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To the memory of CAPTAIN JOSIAH MITCHELL of the Clipper Ship “Hornet” who, in the year 1866, after his vessel had been lost by fire, in Lat. 2° N., 110° 10′ W., safely carried fourteen of his men, in a small open boat, to the Hawaiian Islands, a distance of 4,000 miles, after a passage of 43 days and 8 hours
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Foreword to the 2025 Edition

Note: This foreword contains some spoilers for the book.

In 2002 the National Maritime Museum in London acquired three relics at auction from a sea voyage in the late eighteenth century. The first was a plain beaker of horn, used to measure out rations of water at three-quarters of a pint. The second was a lead pistol shot mounted on a brass plaque and inscribed with these words: “This bullet 1/25 of a lb. was the Allowance of Bread which supported 18 men for 48 days Served to each Person three times a Day.” The third was a bowl made by the smoothing and hollowing out of a coconut, which was crudely incised on the outside with the words “W Bligh/April 1789.”

These artifacts give reality to one of the most extraordinary feats of navigation and survival at sea ever recorded, as recounted vividly in Charles Nordhoff and James Norman Hall’s novel Men Against the Sea. In April 1789, Lieutenant William Bligh, captain of His Majesty’s Ship Bounty, was cast adrift in the South Pacific along with eighteen of his men by mutineers led by Acting Lieutenant Fletcher Christian, Bligh’s second-in-command. In the ship’s launch, only 23 feet long, and provided with 150 pounds of ship’s biscuit, 16 pieces of pork, 6 quarts of rum, and 20 gallons of water, they sailed first to the island of Tofoa to seek more food and then on a twenty-six-day open-sea voyage to the northeast coast of Australia through the Great Barrier Reef.

Bligh was an experienced navigator—he had sailed with Captain Cook on his third great voyage a decade previously—and he knew that they were fortunate to be at sea before the onset of the northwest monsoon, meaning that they could use the prevailing easterlies to push them toward the nearest known European settlement at Kupang on the island of Timor. When they arrived, near death from starvation, they had traveled 3,618 nautical miles, a testament not only to their powers of endurance but also to Bligh’s leadership in doling out the meager rations so starkly represented in those relics that he preserved from the voyage.

Bligh converted his journal into a book, published in 1792 as A Voyage to the South Sea, undertaken by command of His Majesty, for the purpose of conveying the bread-fruit tree to the West Indies, in his Majesty’s ship the Bounty, commanded by Lieutenant William Bligh. Including an account of the Mutiny on Board the Said Ship, and the subsequent voyage of part of the ship’s crew, in the ship’s boat, from Tofoa, one of the Friendly Islands, to Timor, a Dutch settlement in the East Indies. When Charles Nordhoff and James Norman Hall came to write their Bounty trilogy in 1929 through 1934, it was this volume that provided the basis for their second book, Men Against the Sea. They set themselves a considerable challenge; Bligh’s volume is a classic of nautical literature, but they were able to elevate the story through the quality of their writing and their own knowledge of the South Pacific—and by creating a fictional angle that allows the character of Bligh to be seen in a compelling new light.

Their choice for narrator of Thomas Ledward, acting surgeon, was inspired, as it allows him to make observations on Bligh’s character and disposition that would be the natural preserve of a physician, and also to be objective and fair about all of the men, regardless of their feelings toward Bligh. In 2018, Ledward was the subject of a detailed appraisal in The Mariners’ Mirror by Dr. Pieter van der Merwe, emeritus curator at the National Maritime Museum, who republished a letter written by Ledward after setting off from England on the Bounty in 1787 in which he said of Bligh that “the Captain though a passionate man, is I believe a good-hearted Man, & has behaved very handsomely to me.” This provides a counterbalance to those who over the years—with the help of Hollywood—have found more sympathy with the mutineers than with Bligh because of what Ledward called his “passion,” the temper that may have led him to push the boundaries of naval discipline too far in the lead-up to the mutiny.

In his letters, Ledward comes across as an agreeable, cheerful young man, literate and educated, with Van der Merwe’s research showing that he had attended the University of Saint Andrews in Scotland and received his medical training at Middlesex Hospital in London. Had he not died on the return voyage to Europe, disappearing when the Dutch ship in which he was traveling went down in the Indian Ocean with all hands in late 1789, he might have been the one to write a lasting firsthand account of the mutiny and its aftermath to set alongside Bligh’s. In that sense, Nordhoff and Hall’s book is an unusual example of historical fiction, so close to documented reality as to be nearly indistinguishable from speculative nonfiction and interlaced with the facts of Bligh’s narrative, with care and exactitude.

In an age when the greatest achievements of the Royal Navy were arguably less in war and more in exploration, natural history, and science, the relationship between captain and naturalist or physician was a theme of nautical narratives and can be regarded alongside others, both real and fictional—between Cook and Banks on HMS Endeavour, FitzRoy and Darwin on HMS Beagle, or Aubrey and Maturin in Patrick O’Brian’s novels. The one provides a foil for the other, with friendship and admiration occasionally offset by frustration. Another character who figures large in this regard is the ship’s botanist, David Nelson, also a veteran of Cook’s third voyage, whose friendship with Ledward allows the authors to include some pleasing horticultural asides. These and other observations are made with the fascination of men who are exploring uncharted waters, but who are also on the edge of death at all times—for whom a sudden sighting of a new species or a waterspout is a life-affirming joy to which they are drawn for a few moments when they can briefly forget their suffering.

The officers were often accomplished scientists and geographers as well. Bligh was a cartographer. In one of the more delightful scenes in the book, Ledward observes Bligh—a future Fellow of the Royal Society—using his sextant, compass, and log to chart the coast behind the Great Barrier Reef, “absorbed in this work, for such an extent that for hours at a time he seemed to forget our very presence.”

In 1789, while Bligh and his men were in the South Pacific, major events were taking place on the world stage—including the convening of the first United States Congress and the storming of the Bastille, the event that precipitated the French Revolution and years of war on the high seas in which several of the Bounty survivors were to participate (Bligh and at least two others from the launch were present at the Battle of Copenhagen in 1801). In April, a broadside illustration of the slave ship Brooks was published on behalf of the London Committee of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade, revealing to the public the dire conditions on board slave ships. In New Holland, soon to be called Australia, the penal colony at Botany Bay was only a year old, part of the first British settlement of New South Wales (in which Bligh was to take a not altogether happy part from 1806 to 1810, as governor). And yet apart from the mention of Cook’s voyages, there is little in the book of the world beyond the purview of the men on the boat—a view that is almost inconceivably large, of sea from horizon to horizon in a great circumference, but with no sign of other human life for weeks on end.

It is this setting that tests the men’s limits. They were “under God’s guidance but God expected us to play our part and we should not have had his help, otherwise.” It is the task at hand that matters: “Never let your mind run forward faster than your vessel.” Ledward’s view of humanity is exalted; most men, ordinary men such as one might find in any coastal town in England, show “a heroism that lifts them to heights beyond expectation.” They had suffered so much that they had seemed as one body, with a “rich current of sympathy and common feeling.” This view has its ultimate expression in Bligh, who we see transfigured, raised by a wave as if on a throne while he grasps the tiller in his rags. With only one man having died, killed by natives on Tofoa, they see him as a saviour who could take them all the way to England on the remaining food “if we’d back him up,” a faith that seems all the more poignant with six of the men dying once they were out of his care, in the pestilential conditions ashore or on the passage home.

In the end, Ledward has a “curious feeling of disappointment” on seeing Bligh in uniform again as he is about to set off in command of a new ship from Kupang and wishing Bligh were back in that place “where his indomitable spirit could shine through,” where Ledward’s life before the voyage “had seemed but an instant” beside the eternity he had spent on the boat. As we finish reading this book we can easily share that feeling, but there is much that is uplifting to take away as well.

—David Gibbins, author of A History of the World in Twelve Shipwrecks, March 2025
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