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Author’s Note 

All characters in this book are fictional, other than 
Bror Friberg, the recruitment agent. The first two 
ships carrying Norwegian labourers to New Zealand 
were the Ballarat and the Høvding in 1872. Bror Friberg 
was on the Høvding, which also carried my family, the 
Larsens. The ship neither stopped for repairs in Cape 
Verde nor picked up a sailor. Both the Balmoral and 
the Halfwellen of this story are fictional, though some 
of the immigrant experiences are composites of many 
stories.
Place name spellings are the common use of the time. 
In some cases with hymns and psalms I have used the 
more modern New International Version (NIV) bible 
verses rather than the King James Version (KJV) to 
convey the sentiment more accurately.
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Chapter ONE

South Atlantic Ocean, 1872

When Clem’s body goes into the sea it falls fast, 
without hesitation, and is gone. 

A sea burial is different to a burial on land. There 
is no digging. No man with his heavy shovel comes to 
remove the soil, to open a warm gap in the earth for a 
final bed. There is no slow lowering of a coffin and there 
is not the waiting, the waiting, the waiting for the first 
toss of earth as the mourners wonder, is it really so? 

When Clem goes into the sea there is hardly a 
splash, and the box disappears instantly. There is no 
pause and no soil. The heavy chains at his feet pull him 
down and the scar on the water heals instantly. There is 
no way back. 

Not for Clem. 
Not for Eloise. 

# #  # #
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Eloise has passed the point of no return and Cornwall 
is behind her, on the other side of a wave below which 
Clem still slips downward, into the submarine depths of 
the South Atlantic. Eloise doesn’t know for how long he 
falls, but there is a waiting of sorts on the deck while the 
ship’s bell rings.

Maybe he is still falling.

Cornwall, September 1871 

Eloise left the dusty road and followed Clem and 
Martha across the meadow. 

Late afternoon sun slanted over the fields, hot on 
a countryside busy with harvest. Butterflies rose up 
from underfoot, disturbed by her skirts pulling through 
the grasses, fragile wings dancing against the gold. 
She held her arms out and drifted through the cloud. 
White yarrow and blue cornflowers ran in long swathes 
and late poppies were scattered like confetti. The field 
shimmered with insects, and a clean dried-grass scent 
hung in the summer heat.
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Clouds built in layers on the horizon, white on grey, 
the frisson of an approaching storm dragging the air, 
drawing shadows across the end of the balmy summer day.

Ahead, where the meadow ran into the wood, high 
up in an elm tree, was a fluttering. Starlings, thousands 
of them, gathered behind leaves on the verge of turning. 
The high branches bowed with the birds’ weight and a 
sharp noise washed over the meadow: screeching and 
laughing in a distinctly starling cacophony.

A clutch of birds swooped out, small triangular 
wings tip-to-tip, flying low over the field, back to their 
perches. Another group followed, bursting from the 
branches, closely tucked with the same tight precision. 
They were building for something.

 Clem stopped with his face up to the sun, Martha 
with him: two blond heads the colour of straw. Martha’s 
bonnet hung by a tie from the back of her dress and 
Eloise pulled it free and handed it to her sister.

“If you lose another one, I can’t protect you from 
Father again.”

“Three hundred and twelve,” said Martha, counting 
the birds on the wing, fast. 

Clem dropped into the soft, yellow grass and leaned 
back on his elbows with his long legs stretched out. 
“It’s a great trick, Martha,” he said. “One of your many 
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with no discernible use.” He pulled on her skirt but she 
ignored him.

“Eighty-nine,” she said, her eyes following another 
swarm overhead.

The squawking chatter increased as the birds surged 
out in a long, sinuous snake. They massed overhead, 
viscous and slippery against the dark blue sky. They 
flattened and floated, then flipped and towered, 
individual little birds sucked inside a rising column. 
At the top they poured out, rippling down like water, 
scattering in the fall. 

Eloise watched, spellbound. The loose dots sucked 
back together to form a soft ball that wobbled across 
the sky – a pulsating ballet of wings. They fell out of the 
ball into a long silk scarf that shook and rippled along 
the fields before the whole mass tied itself in knots and 
broke apart, scattering on the ground. 

And then, in a puff of wind, they blew like dust from 
one corner of the meadow to the other, folding over and 
over as they touched down.

“How extraordinary,” said Clem, holding out his 
hand for Eloise to pull him up. His eyes were the blue 
of cornflowers at their best, just before they turned. 
The air thickened, promising thunder.
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Through the bay window, the house lamps were 
already lit. Eloise chased Clem and Martha inside just 
as the rain began.   

Billy stood by the window chewing the side of his 
thumb, and her mother walked about tapping her hand 
lightly on the furniture. 

“Father told us to wait in here,” Billy said. “Where’s 
Matthew?” 

Billy was twelve and growing haphazardly out 
of childhood, but under the bruised purple light 
pouring through the window he looked vulnerable and 
young. Billy, Martha and Clem were blond fair like their 
mother; Matthew and Eloise took their father’s dark 
looks.

Past Billy and though the smear of glass, Matthew 
came into view bounding down the driveway. He had 
a switch in his hand and he waved it in the rain like a 
conductor directing a concert. 

From the hallway, Eloise heard her father’s voice 
reverberate through the darkening house. “Boy! Where 
have you been?”

“Walking, sir,” Eloise heard Matthew say. “Just 
walking.”

“I don’t expect to be kept waiting by my own son. 
Inside with you!” 
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The door of the sitting room opened and Matthew 
ducked in, wet haired, his face guarded, the carefree 
smile lost. Robert Sansonnet followed, his tall frame 
changing the shape of the empty spaces in the room. 

His eyes fell first on Martha, who stood awkwardly 
with raised shoulders and her mouth slightly open. Her 
eyes ran back and forward along the skirting board, 
following an invisible, trapped mouse.

“Sit down, you half-witted rabbit. There! There’s a 
chair. Sit in it, why won’t you?”

Martha hesitated, blinking rapidly, her odd ways a 
beacon to Robert’s anger. Clem guided her into a chair 
and perched on its arm. Eloise watched her father’s 
tight face. He glared around the room at his wife and 
children, but his expression softened at Eloise. She was 
usually the one to have his favour.

“I’ve had a letter from your mother’s brother,” he 
said, speaking in a kinder voice, only to her.

Eloise had heard no mention of her uncle for years. 
There was a portrait of Uncle Horatio in the upstairs 
corridor, painted before he left for America. It hung on 
a dark wall, hidden away past paintings of the Cornish 
Coast and the farm. Eloise had always thought of 
Horatio as a pirate, a construct of the brightly oiled eyes 
that followed her, and the atmosphere of disquiet that 
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came with his name, a whisper of one who had lived a 
life of unmentionable wrongdoing. 

“Is he coming home?” Eloise asked. 
Eloise felt her mother draw a long intake of breath 

and, turning, saw that her face was wet with quiet tears. 
Her mother was not a happy woman, but Eloise hadn’t 
known her to cry. She had a slipping feeling, like she 
was falling slowly from her horse and there was nothing 
she could do but hold on. 

“Horatio has sold the farm,” said Robert. “Our home. 
The land, the buildings, everything. To an American.” 
He spat out the word as if that was the worst of it, that 
their home should go to an American.  

Heavy chains formed around Eloise’s body and she 
fought to sit straight. Sickness dripped into her heart. 

She belonged to this house, it framed her world. 
She had been born upstairs. She knew how the sun 
passed hourly through each windowpane and the smell 
of the garden in every season. Her growth was measured 
in lines behind the kitchen door and her treasures 
secreted in nooks in the walls and floors. Her feet 
had done their part in the rubbing of the wooden 
stairs, smooth and bowed slightly in the middle, and 
she knew their sound, the tune they played in the dry 
weather, creaking with the squeal of a prodded pig on 
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the fourth and eighth. They had done so for generations. 
“What about us?” Clem asked. “Where are we to go?”
Robert’s face shifted, his irritation turning sour. 

“Horatio has gone to New Zealand. He says there are 
opportunities in the colony – cheap land, good farming. 
Fast prosperity, for those prepared to work for it. 
He’s buying a farm. I have three sons, I’ll provide labour.”

None of his three sons smiled. 
“I don’t understand what you are saying, Father,” said 

Matthew. He nearly matched his father in height, but 
was young-shouldered and narrow-hipped, still growing 
into his frame. “We’re to join him in New Zealand?”

The telltale twitch in her father’s jaw was cold water 
down Eloise’s back. Stop, Matthew, she willed. Her 
brother was twenty, a man stepping out from behind 
his father’s shadow. Don’t challenge him, she pleaded 
soundlessly. But Matthew didn’t look at her.

“You are suggesting we emigrate? Become farmers in 
the colonies?” Matthew pushed the words out loudly, 
the notion incredulous. 

“Don’t you raise your voice to me. I am not suggesting 
anything. I am telling you. That is exactly what we will 
do. The farm is sold, we need to be gone by May and I 
intend to book passage tomorrow.”

Matthew’s shoulders squared and his chest lifted. 
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Eloise held her breath, fearing a confrontation. 
“You cannot dictate to us like this! Uproot us with 

no consultation, no discussion!”
“Boy . . .” 
“I won’t go to New Zealand!” 
“Won’t go? Won’t go?” Robert took a step towards 

his son, who stood defiantly straight. “Who are you, 
boy, to tell me what this family will and won’t do? There 
is nothing for you here. Your inheritance is at the grace 
of your uncle and if he says you will go to New Zealand 
and farm for it, that is what you will do.”

“I will not!”
“Matthew!” cried Eloise. It was madness to talk back 

to their father. When the boys had been smaller he’d 
thrashed them for less. 

The punch came fast, a heavy fist, the strength of it 
knocking Matthew to his knees. “You’ll do as you’re told.”

Matthew raised his head, his face full of rage. For a 
horrible second Eloise thought he would leap up and 
attack his father but he stayed down, hand to his jaw, 
eyes flaring.

Robert Sansonnet dropped his shoulders, the anger 
gone out of him, diminished. “Go in for dinner, go on, 
all of you. Get up, boy, I didn’t hurt you. No need for the 
show. Penelope, have a plate sent through to my study. 
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You’ll join me later. There is much to do.”
The brutality of the punch dissolved into Eloise over 

the evening and through the night. It was a punch too 
strong for a boy and she saw how a father’s violence 
could pass, with a fist, to his son. Even gentle Matthew 
might, in time, be driven to fight back. She knew it 
would always stay with her, the menace indelibly drawn, 
branded behind her eyes like a tattoo. 

It hung there in her grief as the confusion became 
a reality. Piece by piece furniture was sold, room after 
room was closed up and the packing gained momentum. 

Spring came with daffodils and the vivid green of 
sprouting grass. Eloise’s childhood disappeared 
into crates and boxes, destined for the market or the 
poor house. The contents of the attic, which had lain 
undisturbed for generations, were handled without 
ceremony before being placed in this pile, or that. The 
family crib had sat in the hallway for a week before 
Penelope returned it to the attic. “It belongs to the 
house,” she told Eloise. 

Matthew was seldom at home. Over winter he had 
grown scarce, aloof from the family, often moody 
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and irritable. Sometimes, surprisingly, Eloise caught 
him gazing out the window with a face full of softness 
and a silly smile so unlike his usual lively expression. 

Clem and Eloise were sent around the district, 
dispensing books to the school, clothing to the poor. 
One cold morning they walked out with clothes for the 
housekeeper’s daughter, though Eloise wondered at 
the use of dancing shoes and fine gloves in a scullery. 
They passed through the wicket gate, blowing long 
breath-trumpets into the pale sky, their chatter a noisy 
babble like a stream over the cobbles. It was Clem who 
spotted Matthew disappearing over the stone wall to the 
neighbouring estate. 

“Perhaps he’s poaching rabbits,” Clem said. “Selling 
them. Saving up so he can abandon us. He said he’s not 
coming to New Zealand.”

“That’s absurd, Clem. Mr Montclair would shoot 
him. And of course he’s coming to New Zealand.” 
Though, when she said it, Eloise was not so sure. The 
new Matthew had become unreadable. “Perhaps he’s 
visiting Rose?”

Clem laughed. “If he poaches Rose, Montclair will 
shoot him for sure.”

It had been years since Eloise had seen their reclusive 
neighbours, other than at Christmas time when the 
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grand family blessed the village and sat warmly muffled 
in their ancestral pew. There was bad blood between 
her father and Mr Montclair, though she didn’t 
know the history. The idea of Matthew climbing the 
wall for a romantic tryst with the mysterious Rose was 
thrilling. She tugged at Clem’s sleeve. “Let’s look!” 
she said, but Clem wanted to get on. There was always 
something interesting on his horizon.

“Anyway,” he said, extricating his sleeve from her 
hand, “Matthew would hardly be interested in Rose. 
She’s just a child.”

“She’s the same age I am! Sixteen.”
“Exactly. A darling child. Imagine if you had a beau! 

What fine entertainment that would be. Oh, I forgot. 
You do. Cousin Cornelius the chicken counter.” 

Eloise swung her bag at him and Clem skipped 
backwards. Cornelius was a distant cousin, a lonely, 
tongue-tied boy of Matthew’s age, who visited every 
summer. Eloise neither liked nor disliked him, but he 
certainly wasn’t her idea of a beau. 

“Have you written to tell him you are sailing away?” 
Clem called, running ahead. “Have you broken his 
heart? Perhaps he’s risen to counting pigs and Father 
will send for him.”

“I don’t know why you laugh about stock-counting, 
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Clem. You’ll be counting the pigs on Uncle Horatio’s 
farm.”

“When I am a landowner, I’ll invite Cornelius to 
come and count my pigs. Sheep, too.”

“Well, he has two hands. He can count your five pigs 
on one, and five sheep on the other.”

Clem swung around and waited for her to catch 
up. He wagged his finger at her. “You underestimate 
me, little pea. I know you’re sad to leave, Martha is 
frightened and it’s dreadful for Mother, too, of course. 
But for me and Billy, this is our chance, don’t you see? 
If we stay here and Matthew gets the farm I’ll end up 
like Cornelius, just a stock agent, a working man. But in 
New Zealand land is cheap – they’re practically giving it 
away. I’ll have my own farm. We’ll be colonial gentry.”

Colonial gentry sounded no better than Cornish to 
Eloise, but she didn’t have the heart to say so. Clem was 
off again, too fast for her, up and over the rise where 
walkers could look down over the estate wall. 

Eloise looked down. She saw a movement in the trees.
In the orchard, a little dog trotted out onto a path. 
It was a sweet thing, with long white hair that trailed 

in the mud and a floppy red bow tied around its neck. 
In a skipping run behind it appeared a girl, wrapped in 
a dark winter cloak with a fur cap covering her head. 
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She was lean and graceful, light on her feet. “Clem, 
look,” cried Eloise, but Clem was on ahead, swinging 
his bags and whistling. 

In a second, the girl dipped back into the trees, out 
of sight. She looked to have stepped straight from a 
romantic novel, dancing along a ribbon of enchantment 
to meet a lover, a whispered vision. Eloise was sure it 
was Rose, running to meet Matthew. Why not? Rose 
was a Montclair, but Matthew was strong and tall and 
funny and kind and the handsomest young man in the 
county. Romance, for Eloise, had not yet materialised 
beyond the pages of Austen or Brontë, but she knew it 
transcended impediments: it leaped over conventions 
and broke feuds. Love scaled walls. 

“I saw her!” Eloise ran after Clem. “I saw Rose 
running to meet Matthew!”

Clem was having none of it. “Eloise, my favourite 
little ninny. Give up your romantic dreams. Rose’s 
grandfather was an earl. You mustn’t go around 
saying she’s meeting Matthew in the orchard. He’s 
probably stealing apples and there’ll be trouble enough 
for that.”

But when they got home, there was no sign of 
Matthew. Eloise smiled.

She went down to the sheep yards to find Billy, 
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but he was with a group of old farmers, picking over the 
flock with their clever hands and closed faces. Eloise 
saw her father at a distance, leaning heavily on a gate, 
his hand rubbing through his thick black hair. He gazed 
northward over the rolling hills towards the coast. 
She joined him, lifting one boot onto the gate, folding 
her hand over the top in the way he did, and looking out 
into the empty green.

“Ah, Princess.” He smiled and reached out to stroke 
her hair. “You’ll be feeling the way I do. Saying goodbye, 
one field at a time. It’s a sad business.”

He had a rich, deep voice. He’d told her stories, when 
she was young, of knights and dragons and adventures, 
stories he had patched together from remnants of 
legends. The boys never sat still to listen and Martha 
was a blank fish, but Eloise would crawl onto his lap in 
the deep armchair by the fire and put her ear against the 
rumbling voice in his broad chest.

“Clem says we’ll be colonial gentry in New Zealand,” 
she said.

“Of course we will. There’ll be dancing and singing 
lessons again for you, and piano lessons for Billy. 
We’ll have a gig. And I’m not sorry to leave; the farm’s 
gone downhill. I’ve had the worst luck with the sheep 
these years, the old crook McDonald sold me those 
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bad rams. And lost so much on the horses. I was cheated 
there, should have made a fortune.” 

Eloise hadn’t heard him mention the horses since 
the animals were sold. The stables by the river were 
derelict now. 

“Circumstances were against me,” he said. “But we 
can start again in New Zealand.”

Eloise didn’t question her father. He was unlucky, 
with a string of unfortunate events that had undermined 
his success. She stood by him, companionably, while 
the shadows of high clouds scudded across fields empty 
of animals. They were more peaceful than they had 
been for a long while.

“Can I ask you something, Father?”
“Anything, Princess.”
He looked older, but Eloise couldn’t pinpoint what 

had changed. His straight jaw was always clean shaven, 
and there was just the beginning of a touch of grey in 
his side whiskers. His ferocious black eyebrows were 
the same, and the lines on his face were accumulating 
only slowly. Was he thinner in his clothes? There was 
a tiredness about his eyes. She was unused to seeing 
him defeated. She didn’t know from where this talk of 
failure had come.

“Why are we forbidden from knowing the 
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Montclairs? What did they do?”
Robert stood back from the gate slowly and stretched 

his back. He put his head on its side and regarded Eloise, 
who held her head up, waiting for an answer. Eventually, 
he turned back to his pose overlooking the fields. 

“It all happened a long time ago, Eloise. It is the 
reason your Uncle Horatio can’t come back to England. 
The Montclairs don’t matter. We’ve managed to live 
on each side of that great wall for twenty-five years 
and now we are leaving, with never a word spoken. 
It’s over.”

“Matthew is in love with Rose.”
As soon as she said it, she wished she hadn’t. There 

was no immediate response but she felt a coldness in the 
day, although the sun still shone and no cloud passed 
over. She should, perhaps, have spoken to Matthew 
first. That he was in love explained his puzzling moods. 
Of course he would be morose to leave Rose behind. 
Could her father not see?

“How far has it gone?”
He sounded neither pleased nor angry. 
“I don’t know.”
“Has he spoken to her father?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything. It might not 

be so.”
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There were starlings gathering in the trees but they 
stayed hidden. There was no glorious swooping dance 
across the fields when Eloise turned to go. 

“Eloise,” her father caught her lightly by the elbow. 
“Not a word about this to anyone. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Father.”
“That’s a promise, then. Not a word.”
She sensed something was wrong, but the days 

passed and nothing outwardly changed. Matthew still 
slipped away from them and wore his unapproachability 
firmly around his shoulders. Her father glowered over a 
silent table, his fists heavy on the cutlery. 

In May they loaded the sea chests and said goodbye 
to the farm, with a constriction pulled so tightly around 
their lives that Eloise thought they would shatter.

They took the coach to Plymouth, and so to the docks.
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Chapter TWO

They were five days out from Southampton, 
through the great swells of the English Channel and 
passing the Bay of Biscay before Eloise found her sea 
feet. The journey had suffered a stormy start even 
before seasickness had drowned them all in wretched 
incapacity. 

Robert had dragged Matthew aboard, so drunk or 
drugged he could not stand, his arms flailing until he 
fell into unconsciousness. 

Eloise had been so sure Matthew had intended to 
remain behind. One by one, in the week before they left, 
he had taken them aside. To Eloise, his talk of looking 
after Mother and Martha were so obviously a goodbye. 

And then on the docks, amid the tears and confusion 
of boarding, something had gone terribly wrong. 
When Matthew approached their mother, Eloise 
witnessed her father step between them, insisting he 
and Matthew bid farewell to England at a public house. 
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An hour, he said, but they were gone all afternoon and 
came back on the turning tide, with Matthew incoherent. 
Robert carried him over his shoulder and dropped him 
in the boys’ cabin. Eloise stood with her mother in the 
rain on the cold deck and watched the little rowboats 
pull the Balmoral out into the wind while Matthew lay 
unconscious below. Her father stood by, tight-lipped.

Now Matthew, like many passengers, barely left his 
cabin. There was no cure for seasickness other than 
water and rest, and no cure for the rift between Matthew 
and his father. 

The barque ran south in the grip of a cold northerly 
blow, sails full with the malevolent force that ripped 
them away from England. Eloise felt the distance grow 
like a pulling away of her skin. 

On deck she was light-headed, but without the 
lurching sickness that had laid her prone since leaving 
shore. She grasped the rail and stretched into the wind, 
blinking as the ship dived into a wave and watching the 
spume slap up the side, a spray of salt droplets cold on 
her face. She gripped tighter, feeling energy in the wood 
under her hands and the water on her cheek, stirred 
back to life by the pulse of the wake busting from the 
ship. It was better on deck than in the pocket of a cabin, 
which reeked of a week’s nausea. 
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England’s thin line of coast, long gone, was replaced 
by a sea-mist mirage. Everything Eloise had ever known 
had sunk below the horizon while her eyes were closed. 
Gone so fast. The farm, her friends, the countryside. 
Everything that made up the blood in her body. There 
was nothing now but an ocean of water, and she was the 
centre of the visible world.

Salt spindrifts beat a rhythm off the bowsprit and 
blew away along the deck.

Already they were so far out to sea it was impossible 
ever to return home.

She was surprised to see Martha come up on deck 
alone. With a blanket wrapped around her like a shawl, 
she moved awkwardly across the deck, a mix of the 
rolling surface and her normal loose-limbed gait. Of all of 
them, Martha was the least sickened by the ship’s motion, 
but she was deeply affected in her spirit. She didn’t like 
changes in her routine, she needed a steady world. She 
spent long hours in their cabin, her face closed to Eloise, 
tapping her fingers and flinching at the noises: the slap 
of the water and creaking of the ship, the banging of 
doors and the voices of the other passengers through 
the thin partitions, the calls of the sailors and, more 
distantly, the sound of the two hundred souls below 
deck and the animals that accompanied them. 
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In the corridor outside the cabins were crates of 
noisy birds, starlings that were being transported, as 
they were, for a new life in the colony. They should 
have been plump and shiny and flying through the 
sky, but had lost their sheen, and the stars on their 
plumage became dull in the sunless space. They were 
listless, caged slaves. Eloise hated their inside smell and 
clatter, but Martha stood in front of the cages for hours, 
studying them intently.  

“Come and enjoy the cold with me, Martha,” said 
Eloise as her sister pushed an old felt hat down over her 
undressed hair. Eloise held out her hand to catch her.

They walked unsteadily, linking arms and rolling 
with the swell, and leaned on the balustrade that 
separated the poop from the main deck. 

Aching with tiredness and with her teeth chattering 
painfully in her icy face, Eloise looked out over the 
people below. Assisted passengers were divided into 
shifts on deck and it was family time. There were 
fair-haired children without caps or coats, skipping 
nimbly across ropes and running around the piled and 
lashed crates.

They were angelic, these children, their pale hair 
shining so brightly and moving so fast that Eloise’s tired 
eyes couldn’t keep up. They flew across the ship with 
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halos of gold smeared out behind them and she gazed in 
bewilderment.

“They’re Norwegians,” said Martha. “Billy is going 
to teach them English hymns.”

How extraordinary, thought Eloise. And how 
beautiful they look. She knew nothing about the 
emigrants on board, where they had come from or the 
circumstances that had put them here on this floating 
village. She’d heard of emigrants fleeing persecution 
or being drawn by promises of wealth. Were these 
Norwegians pushed or pulled? Eloise decided it must 
take both for people to leave their homes. No one would 
make such a trip without being both dragged and shoved.

Eloise found a niche on the upper deck hidden by a 
heavy roll of canvas from passers-by but with a clear 
view down to the deck below. The first mate, William 
Brown, brought her a blanket. She held a book, but 
although she had found her sea legs, reading made her 
nauseous, so she watched the sails overhead, marvelling 
at the hundreds of hues there were in an endlessly 
grey sea. She watched the lower deck passengers turn 
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their faces to the wind, groups of women and children 
walking arm in arm. One woman might lean out, 
something on the water catching her eye or a friend in 
sight, and the group would bend and change direction, 
merging, breaking off, reforming.

Like her starlings in the meadow at home. 
There were animals on deck, and the passengers saw 

to their care. Eloise watched as a girl was lifted high in 
the air by an older boy as Buttercup, the Sansonnets’ 
hackney horse, put her nose out of the stall. Buttercup 
stood eighteen hands, with a shiny dun-coloured coat, 
white fetlocks and a white blaze on her lower nose, and a 
brown mane and tail. Their one remaining horse, after all 
the racing and breeding animals that had passed through 
her childhood. Eloise was pleased it was Buttercup 
who had earned the right to cross the world. She had 
been put to stallion a few weeks before they departed 
but they’d be months in the new country before they 
knew whether the horse was in foal. Buttercup blew a 
shuddering horsey breath on the child’s hand and the 
girl squealed with delight, her arms wrapped around her 
brother’s neck but her shining face fixed on the horse. 

Matthew was deliberately elusive. For two weeks he 
had stayed closeted in the boys’ cabin. Their mother had 
accepted he was suffering from prolonged seasickness. 
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Robert, too, lingered and grew gaunt and grey. The cabin 
lad, Jack, brought Matthew his meals and Eloise left him 
alone. Of course he was sick, but it wasn’t the sea. 

As the winds grew consistent and the weather 
warmed, Matthew got up and disappeared down the 
companionway to the steerage quarters – against their 
father’s strict instructions. There were a couple of 
London boys between decks and Matthew went where 
Eloise couldn’t follow, loading victuals from his plate 
into a cloth to share with his new friends below. 

Matthew had disowned her. Eloise wanted so much 
to talk to him, but there were no quiet places on the 
ship; there was no privacy. Had he really intended to 
stay behind? By telling her father about Rose had she 
unwittingly betrayed her brother? She felt sick at the 
thought. Surely not. She chewed her fingers and worried.

“Not a word to anyone,” her father had made her 
promise. What had she done? 

On the deck below, a group of little girls caught her 
eye. She had been following their movements without 
attention, like watching birds flitting across a landscape. 
Lively and spirited, they had white faces and long 
unbraided hair the pale gold of dried wheat. They ran 
around the deck, diving between the passengers, one 
crashing into a boy who grabbed her, swung her around 
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laughing and then dropped her back on deck to chase 
after her friends. Eloise observed the boy’s graceful 
movements, his easy walk on the sloping deck. It was 
the same boy who had lifted his sister to pat Buttercup. 
His hair was thick and shining over a fine face. The girls 
collapsed in a heap at his feet and lay panting, entangled, 
looking up at him. Recuperating. And then one elbowed 
the others and they leaped up to race off again. 

Eloise was enchanted by the girls. She made sure 
she was at her perch on the poop deck whenever it was 
family time below.

It was easy to agree when the minister’s daughter 
asked her to help run a school for the children. Serenity 
Wix was only a couple of years older than Eloise, 
travelling with her father to a mission in Hawke’s Bay. 
The minister was dull, but Eloise detected an interesting 
spark in Serenity. 

She had already commandeered Billy for her school.
“It’s something to do,” Billy agreed later, when 

they were sitting in the girls’ cabin after a heavy 
lunch, kicking their heels against the bunk boards and 
chatting. Billy swung his legs and fiddled with the fabric 
of Martha’s dresses, which were piled high on her bed. 
Martha wasn’t one for putting things away. Without the 
housekeeper to pick up after her, Martha’s belongings 
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lay where they fell, strewn across the tiny cabin. There 
were clothes and shoes piled on the bed and books all 
over the floor. Eloise shovelled the stuff into piles but 
made no further attempt to help her younger sister with 
her housekeeping. 

“Serenity is bossier than you are,” Billy added, 
pulling at a bonnet ribbon that had come loose and 
carelessly letting the stitches unravel, picking at the 
threads. “You’d think she was the preacher, not her 
father.” Eloise slapped his hand away from the clothes. 

“Leave it!” she said sharply. “Martha’s as scruffy as 
a dog already without you pulling her clothes to bits.”

“She’s asked me to do singing lessons this afternoon,” 
Billy said. “Serenity has. With the Norwegians. She said 
I have a lovely voice.”

“Well, you do, Billy,” said Eloise, messing his hair. 
“And lovely manners, and a lovely disposition and a 
lovely, high opinion of yourself.”

She gave him a playful shove as the ship took a lurch 
over a swell and Billy toppled back on the bunk, tipping 
Martha’s pile of stuff onto the floor.

“You should tidy that up,” he told Eloise, but she just 
laughed and pinched his nose. 

The door banged open and Martha stepped in. She 
was, indeed, dressed shabbily in an odd collection of 
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a brown workday dress handed down from Eloise and 
still a size too big for her, wrapped with a pretty, but old 
summer shawl of their mother’s and a straw hat pulled 
firmly down over her pale hair, tied at the chin with a 
dirty ribbon. She took no notice of Billy on her bunk, 
and simply stepped over the mess on the floor. There 
was a box of books in the bunk’s recess and she leaned 
past Billy to pull a volume out. She dropped it on the 
bed and pulled out another, before finding the one she 
was looking for. Then, still without a word, she waded 
through her dresses and back out the door, leaving it 
swinging open behind her. 

“Hello, Martha!” called Billy, watching her bump 
against the wall of the passage with another roll of the 
ship. 

She already had her head in the open book but did 
look back through the door with her fluttery blinking, 
as if startled to be addressed.

“Oh, hello.” She held the book out. “I just . . . you 
know . . .” She stood poised for a second, as if unsure 
where she or the sentence was going, and then gave one 
of her half-smiles, put out a hand to steady herself, and 
bumped off down the passageway.
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Dinners on the Balmoral were served in the main 
saloon. It was a small compartment with a tiny fireplace, 
a central table with benches, and end cupboards. Down 
below, between decks, Clem said over two hundred 
people lived in one big communal space. They had no 
privacy other than a cloth curtain between the bunks, 
and some slept a whole family to a bed.

“You’re not meant to go below,” Eloise told him. 
“Captain says.” 

Clem shrugged her off. “Matthew’s there,” he said. 
He told her between decks was packed and cramped 
and smelt of cooking and damp clothes and rain came 
through the hatches. There was no fire. Eloise had no 
desire to descend to steerage class. 

As they neared the equator and the temperature 
increased, her father wedged the saloon door open, 
the movement of the air providing some relief from the 
sticky heat. The Sansonnets dominated the space, the 
minister and Serenity took a corner. The only others in 
cabin class were a banker called Mr Duffy, his wife, their 
infant daughter and her nurse. 

Mr Duffy was an amateur ornithologist and it was 
he who had brought the starlings in their cages. Their 
scratching and clattering became a background noise to 
the voyage, but Eloise thought it a different sound to 
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the birds in the trees. All the song notes were gone from 
their calls, and only their harsh voices remained.  

 Mr Duffy fed them and chattered to them and made 
notes of their health. He was bemused with Martha’s 
obsessive study of their food intake and habits.

“Do you know,” he told Eloise later, as they sat 
around the small dining table, “your sister can recognise 
each of the birds individually by its plumage? She’s 
extraordinarily talented.”

Robert, sitting across from him, guffawed. 
“Why are you taking starlings to New Zealand?” 

asked Clem.
“The Acclimatisation Society has specifically 

requested them for the farms,” said Mr Duffy. 
“Insects are ruining the crops. My starlings will eat the 
caterpillars.”

“Don’t New Zealand birds eat the caterpillars?”
“The native birds aren’t much use. They live in the 

bush. No, good English birds will do the job best. And 
it will make the place feel more like home for all of us, 
don’t you see, with starlings in the trees?”

As they journeyed south the air grew hotter, the 
birds lethargic and society on the Balmoral less formal. 
No one dressed for dinner. Robert, who had always 
insisted the family change for meals at home, came to 
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the table in his day suit, as if the occasion warranted 
nothing more. There was plenty of food but it wasn’t 
fresh; every mouthful was laden with grease and salt 
and the water tasted nasty, even in tea.

Robert chastised Clem for slouching forward and 
rolling up his sleeves, and he slapped Billy for reaching 
across the table. 

“They’ll pick up their manners again when we arrive, 
I promise you,” said her mother.

Eloise was proud that her mother made a polite 
effort to converse with the other passengers. Her father 
preferred not to engage. He was civil to the minister, 
Mr Wix, but rebuffed Mr Duffy’s attempts to discuss 
business affairs. 

“My wife’s brother has our banking needs in hand. 
Good day to you, sir.”

Matthew rarely ate with them. Eloise knew he was 
taking his meals straight from the galley and going below. 

“The stuff they eat is pretty dreary,” Clem told her. 
“Matthew took apples down yesterday and they thought 
it was Christmas.”

“I don’t like him going off down there,” said Penelope. 
“He shouldn’t be between decks at all, the captain told 
us that specifically. His place is here. Would you talk to 
him, Robert?”
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Robert shook his head and continued with his dinner. 
She looked at him quizzically. “Robert? Do you have 

any idea why he is so morose?”
“I do not,” replied Robert.
Eloise saw a flush of displeasure in her father’s face. 

Of course he knew what ailed Matthew, but like so 
many things, it was not a topic for discussion.

Eloise joined Serenity Wix and Billy on the main 
deck between the wide, sloping ladders to the poop. 
They made a school for the Norwegian children in the 
alcove, out of the wind.

Serenity’s voice was clear. She used simple words, 
but Eloise heard poetry in the way she phrased her 
sentences, and liked her expressive tone. Eloise realised 
that, despite her austere appearance, Serenity was not 
at all dull. The little pupils sat cross-legged and listened 
attentively. 

Clem leaned over the ladder railing where the 
emigrant boys were gathered. “Oh miss! I know miss!” 
he shouted, and thrust up his hand whenever Eloise 
asked a question. 

“Please ask your brother to stop being a clown,” 



33

Serenity told her, but it was hard to be angry with Clem.
Eloise smiled indulgently. “Yes, young man,” she 

called out, pointing to Clem, and all the children swung 
around, laughing at Clem’s cheeky expression. 

“It’s London, miss!” shouted Clem, and the boys 
around him cheered. “The capital city of England, miss. 
It’s London!”

“Very good!” Eloise turned to her pupils, all pale 
skin and blue eyes in pretty, heart-shaped faces. “Now 
you say it: The capital city of England is London.”

They sang the chorus of hymns, Serenity selecting 
examples with simple words and easy melodies, and 
Billy carried the tune. 

“Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart,” they sang, 
their sweet voices lost in the vastness of the ocean 
all around. 

“We can’t hear you!” called Clem from the ladder. 
“God will hear,” said Serenity, and finally, at the end 

of the class, she allowed herself a little smile. 
They were somewhere north of the equator, the 

Balmoral floating across gentle waters at a light clip, the 
sun bright and hot in a sky of the clearest blue, though 
there were clouds to the south predicting winds to 
come. Formalities had gone with the cool weather and 
the men had abandoned their jackets. Eloise, walking 
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with Clem, had only a light cotton shawl to cover her 
bare arms, more to keep off the sun than for modesty.

She wiped away the moisture that gathered on her 
forehead and adjusted her straw hat. Clem took her 
arm as they walked, and they were steady, both at ease 
now, with the roll of the ship. They passed Martha and 
Serenity playing chess at the chart table, moving buttons 
in place of the pawns that had been lost overboard. 
Serenity was clearing the board, but Martha usually 
won their games. She had a good memory for previous 
strategies and was never beaten the same way twice.

They nodded to Captain McDonald standing at 
the wheel, and he nodded back. Mr Brown, the first 
mate, gave them a good morning and they passed some 
pleasantries with the ship’s doctor, who declared that he 
was, after the first bout of seasickness, happily passing 
an uneventful journey. 

A commotion down below drew them to the railings. 
A strong sailor and two burly emigrants manhandled 

a large shark onto the lower deck, dragging its muscular 
body from the sea. It thrashed about, impaled on one of 
the large boat hooks. A crowd gathered fast; there were 
screams and hollers and more people came running. 
Clem immediately rushed down to join the fray, and 
Billy and Matthew were there too, looking scruffy as 
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labourers and jumping around the animal’s slackening 
body. The cook despatched it with a long-bladed knife. 
Blood poured out over the scrubbed wood of the deck. 
The animals in their cages smelled the kill. Eloise heard 
the dogs barking in a frenzy and the horse, Buttercup, 
stomped and whinnied in her stall. 

Fascinated, Eloise strained to get a better view as the 
cook split the shark, spilling its guts in a slippery mess of 
entrails while a sailor dashed buckets of water over the 
carcass, splashing the passengers and pouring the mess 
over the side, the dark trail blossoming like ink in the 
sea below. 

“They’ll eat well tonight,” said Mr Brown, nodding 
at the crowd below. “Shark, with lemon and taters. 
That’s a tasty soup and a fair change from salt pork 
and biscuits.”

Soon after, there was another shout from high 
above in the crow’s nest. For a while, in the excitement 
of the shark there was confusion, passengers slow 
to realise why the sailors leaped for the rigging and 
swarmed upwards.

It was Mr Brown, the first mate, who pointed aloft 
and the passengers turned their eyes to the top of the 
mainsail, where a small figure of a man leaned far out 
from the railing, shouting and waving his flag. 
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“It’s a ship, that’s what it is,” said Mr Brown, “just 
come over the horizon!”

The shark was skinned, filleted and despatched to 
the galley before the oncoming ship was clearly visible 
to those on deck, a large four master cutting across their 
line from the west, moving slowly northwards in the 
light wind. 

“She’s the Halfwellen out of South Africa, on the 
slow haul to the West Indies we’re thinking,” said Mr 
Brown. “And after that, she returns to England. Captain 
Wyndham is an old friend of our captain’s. Here’s a 
chance to send your letters home, in a roundabout way.” 

The ship’s course veered slightly to port, and as they 
drew closer, again slightly more, and soon it appeared 
that the ships could run alongside. They lowered the 
sails and slowed, and the ships bobbed on the ocean, 
close enough to see faces at the opposite rails. 

Eloise stayed on deck and her mother rushed below 
to collect letters for the mailbag. Two, three boats were 
launched before she had gathered all her correspondence 
and sent it over to the Halfwellen for the journey back 
home. Letters to Cornelius and his mother, drawings 
from the girls of life on board to the housekeeper, 
instructions and advice to the American at the farm 
on the idiosyncrasies of the garden in the autumn. 
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Heaven only knew when the next contact with the 
world would be.

Robert declined a visit over to the Halfwellen, 
choosing instead a lunch at Captain McDonald’s 
table. He was seldom invited to the captain’s quarters, 
and Eloise noticed this time he dressed carefully and 
formally. Of course, the boys were on an early boat 
across the divide.

“Can we can go, Mother?” pleaded Eloise. “I’m sure 
to be allowed if you come with me. Can we?”

The visiting boats arrived, and a sprightly and 
clean-shaven Captain Wyndham was welcomed on 
board with a hearty hug by Captain McDonald, looking 
like a shaggy dog beside his taller and much slimmer 
old friend. They disappeared to the captain’s quarters 
while lunch was prepared, and the ship’s officers 
swapped stories. 

“Don’t interrupt the men,” warned Penelope, but 
Eloise rushed up to Mr Brown to plead a trip across. 

Mr Brown’s companion, mate of the Halfwellen, 
smiled indulgently at her but shook his head. “We have 
no women on board to entertain you, young miss.” 
He inclined his head to Penelope. “We have a party of 
explorers coming home from Africa, gentlemen all, but 
decidedly rough after two years in the interior.”
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He turned away from Eloise, but said in an aside to 
Penelope, “They’ve been away from any engagement 
with society for a long while, madam. Hardly congenial 
company for the young lady.” 

Penelope took her away, but Eloise spent the 
afternoon at the railings, longingly watching the 
boats come and go, her first view of something 
other than water and sky for weeks. They had passed 
close to the Cape Verde Islands but the view had 
been a disappointment. The passengers had stared out 
eagerly at a dark smudge in a rainy sky, far away in the 
distance; only the convergence of colourful birds had 
suggested that they were islands and not clouds on 
the horizon. 

Today they’d had both a shark and a ship. 
She was at the railings when the explorers came 

aboard. Their clothes were drab and they were thin and 
oddly mannered, one of them scratching his armpit 
constantly, twitching and slapping his shoulder, but 
to Eloise their faces were kind and intelligent and she 
longed to ask them where they had travelled and what 
they had seen. If she had been a man, she would have 
liked to have been an explorer. 

Mid-afternoon the wind picked up. Mr Brown went 
three times to the captain, but still the men’s voices were 
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loud enough to hear across the deck, the tall Captain 
Wyndham a man of many stories and a great big laugh.

The passengers were ferried in the small boats back 
across a choppy sea and the explorers returned to their 
ship but still the captains dallied, eventually reappearing 
on deck as the swell slapped the sides of the boats. The 
growing winds pushed the ships together; Mr Brown 
had the crew standing by to set sail, fast.

Still they talked, and still Mr Brown waited at the 
top of the ladder to return Captain Wyndham over the 
divide. His men stood by anxiously, oars poised. 

The Balmoral and the Halfwellen drifted closer. 
With a final handshake and much back slapping, 

Captain Wyndham descended the ladder somewhat 
unsteadily and his mate scooped him aboard, settling 
behind his charge with hands firmly on his shoulders as 
the craft pushed off and the rowers dug in. Not the first 
time his mate has done that, Eloise thought.

By the time the small boat was halfway across, the 
Balmoral’s yards were braced, her jibs catching the 
wind, and the ship was gaining forward momentum, 
pulling away from the friendly Halfwellen.

Within half an hour they gathered a strong breeze 
from the nor’west and they were running fast due south. 
As darkness fell, the ships were many horizons apart.
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The wind blew all night. 
Eloise awoke to hear shutters banging and the groan 

of the timbers. Their door rattled and somewhere 
above there was a great flapping like an enormous 
bird taking off, beating giant wings on the ocean, 
unable to lift. She drifted in and out of dreams in her 
ship, with laughing captains and sailors, and explorers 
with kind faces riding huge albatrosses over the water 
to Africa. 

More banging and shouting. In her dream her mother 
came in and out of her room, slapping on her bedding. 
Eloise pulled the pillow over her head and turned in 
her sleep. 

In the morning she learned that Matthew was gone. 

Eloise found her mother in the saloon, sobbing and 
pleading with the captain to turn the ship about and 
chase the Halfwellen up the Atlantic. 

“Madam, we cannot catch her,” he replied. He looked 
shaken, his upright stance abandoned as he sat at the 
table with Penelope’s hands in his big paws. Robert 
stood downcast, leaning on the back of Penelope’s chair, 
his head hanging. 
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“The winds that have blown all night have taken 
the Halfwellen far beyond our reach. Even if we had the 
speed to catch her, which we do not, we’d not find her 
out there on the ocean. It was truly remarkable that we 
crossed as we did.”

“He may be drowned!” cried Penelope. “Oh! Why 
has no one has seen him? Why did your men not bring 
him back?”

She clung to the captain, her eyes beseeching. 
The door opened and Mr Brown stepped in, shaking 

his head in response to the captain’s enquiring look.
“Look again!” cried Penelope. “Ask them! Everybody 

was on deck yesterday, watching the comings and 
goings. Someone will have seen him.”

“Plenty saw him go over with your boys,” said 
Mr Brown. “None remembers seeing him come back. 
We’ve searched the vessel, Captain. The boy’s not aboard.”

Robert turned to Clem and Billy, standing by with 
dropped heads.

“Clem. Once again. What did he say on the way 
over? Who did he talk to aboard? Where did he go?”

All heads turned to Clem, tousled and red eyed from 
a sleepless night, his face pinched as if in pain. 

“There were lots of us in the longboat,” said Clem 
quietly, his voice tight. He paused, chewing on his 
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bottom lip. “Matthew was in front, Billy with me in the 
middle. He sat next to a sailor, but the mailbags were 
between them. I don’t know if he talked to anyone. 
Billy?”

Billy started to cry and shook his head. It was his 
thirteenth birthday in two days and Matthew had 
promised to dangle him over the side of the ship as they 
crossed the equator. Billy had said he wanted to see the 
sharks close up. That was before they had caught one. 

“He hasn’t talked much for a while,” Clem continued. 
“I haven’t had a conversation with him all year about 
anything much. He’s been below deck a lot of the trip–” 
the captain raised his eyebrows at this, “–playing cards 
with the London boys. That’s where I though he was when 
I went to bed. He doesn’t usually come in until late.”

“Did he talk to anyone on board the Halfwellen?” 
repeated Robert.

“Father, I don’t know!” said Clem desperately. “Billy 
and I stayed with Mr Wix. The steward took us around 
and showed us the quarters and some of the collections 
– they had trays of stuffed birds and beetles pinned on 
boards. Then we played a game of quoits on deck with a 
sailor while the minister and the steward had tea. I don’t 
know where Matthew went, he never took us along 
anywhere.”
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“And then, lad?” asked the captain. 
“It started to blow. It picked up quickly and was 

quite fierce. You could feel it more on the Halfwellen, 
we were really rocking.” His eyes closed. “The sailors 
were cussing.”

“Why?”
“I don’t know. Didn’t like the way the boat was 

drifting I suppose.”
He stopped again until prodded by Robert. “Then 

the mate came out and starting pushing us all back into 
the boats, fast. They were quite rough. Billy went first, 
the minister was with him in the front, they had baskets 
of that fruit loaded in the boat so I couldn’t fit. Mr Duffy 
called me in to see the birds.”

“Birds?”
“In the galley. Live birds. Cages and cages of African 

birds. Mr Duffy wanted to swap some for his starlings 
but there wasn’t time.”

“You didn’t think to ask where your brother was?” 
asked Penelope sharply.

“Billy went with the minister.”
“Your older brother!” she screamed at him, rising out 

of her chair. “Where was Matthew?”
“I don’t know!” Clem shouted back, tears now 

streaming down his face. “I didn’t see him! I got shoved 
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onto a boat, with Mr Duffy. Matthew wasn’t on it. There 
was another in front of us. It was all rushed because the 
wind was picking up.”

“Was he on it? The other boat? Think!”
“I don’t know! There were big swells by then; half the 

time we couldn’t see the ship!”
Penelope fell back into her chair then threw her face 

into her arms on the table, great sobs racking her body. 
Eloise put her arms around her, stroked her back, her 
tears falling too, into her mother’s grey-streaked hair. 

The captain stood up.
“Boys, get some rest. Duffy, Wix, Sansonnet. 

My cabin. Mr Brown, you too.”
The men gone, Eloise and her mother sat with 

arms entwined and cried and cried. Martha sat close. 
She didn’t cry, but twisted her handkerchief over and 
over in her hands.


