-
fully and barbarously abrupt and tall, and cach froth-top was
a problem in small boat navigation,

The cook squatted in the bottom and looked with both
eyes at the six inches of gunwale which separated him from
the ocean. His sleeves were rolled over his fat forearms, and
the two flaps of his unbuttoned vest dangled as he bent to
bail out the boat. Often he said: “Gawd! That was a narrow
clip.” As he remarked it he invariably gazed eastward over the
broken sca.

The oiler, steering with one of the two oars In the boat,
sometimes raised himself suddenly to keep clear of water that
swirled in over the stern. It was a thin little oar and it seemed
often ready to snap.

The correspondent, pulling at the other oar, watched the
Wwaves and wondered why he was there.

The injured captain, lying in the bow, was at this time bur-
ted in that profound dejection and indifference which comes,
temporarily at least, to even the bravest and most enduring
When, willy nilly, the firm fails, the army loses, the ship goes
down. The mind of the master of a vessel 1s rooted deep in
the timbers of her, though he command for a day or a decade,
and this captain had on him the stern impression of a scene
in the grays of dawn of seven turned faces, and later a stump

3
forehes
and he wag dead.
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