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INTRODUCTION 
George Howson 

The following account of a voyage by sailing ship from Australia to England in the 
year 1900 was written in 1962 by Maud Howson, the author's late aunt. Strictly 
speaking, she was my aunt-in-law, having married my father's elder brother in 1922. 
The story was very well written and has been allowed to stand largely unchanged by 
any editing - except for some minor changes, spelling corrections and the insertion of 
illustrations. This introduction and an epilogue have been added, however, by way of 
explanation of various matters, and to try and tie up any loose ends. 

Maud Howson's father, Henry Rivett, was seriously ill with tuberculosis, or 
consumption as it was then known, one of the great killers of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries (Cronje 1984). There was no cure as such until the advent of 
antibiotics after the Second World War, but relief, remission and palliative treatment 
could sometimes be obtained by a long stay in a dry climate - cold, like Switzerland 
where many clinics were established for that purpose (Smith 1988, 99-102), or hot, 
like Australia. One can only assume that Australia was chosen because the family 
already had relations living out there with whom they could stay or live near. 
Unfortunately, there is no information as to the occupation of this man. His death 
memorandum is silent on the matter, but the family has a vague recollection that he 
may have had some clerical position, possibly in a bank, working in the City of 
London. 

It appears that the family left London at the end of 1897 or early 1898, and travelled 
to Australia by steamship. The voyage would take about six to eight weeks. 
Unfortunately, Henry Rivett's health did not improve and it was decided that he and 
his family should return to England in 1900. Funds were very low and the cheapest 
way to return home was by sailing ship. Accordingly, a passage was booked on the 
three-masted sailing ship lllawarra at a total cost of £135.00. This exhausted most of 
the family money. 

The lllawarra was built at Glasgow in the year 1881 and was launched in October of 
that year (Ship Modelers Association nd). She was originally employed on the 
Australian passenger trade by her owners Devitt and Moore of London, with a usual 
passage time of 90 to 100 days. In 1899, the Jllawarra was adapted for use as a cadet 
training ship as part of the Brassy Scheme to provide 'professional education' for the 
'sons of gentlemen', which would enable them to become officers in the Mercantile 
Marine (Rakaia nd). The voyage described here was from the cadet training ship 
period and totalled 153 days from March to August 1900. 

There are several references in the account to the war in South Africa (1899-1902). 
This was the Second Boer War and it involved Great Britain on the one hand and the 
Boer republics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State on the other (Pakenham 
1979). After early serious setbacks, the tide turned in early 1900 and the British 
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inflicted a number of defeats on the Boers, including the raising of the famous sieges 
of Ladysmith, Kimberley and Mafeking, before going on to occupy their capitals of 
Pretoria and Bloemfontain. Thereafter, the Boers waged a long and frequently 
successful guerrilla war, which did not end until May 1902 when they finally 
surrendered. During this time, Britain was seen by the rest of Europe (possibly with 
some justification) as something of a bully, and when the war ended she was much 
disliked (Wilson 2001). Another consequence of the war was to expose Britain's 
military unpreparedness and diplomatic isolation, which pushed her into seeking allies 
and resolving long-standing tensions with some of her international rivals. The 
eventual result was the formation of the Triple Entente, with Russia as well as France 
(Massie 1991, 564-9), which was to prove to be of such vital importance for Britain in 
the First World War. But enough background, and now for the story of the voyage! 

AN ACCOUNT OF A SEA JOURNEY 
Maud Howson 

This story is written to give an account of a voyage from Melbourne to London, via 
the Cape of Good Hope and St Helena, the latter being the only port of call; the 
voyage was made 62 years ago when the writer was eight years old. It is written partly 
to revive memories, partly to record facts from my Mother's letters and partly (if it 
proves successful) to put the story on paper for a future generation. In their time, it 
may become difficult to believe that an ordinary family, in the opening months of the 
twentieth century, could embark on a sea-journey of some 15,000 miles (or more) 
with only the wind as their motive power; with only paraffin for their lighting; with 
no heating for the small cabins and saloon in which they had to shelter from 
tempestuous weather; with only small signal flags as a means of communication with 
passing vessels, who alone could report their news or condition to a land-based port. 

The ordinary family was of five: a very sick father of 33 years who wanted to die at 
sea; a courageous mother of 31, and three girls of nine, eight and rising six years (Fig 
1). They had been in Australia for 15 months, seeking a cure in the hot climate for the 
father's health - all to no avail - and this sea journey was the return to England. It was 
my Mother who booked the passage home on the sailing ship 11/awarra, of the line of 
Devitt and Moore. She chose it partly because of the cheapness of the fare, £135 for 
the five of us, and partly for the long voyage via the Cape and St Helena which would 
bring some happiness to the last weeks or months of her husband's life. To her, 
though, a very bad sailor, it would bring nothing but sickness and distress. 

The SS Jllawarra (Fig 2) was an iron-built, three-masted, full-rigged sailing ship of 
1960 tons with high bows and only a slightly lower stem, of total length about 250 
feet. Her fore- and main-masts carried six square sails and her aft-mast or mizzen had 
five; there were three jibs from the fore-mast to the jib-boom at her prow. The square 
sails were the gallants and royals at the top of the fore- and main-masts, the main
sails, and the lowers; there was a royal at the top of the mizzen; or at least that is how 
I seem to remember learning them. To each mast there were the shrouds, which 
helped to keep them erect, the rope ladders which led to the yards and the multifarious 
ropes for the hauling and furling of the sails bent on the yards. To the aft of the ship 
was the poop deck, about 50 feet long, surrounded by the taffrail on uprights; below 
the poop were the saloon and the passengers' cabins. A companion-way of 15-20 steps 
led down from the poop to a half-deck which afforded an entrance to the saloon, the 

68 



Figure 1: The Rivett Family: Gladys (top left), Maud (top right), Mrs Rivett with 
Caroline on her lap, and Henry Rivett 

Figure 2: The SS Illawarra at anchor 
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cabins and the cook's galley. All these were passengers' quarters with the poop for 
sitting and strolling in fair weather, the saloon for meals and shelter in bad weather. 
On the port side (left-hand, looking forward) of the saloon were doors opening into 
passengers' cabins, but our own were on either side of a short passage leading from 
the half-deck to the saloon proper. The cook's galley was to the starboard of the 
saloon. Along the saloon walls were some fixed upholstered seats rather like those in 
railway carriages. In the midst was a big screwed-down dining-table with fixed swivel 
chairs where the passengers and officers fed and where the former wrote, read or 
sewed. Above the table were big oil lamps swinging on chains (rather alarmingly in 
bad weather) from hooks in the ceiling. At the aft end was a piano, also screwed 
down. Returning to the small half-deck at the foot of the poop companion-way; on the 
level it led forwards amidships by passage-ways both to port and starboard; in the 
centre (built around the main-mast) was a block which carried the main-deck, rather 
loftier than the poop and again reached by a companion-way; below the roofing main
deck were the cabins and living quarters of the 20 cadets or middies in training for the 
Merchant Navy. In fact, Illawarra was primarily an Ocean Training Ship and 
registered as such; her passengers were only incidental. The middies (as we called 
them) were in the charge of their instructor, a retired naval lieutenant, who messed 
with the passengers: they paid £70 a year for their keep and training. Of the 20, some 
were on duty with the crew every watch, while the rest had lessons in navigation and 
other nautical matters from their instructor. 

Forward from the main deck was another half-deck and, beyond it, the lofty fo'c'sle 
under which the crew had their quarters; both were very definitely private to the crew, 
and passengers only had entry by fine or invitation. I was once on the fo'c'sle with 
my father and found it very exciting, but a passenger who once refused to pay the fine 
was tied up by his arms and legs to the rope-ladder of the main-mast, in the full blaze 
of a tropical sun and kept there till he paid. Below the level of the half-decks were the 
holds, carrying the sacks and cases of staple foods; the passengers' and other heavy 
luggage, as well as a cargo of grain, rabbit etc. Somewhere amidships on the half
deck, on the starboard side, were the cattle pens with the live pigs and numerous 
sheep, which provided fresh meat for the whole ship's company. There was no cow on 
board, though it was said that when Captain Maitland heard there were to be six or 
seven children on board, he tried to get one before he left Melbourne. 

The master of lllawarra was Captain Maitland, a well-set, fair-skinned man, with a 
kind heart, a ready smile and pleasant manners, who must have had an unusual degree 
of tolerance for naughty children. I never remember falling foul of him, or of even 
being told to clear out when I sought his company; oddly enough, the clearest of my 
memories is that he sharpened pencils beautifully, like an artist. I liked writing and 
drawing and always took my precious pencils to him to be sharpened, an operation 
that he never refused. The other clear memory is that he told me my shoe was undone 
on !April 1900, when it was not. I had never heard of April Fool's Day and he had to 
explain. 

There were three officers under the Captain, none of whom I remember very clearly; 
there was a Doctor whom I can still see, a number of stewards, and a black boy 
known as Pompey who ran messages and did odd jobs. There was no stewardess on 
board. Of the stewards who waited on the passengers, one was very fond of us three 
children and would give us 'hard-tack' in exchange for a kiss; he was a good-natured 
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but grubby man, the seat of his trousers was streaked with marks, one of the 
passengers once said that when he was shown a knife on the dining table that wasn't 
quite clean, he took it away politely as far as the door, wiped it quickly on the seat of 
his trousers and returned it with a flourish. Probably cleanliness was not a very strong 
feature of the steward's pantry. 

Among the passengers there were three or four other children besides ourselves, three 
being boys a few years older, all rather wild and ready to tease or bully. I was 
naturally at times a rather industrious child liking to read, sew, draw and so on, tucked 
into a firm niche between a pile of ropes or other fixtures or even wedged between the 
pig-sties; but Gladys (my elder sister) and the boys resented my attempts at privacy, 
rooted me out of my comer, tried to snatch my oddments and generally acted as 
tormentors. I had a hot temper, large feet for my age and was strongly built; I fought 
back, kicking where I hoped it would hurt most and surprisingly enough managed to 
retain most of my properties. The worst bullying to which I can remember being 
subjected was an episode into which the boys dragged Pompey. I was sitting down 
somewhere with my back exposed and they inveigled Pompey into coming up quietly 
and kissing the back of my neck; immediately they smacked a piece of soft tar on the 
place, saying firmly that it would never come off and that I was marked for life. I (for 
once) went crying to Mother, who spent hours getting the tar off with butter. I was 
probably over-susceptible to teasing and would take any revenge. After I had once 
been teased by a grown-up passenger, I snatched his walking stick - a most cherished 
possession of whale-bone - and tore away from him to hide it; when he caught me up, 
much to my fury, I threw the stick overboard, rather than let him have it back. There 
was a fearful row and I expect I was well spanked; I know I hid between the pig-sties 
for ages. In a way I was rather isolated; Carol was the youngest and was usually with 
Mother or her favourite 'middy', who was absolutely devoted to her, and in his free 
time nursed her and carried her about to see anything of interest; also she knew when 
to scream and the noise always brought Mother or the middy to the rescue. Gladys, a 
born teaser, threw in her lot with the boys and enjoyed it; so I was odd man out. But 
of course there were lots and lots of peaceable days, as well as joint activities when all 
the children joined together in things fresh, amusing or exciting; there was always 
something of interest at sea. 

My chief memories of joint excitements are trying to catch flying fish with a net on a 
stick; watching sharks in the surface waters of the sea or albatrosses flying around the 
ship, and seeing both a shark and an albatross caught from the poop. Then, later, there 
was fishing for sea-weeds and small fry in the Sargasso Sea; watching for the green
light in the last phase of sun-set, and of course seeing another ship in the distance or 
signalling her if she were near enough. We used to watch the officers with their 
sextants taking the 'noon-sight' from the poop and considered that we were familiar 
enough with the meaning of latitude and longitude to understand our position at sea 
and the significance of the daily run. Many of the passengers, including my father, 
kept maps on which they logged our course from day to day. I never remember being 
frightened of high winds, big seas or storms (some of which were terrific) and I often 
wonder why we never went over-board, considering our activities on the poop taffrail 
and the very inadequate protection it gave to small children. 

The former pages are memories and probably contain errors; the following are mostly 
taken from my Mother's letters, which she wrote to her eldest brother as a continuous 
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narrative in the first half of the voyage; they were posted to England at St Helena and 
survived among the family archives. Whether she wrote any more afterwards is 
uncertain, because there would have been nowhere from which to mail them until we 
reached London. 

The SS Jllawarra left Melbourne on Friday 2 March 1900 (Fig 3); as she set a light 
sail and moved away from her moorings in the harbour, HMS Cerberus gave her a 
royal salute of 21 guns; to this she replied by dropping her ensign. The salute was 
given because some of the senior cadets belonged to the Royal Naval Reserve. 
lllawarra was tugged out into the bay for two miles where she anchored, as there was 
a north-westerly gale blowing outside the headlands. At more or less the same hour, 
about mid-day, the sailing ship Loch Ettive sailed for England eastwards via Cape 
Hom. Jllawarra got away from her anchorage next morning during a lull in the gale 
and set course westwards, but the storm soon returned with violence and blew 
unremittingly from the north-west for nearly three weeks: she had to tack 300 miles to 
the south and then even further northwards into the Australian Bight to obtain any 
westering at all; and subsequently there were many shorter tacks, before she got on to 
her course about 200 miles to the south of Western Australia, where a short spell of 
fine weather brought relief round about 22 March. 

I 
Ascension Island \ 

Burial at sea \ 
17 June St Helena 

Lat: s•53•5 7_9 June 
Long: 14•43w 

3 May 

I 
13 April 

Lat: 23"28'5 
Long: 78"5 7'E 

~-

2 March 1900 
Melbourne 

Figure 3: Route of the Jllawarrafrom Melbourne to London, 2 March to 3 August 
1900 

During all this stormy period the passengers' quarters were in chaos; during the 
nights, everything loose in the cabins became piled up in heaps on the floor. In the 
saloon, even the piano became 'unshipped', and smashed cabinets, doors and crockery 
before it could be screwed down again; in the steward's pantry, every jug (hanging 
from screws on the ceiling) was smashed to pieces. The officers' quarters were 
flooded and the cadets got no lessons at all, as the whole 20 were fully engaged in 
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retrieving or repairing equipment, throughout the whole period. This was where we 
first learned that Jllawarra was 'a wet ship' - and not the last by any means. 

The weather was fair, though broken, for a few days after the 22 March, and the 
passengers were on deck finding occupation. A mollyhawk was caught with line and 
bait, also an albatross, which measured 11 feet between wing-tips. I can still remem
ber how the latter was caught: a stout piece of deal-boarding was baited with a large 
piece of meat, secured with a long rope and dragged from the poop along the sea's 
surface. The bird plunged from the air to the meat and its bill became wedged in the 
wood; the whole thing was then dragged aboard. The beak was tied up with twine and 
the bird was examined by all. I know I was very sorry for it and ran away. I expect the 
bird was thrown over-board in the end. As well as the birds above us, there were 
numerous sharks swimming abaft and around the ship: there were always some about, 
feeding on the butchering refuse. Of course, there was no refrigeration in those days, 
and pigs, sheep and other livestock were slaughtered as required. 

The comparatively fair spell of weather lasted over Sunday, 25 March, when there 
was a full muster and inspection, at 12 noon, after Church Service. This occurred 
regularly except in very bad weather, with all the off-duty crew, the middies, 
stewards, cooks and officers all spruced up in their best uniforms, the officers being in 
frock-coats. The Captain read the Church Service and the Bible lessons in the saloon; 
usually there were hymns, for which I think my Mother sometimes accompanied on 
the piano; but on 25 March, the piano had not been sufficiently repaired for any 
music. 

Though we were still in the Bight, all the children and most of the passengers were 
active and lively. We were doing 12 knots, the ship's best speed, after having done 
only three, four or six during the bad weather. On the night of 26 March we rounded 
the Leeuwin with a fair wind which continued for some days. There we passed 
another sailing-ship on the same course, signalling to her with a polite message, but 
she did not reply; the crew said she was annoyed at being overtaken. The weather was 
still fine on 5 April and very warm along Latitude 24° in the Indian Ocean. There 
were awnings out over the poop, and we children were trying to catch flying-fish. The 
officers were in white uniform and the Southern Cross showing in the sky every night. 
During this week the water taken on board at Melbourne and stored in tanks became 
used up or undrinkable; it was very nasty anyway. So the condensing engine was put 
to work; it yielded 1 OOO gallons a day and filled all the tanks in three or four days: this 
business of course continued throughout the voyage. I can still remember the clatter of 
the engine. 

Mother notes that some members of the crew would do some laundering in their spare 
time at the charge of 2d a garment; but she tied her husband's handkerchiefs on a rope 
and put them through the cabin port-hole, letting them drag in the surface waters of 
the sea and air. The weather was so hot, that no meat would keep at all. The butcher 
had to kill a sheep every other day and get rid of anything that had gone bad. The 
bread and porridge were good, but all the fresh fruit had gone and only dried fruits 
and nuts were served occasionally. The crew of course had lime juice, but there was 
none for the passengers. 

On 6 April, heavy boxes and trunks were brought up out of the hold, so that 
passengers could get fresh clothes or other property: most of the luggage had suffered 
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badly in the gales: lids were battered, locks and hinges knocked askew. On 8 April the 
ship was becalmed for three days making no headway at all; the children were very 
lively, playing such games on the poop, as were impossible when the ship was 
moving at speed. 

On 13 April - Good Friday - the Jllawarra was half-way between Melbourne and the 
Cape of Good Hope in Latitude 23.28° S Gust in the Tropic of Capricorn) and 
Longitude 78.57° E. The temperature was 83° F in the cabins but the air fresh and 
cool on deck. There had been hot cross buns for breakfast, much to the children's 
delight, and the boys lost three hooks trying to catch sharks. As the day was a holiday 
there was a cricket match on deck. 

For the next five or six days there was a strong south-easterly gale with huge seas and 
a tremendous roaring sound of waves, and of wind in the rigging. lllawarra had 
averaged ten knots and covered 1200 knots [nautical miles - Ed] since Saturday night 
(14-19 April); she was now 200 miles off Madagascar and nearing a hurricane. 
During this period, there were huge waves breaking over the decks, including the 
poop; mid-ships were awash and the poop itself rarely dry. Carol had been washed off 
her feet, water had poured down the ventilators into the cabins and many of the berths 
were wet. The storm cleared on the Friday night and we had two days of fine weather 
to the south of Madagascar. There were flying-fish jumping aboard and small birds 
called Cape Hens flying aft of the ship. 

On 24 April we were in the latitude of Natal and sighted a small barque 12 miles 
ahead; she was going in the same direction as ourselves, but on a different tack and 
we failed to get her signalled. The sea was now quite :frequently brilliant with 
phosphorescence. Two days later, in a dead calm, we passed a sailing ship, 48 days 
out - she had no news - but a little later a steamer came into sight from the starboard, 
approaching rapidly. Almost immediately all glasses and telescopes were out on the 
poop and lllawarra signal flags were asking for news. The steamer altered course a 
little and came sufficiently close for her name - the Hardwick Hall - to be read 
(through glasses of course) on her bows. Her captain, from the Bridge, sang out 
through a megaphone that Cronje with 4000 men was at St Helena; Joubert was dead; 
Buller had taken Bloemfontain, with other news that we were unable to hear. All souls 
on the lllawarra gave them three cheers and then three more; as the Hardwick Hall 
crossed our stem, on her way to Mauritius, we sent up the Ensign and dipped her three 
times. 

It was on this occasion, I believe, that I used for the first time (as a public 
communication) my private set of miniature signal flags, which I had made from bits 
of material cadged from other passengers, and had completed with cords, swivels and 
pulleys: I knew some of the codes or thought I did, and was busy hauling up and 
down my private messages. All, or nearly all, the children had acquired signal flags 
by similar means, and we used to communicate with each other from deck to deck, 
signalling what we thought were good nautical messages. 

During all the excitement of the arrival of the Hardwick Hall and of our mutual 
communications, with everyone on Jllawarra looking towards the bows, Carol took 
the opportunity of climbing on the taffrail: Mother, happening to look around, just 
saved her from going over-board, when the ship began to move again. We elder ones 
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all climbed on to the taffrail at times, though we were forbidden to: it must have been 
about 3 ft or 3 ft 6 ins from the deck and a most insecure perch. 

For the next few days there were short-lived storms alternating with calms and it was 
not until the end of the month that we made any appreciable head-way on our true 
course. On Sunday, 29 April, soon after breakfast, we passed a French boat, the 
Admiral Aube; she signalled 'no news' to our enquiry; but all the gown-ups made up 
their minds that she would not give us any war-news, because it was too good and she 
was jealous. The Captain of Illawarra had the Ensign dipped three times to her, but 
she responded very slowly and sulkily. On the next day, after good progress at 12 
knots in the early morning, Port London in Cape Colony was visible through glasses. 
On the evening of 3 May, we were off Port Elizabeth, in sight of mountains, having 
been tacking north and south for three days, with little progress on our true course; 
only slightly better conditions prevailed until the 6 May, when we were not far from 
land on the Agulhas Bank, a famous fishing ground; a number of the passengers and 
some of the crew had lines and nets over-board, trying to haul in some edible catches. 
The butchers killed the pig rather ahead of time in the hope of getting a fair wind. 
During the afternoon there were three sailing ships in sight too far away for contact, 
but at 5.30pm we met an Iona cattle boat who was near enough to signal 'No news of 
importance'. We asked her to report Illawarra as 'All Well', as we were over-due, 
and she replied 'Understood'. There was the usual interchange of Ensign courtesies 
and she passed away to the Cape across our stem, we being on a south-easterly tack 
away from the land. 

On the next day there was a fair wind to take us round Cape Agulhas, the most 
southerly point of South Africa, and we were 18 miles from the Point at 9pm, with the 
light-house beam in full view: it was a beautiful coastline with capes, bays and high 
hills in the distance - and I can still see it, and have the knowledge that I recognised it 
as beautiful. One of the passengers tried to sketch it. 

For the next eight or nine days (until 17 May) the weather continued difficult or 
contrary: after a period of dead calm, we met strong contrary winds from the north
west, driving us so far to the south of the latitude of Agulhas, that the weather became 
too cold for passengers to be on deck, quite apart from the heavy pitching and rolling. 
For a time we were on various tacks doing three knots, still heading south: on the 
13 May my mother wrote rather bitterly: 'A week ago we were only twelve miles 
south of Cape Agulhas, now we are sixty'. Thursday, 15 May, was the worst day of 
the whole voyage, with hurricane-force head winds; the ship was hove-to for about 12 
hours, with only one rag on each mast and all the half-decks a-wash. As the storm 
passed away, a fair wind set in and we reached the latitude of Table Bay, where a 
passing ship promised to report us at Cape Town, and in another 24 hours we were 
well north of the port. It had taken us 18 days to get round the south of the continent, 
counting from the time we first sighted land. At midday on 18 May, my Mother 
records:- 'A good run, and only 1550 miles from St Helena'. It was there that she was 
expecting to get news from her family. 

Of this period of the voyage (the first 17 days of May) Captain Maitland said, 'The 
oldest sailor alive would hardly be able to tell of more contrary winds and more 
difficult sailing than we have had since sighting Africa'. To which either he or my 
Mother added- 'Eighty-four days out and on only forty of these have we done over a 
hundred miles a day'. 
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The weather continued bright and fair for five or six days with all the passengers on 
deck and the ship drying out; we occasionally got going well in the south-east Trades, 
but there were also periods of utter calm, which led again (on the 25 May) to the 
killing of a pig with the usual ceremonial; his squeals brought the favourite wind at 
4 o'clock; it continued at force till Sunday 27 May, the ship moving well on her 
course with all yards squared and some heavy rolling: the mid-day reckoning (on the 
27 May) made us about 650 miles from St Helena; another day of good sailing 
brought us 105 miles on into the Tropic of Capricorn. There, in a temporary calm, the 
ship was overhauled and painted, while the awning was spread over the poop and the 
passengers lazed in the hot sun. Some of the crew, in cradles over the sides, could see 
below the water-line and reported that the ship's bottom was so heavily coated with 
barnacles that she could not get on at anything like her best speed. Even so, on 1 June, 
we were speeding northwards in front of a terrific gale, which brought us to within 
330 miles of St Helena. There was plenty of discomfort for the passengers: in the 
saloon there were chairs, crockery, fiddles and food all over the table and the floor; 
and at night people were hardly able to keep in their bunks, some falling out onto the 
floor. Everything was lashed tight on deck and we children were kept below and 
forbidden even to open the saloon door. The gale, as happened so frequently, was 
followed by a calm, and on Whit-Sunday, 3 June, at 3pm we were still 175 miles from 
the island. Mother notes that in spite of everything there was a very smart muster and 
inspection, with a well-attended musical Church Service. 

Later in the afternoon of Whit-Sunday, a steamer was sighted coming up from the aft 
and in a few minutes all was excitement aboard lllawarra. Our signal (WSQT) was 
run up accompanied by 'Any News?' In half an hour, the steamer Janita-Glasgow 
was near enough for us to see her answering pennant hoisted, and we added to our 
signal 'What news ofthe war?'. She then altered course and approached to within 200 
yards of our starboard, where our whole (off-duty) personnel was lining the rails, with 
glasses at the ready and we children climbing anything climbable to get a better view. 
The Janita then hung out long black boards on her sides with the chalked words in 
large letters 'Mafeking, relieved 17 May: Roberts going ahead to Johannesburg'. 
Everybody with glasses could read the message easily, but we children did not really 
understand what all the excitement was about. 11/awarra signalled 'Thank you' and as 
the Janita made off to her course passing us on the starboard, every soul on 11/awarra 
gave her three hearty cheers. Then across the stillness came faintly the sound of her 
returning cheers. Mother notes that this warmed all our hearts, moving many to tears; 
it seemed to take away the sense ofloneliness and exile that all of us (except we hard
hearted children) were beginning to feel. The Janita was on her way to Ascension and 
not touching at St Helena: she had sheered off at ten knots while we remained 
becalmed, continuing so all night. There was still a relative calm next day and we 
glided along but slowly: in the early evening of 5 June, land was reported from aloft 
(the head of the main-mast) but still a possible 48 hours away. 

At sunrise on 6 June, the huge rock of St Helena was sighted at a distance of 44 miles: 
we sailed slowly towards it all day to see the silhouette against the setting-sun at 
nightfall; but there was no possibility of getting to our anchorage and we had to tack 
about slowly through the hours of darkness. At four o'clock in the morning lllawarra 
put about and before noon rounded the headland to see the little port - Jamestown -
with HMS Niobe, a four-funnelled man o' war in the harbour. St Helena was then a 
naval coaling station; Niobe was anchored off the island as a guard ship. lllawarra 
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soon had all sails furled and the anchors run down. Needless to say, all free on board 
had been lining the rails since breakfast, staring, laughing and chattering, drinking in 
the first signs of real land life that we had seen for nearly 100 days. Very soon the 
harbour-master came out to inspect and report, bringing with him the long-looked for 
mails. He reported that there was a bad influenza epidemic on the island; and stated 
frrmly that, owing to the 2000 Boers still held as prisoners, no-one would be allowed 
on shore until the Captain had inspected all passports. 

There was a big mail for Mother and lots of books for us three children, but the 
English outward mail, alas, had just left and the time of arrival of the next mail-boat 
was quite uncertain. Most of the passengers went ashore at St Helena to see such 
sights as there were, to do some shopping and to feel solid land under their feet. We 
did not go but stayed aboard Jllawarra for the 48 hours that we were in harbour: I 
seem to remember that some of the passengers brought us back foliage from 
Napoleon's garden or first grave. We children were of course practically living on the 
taffrail of the poop drinking in every sign of activity on land and water, and probably 
shrieking our heads off with excitement. I expect there were various reasons why we 
did not go ashore: partly perhaps we had no passports, partly my father's health: he 
was by this time not far from his end; and partly, perhaps, shortage of money. Mother 
had had £21 when we came aboard Illawarra at Melbourne, but father's medicines, 
stimulants and other expenses had run away with most of the money and she had only 
£5 left - still very far from home! Anyway, she would have had little heart for sight
seeing. 

We left St Helena on 9 June - after a bare two days in harbour, so anxious was 
Captain Maitland to hasten our slow voyage. We had taken in stores of all kinds, 
livestock, various tinned foods for the passengers and crew, as well as flour, oatmeal 
and other staples, in addition to repairs for some gear strained in the storms. With a 
fair wind we headed towards Ascension Island, 900 miles away to the north-west. We 
made fair progress in fine weather for nearly a week with blue skies and a calm sea; 
both passengers and crew were cheerful with their books and purchases, the new 
stores and drinks, as well as the fillip that the sight of land had given. 

My father died on 16 June in the early hours of the morning, the ship being in 
Latitude 9° 18' south and Longitude 14° 13' west. The doctor told the Captain, and 
Mother told us in our bunks; we all four dressed early and went on the poop before 
breakfast - a concession, I suppose, to our bereavement, as it was not usually allowed. 
There was a sea-burial at noon or thereabouts on the following day at a point 55 miles 
south-south-east of Ascension Island - the Captain reading the service from the 
Prayer-Book (Fig 4). 

We three children did not go to the burial, which took place from the poop; indeed, 
we knew nothing about it. We were kept out of the way and looked after by a senior 
Cadet on the main-deck. All I can remember is that the weather was fine and sunny 
and that Illawarra was hove-to. 

Passing Ascension Island, which we did not even see, we were 105 days out and had 
then covered roughly 10,000 miles on our true course; we were still about 5000 miles 
from home, and few of the passengers believed rather gloomily that we would be 
there in less than 80 days. The crew however thought differently; they had regarded 
my poor father as a man with death in his face, ever since he had boarded the ship at 
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Figure 4: The death certificate of Henry Rivett 

Melbourne: and, according to the superstitions of their calling, they regarded him as 
the bearer of the ill-luck which had beset the voyage. When he had been safely buried, 
the crew said that the luck would change; there appears to have been something in it 
as we reached Tilbury on 3 August ( 48 days from Ascension Island) having had good 
weather and no serious set-backs in the North Atlantic. 

Shortly after the latitude of Ascension Island we 'Crossed the Line' into the North 
Atlantic, but without any of the usual flummery of Neptune coming aboard and 
without much in the way of sports. 'We three' were all hood-winked by the officers 
holding up a thread across binoculars at the noon sight, so that we could say we had 
seen the Line when we crossed it. I think I was suspicious, but Carol said that she 
boasted for years that she had seen the Equator. 

Some time in June (to the best of my recollection) we came across what we were told 
was called the Sargasso Sea: the surface was like a meadow, so thick was it with 
golden-green seaweeds. Of course, all the children were violently excited, and 
acquired (or made) hooks and lines of every kind to fish up the seaweeds from the 
water and land them on the deck of the ship: again, why we never went overboard in 
our excitement, I cannot imagine. We sat close under the taffrail with our heads poked 
out, or stood on any box or erection that would give us the height to fling the line and 
hook as far as possible beyond the sides; there seemed to be always something better 
just out of reach. Having got quantities of the weed on board with its host of small, 
fascinating sea-fry, we nearly drove everyone mad spreading the stuff about the 
decks; we stole every container available (buckets, scrubbing and FIRE - pantry 
basins of every kind - biscuit tins - and so on) to hold our catches and fascinating 
enough they were. But neither the weed nor the small animalcules would keep, and 
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would be stinking in 24 hours. We got into more trouble with the crew and the 
officers over this business than over anything else on the whole voyage. Luckily, we 
did not know what bad language meant, but were often threatened with a rope's end. 

Subsequent to this excitement, I remember very little about our journey in the North 
Atlantic. We must have passed more traffic in the sea-lanes than we met further south, 
and I surmise that a fair proportion would have been under sail, because it was 
probably there that I learnt to distinguish the various types of rig - barks, barquentine 
and any deviation from the full-rig of Jllawarra. I could still draw and explain about 
these for a couple of years or more after our arrival in England; and I certainly did not 
learn to recognise them in the Indian Ocean or the South Atlantic, where Mother's 
letters record very little traffic. Of the steam-ships I remember nothing: there would 
have been passenger liners and supply ships to South Africa, but not many within 
signalling distances. Anyway, they were in a hurry and so were we, with the generally 
favourable winds. 

Through the early week's of July, Jllawarra made her way steadily up the North 
Atlantic, possibly somewhere along the meridian Longitude 20° E, but we never 
sighted the African coast or the Cape Verde islands, nor even (as far as my own 
memory goes) heard anything about them. Nor do I remember any storms or 
excitements as we passed to the west of the Bay of Biscay. By this time, of course, 
'we three' were all tough, hardened sailors and it would have taken a hurricane to 
have kept us off our feet. There probably were times when 11/awarra was a-wash at 
mid-ships and the poop nearly so, but we had either learnt to find safe-quarters in the 
open or bagged personal comers in the saloon; certainly, we knew that any storm 
would pass and never had any qualms or fears. 

In spite of the extra stores that we had taken in at St Helena, food was getting short 
before we reached the Channel; all the livestock had been slaughtered and the only 
meat was tinned rabbit from the cargo, served at every meal where meat was called 
for. The oatmeal was weevily and the porridge usually burnt (perhaps the pans were 
wearing thin); but we had to eat what we were given, a fact which has caused me to 
dislike porridge and rabbit ever since. 

Giving the Isles of Scilly on the one hand and the Channel Islands on the other a wide 
berth, we entered the Channel with a fair wind, which developed into a spanking gale, 
to take us forward at the best speed of our voyage, even with little sail aloft. All the 
adult passengers, including Mother, were below, packing as fast as possible, but 
nothing could keep us under cover. There was more shipping to be seen than during 
the whole of the rest of our voyage; we lined the taffrail on the poop, or occasionally 
crouched in shelter to avoid the worst seas, counting the various craft and studying the 
out-going big liners which seemed so close at hand. 'Why,' we said to the officers on 
watch, 'don't the passengers come to the rails to wave to us?'. We were surprised to 
receive the answer that they would be below in such a gale, probably in their bunks; 
and anyway would have no interest in passing vessels. We thought it pretty poor; this 
was not a hurricane or anything like the worst storms we had known; it was just a 
grand wind taking us 'home' where all the grown-ups wanted to be. 'Home' meant 
nothing to us after five months at sea, and as far as I remember I had no wish to leave 
lllawarra; it had indeed become home to us, for the five months might have been five 
years to our childish minds. 
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I expect, on the evening of 2 August, we were much annoyed at being sent into bed; 
by which time we must have rounded the North Foreland. I do not remember seeing 
the Nore Light, though I can remember Mother speaking of it, as indicating the 
beginning of the last 20 miles of our journey. By this time, all sails must have long 
been furled and a tug providing our only motive power. So we came to Tilbury soon 
after mid-day on the pouring wet afternoon of 3 August 1900. Mother had sent a 
telegram by the pilot to her Father in St John's Wood, and we left lllawarra after tea 
about 5pm. I cannot remember saying good-bye to anyone but I remember the 
bewilderment of the quayside. However, Mother was a Londoner, born and bred, and 
off we went by rail to Fenchurch Street and thence by the old sulphurous 
Underground Railway to Baker Street. There, Mother's last pennies had given out and 
we all packed into a hansom-cab, knowing that there would be someone to pay the 
fare when we arrived. It was streaming with rain and heavily overcast when we 
reached 'home'. I can remember the crowds of aunts and uncles who greeted us, but 
only very faintly. My clearest recollection of that night as we all sat around the supper 
table is Grandpa saying 'It's dark; tum on the light'; somebody pulled the string of the 
'by-pass' light on the fixture of an old-fashioned incandescent gas-burner. I was 
nearly blinded by the sudden illumination and stared in amazement: it seemed 
miraculous after the dim oil lamps of Illawarra. I did not know that such an indoor 
light existed anyway on sea or land. This must have been what Mother meant by 
'home'. 

EPILOGUE 
George Howson 

Unfortunately, I know little of (or have forgotten) my aunt's later life, though, of 
course, I knew and remember her very well. She qualified as a school teacher and I 
think spent some time in Canada before marrying my uncle. They lived firstly in 
North London and then in Bicester near Oxford, where my uncle was headmaster of 
the local grammar school. There were no children. Because of family connections 
with Aughton (near Halton), they both moved there on my uncle's retirement, where 
they remained for the rest of their lives and became very active in the local 
community. I recall that, in her later years, the widowed Mrs Rivett lived with her 
eldest daughter and possibly her youngest daughter in the London area, though she 
did visit Aughton at least once when she was in her 80s and when I met her briefly. 
The youngest daughter, Caroline ('Carol'), became a very successful writer of 
detective novels, firstly under the pseudonym of Carol Camac and then as ECR 
Lorac. Some of the latter are set in the Lune Valley, particularly Crook O' Lune and 
The Theft of the Iron Dogs. All three of the sisters are buried in Aughton churchyard, 
my aunt being the last to die in 1967. 

As for the lllawarra, she continued to sail to and from Australia until 1907, when she 
was sold to Norwegian owners. She was lost at sea in March 1912, while bound for 
Valparaiso from Leith with a cargo of coal. The crew were saved (Ship Modelers 
Association nd). 
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