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This thrilling nautical mystery begins with an empty ship coasting through the dark and unfolds
into a courtroom drama. On a cold, foggy night, a little sailboat called the Sea Witch is cruising
calmly through the dark when a freighter suddenly rears out of the mist on a collision course.
The crew of the small craft leaps into action, straining the Sea Witch’s sails to the limit, barely
getting her out of the way. John Sands, captain of the Sea Witch, catches a glimpse of the great
ship as it passes by: Her name is Mary Deare, and her crew is nowhere to be seen. A salvage
expert, Sands sees a payday in the abandoned, drifting hulk. He finds one man aboard the Mary
Deare, the first officer, who has driven himself half-mad trying to sail the freighter on his own.
Getting the ship safely to port and unraveling the mystery of why it was abandoned will push
Sands to his breaking point—and reveal the true nature of greed on the high seas. The
inspiration for a film of the same name starring Gary Cooper and Charlton Heston, this
incredible nautical adventure is a chilling story of maritime justice, and the terrible things that
happen when the order is given to abandon ship. 



The Wreck of the Mary DeareHammond InnesPART ONE1I was tired and very cold; a little
scared, too. The red and green navigation lights cast a weird glow over the sails. Beyond was
nothing, a void of utter darkness in which the sea made little rushing noises. I eased my
cramped legs, sucking on a piece of barley sugar. Above me the sails swung in a ghostly arc,
slatting back and forth as Sea Witch rolled and plunged. There was scarcely wind enough to
move the boat through the water, yet the swell kicked up by the March gales ran as strong as
ever and my numbed brain was conscious all the time that this was only a lull. The weather
forecast at six o’clock had been ominous. Winds of gale force were reported imminent in sea
areas Rockall, Shannon, Sole and Finisterre. Beyond the binnacle light the shadowy outline of
the boat stretched ahead of me, merging into the clammy blackness of the night. I had dreamed
of this moment so often. But it was March and now, after fifteen hours at sea in the Channel, the
excitement of owning our own boat was gone, eaten up by the cold. The glimmer of a breaking
wave appeared out of the darkness and slapped against the counter, flinging spray in my face
and sidling off into the blackness astern with a hiss of white water. God! It was cold! Cold and
clammy – and not a star anywhere.The door of the charthouse slammed back to give me a
glimpse of the lit saloon and against it loomed Mike Duncan’s oilskin-padded bulk, holding a
steaming mug in either hand. The door slammed to again, shutting out the lit world below, and
the darkness and the sea crowded in again. ‘Soup?’ Mike’s cheerful, freckled face appeared
abruptly out of the night, hanging disembodied in the light from the binnacle. He smiled at me
from the folds of his balaclava as he handed me a mug. ‘Nice and fresh up here after the galley,’
he said. And then the smile was wiped from his face. ‘What the hell’s that?’ He was staring past
my left shoulder, staring at something astern of us on the port quarter. ‘Can’t be the moon, can
it?’I swung round. A cold, green translucence showed at the edge of visibility, a sort of spectral
light that made me catch my breath in a sudden panic with all the old seamen’s tales of weird
and frightful things seen at sea rushing through my mind.The light grew steadily brighter,
phosphorescent and unearthly – a ghastly brilliance like a bloated glow-worm. And then
suddenly it condensed and hardened into a green pin-point, and I yelled at Mike: ‘The Aldis –
quick!’ It was the starboard navigation light of a big steamer, and it was bearing straight down on
us. Her deck lights were appearing now, misted and yellow; and gently, like the muffled beat of a
tom-tom, the sound of her engines reached out to us in a low, pulsating throb.The beam of the
Aldis lamp stabbed the night, blinding us with the reflected glare from a thick blanket of mist that
engulfed us. It was a sea mist that had crept up on me in the dark without my knowing it. The
white of a bow wave showed dimly in the brilliance, and then the shadowy outline of the bows
themselves took shape. In an instant I could see the whole for’ard half of the ship. It was like a
ghost ship emerging out of the mist, and the blunt bows were already towering over us as I
swung the wheel.It seemed an age that I watched Sea Witch turn, waiting for the jib to fill on the
other tack and bring her head round, and all the time I could hear the surge of that bow wave
coming nearer. ‘She’s going to hit us! Christ! She’s going to hit us!’ I can still hear Mike’s cry, high
and strident in the night. He was blinking the Aldis, directing the beam straight at her bridge. The



whole superstructure was lit up, the light reflecting back in flashes from the glass windows. And
the towering mass of the steamer kept on coming, thundering down on us at a good eight knots
without a check, without any alteration of course.The main and mizzen booms swung over with a
crash. The jib was aback now. I left it like that for a moment, watching her head pay off. Every
detail of Sea Witch, from the tip of her long bowsprit to the top of her mainmast, was lit by the
green glow of the steamer’s starboard light now high above us. I let go the port jib sheet, hauling
in on the starboard sheet, saw the sail fill, and then Mike screamed, ‘Look out! Hold on!’ There
was a great roaring sound and a wall of white water hit us. It swept over the cockpit, lifting me out
of my seat, tugging at my grip on the wheel. The sails swung in a crazy arc; they swung so far
that the boom and part of the mainsail were buried for a moment in the back of a wave whilst
tons of water spilled across our decks; and close alongside the steamer slid by like a cliff.Slowly
Sea Witch righted herself as the water poured off her in a white foam. I still had hold of the wheel
and Mike was clutching the backstay runner, shouting obscenities at the top of his voice. His
words came to me as a frail sound against the solid thumping of the ship’s engines. And then
another sound emerged out of the night – the steady thrashing of a propeller partly clear of the
water.I shouted to Mike, but he had already realized the danger and had switched the Aldis on
again. Its brilliant light showed us plates pitted deep with rust and a weed-grown Plimsoll mark
high above the water. Then the plates curved up to the stern and we could see the propeller
blades slashing at the waves, thumping the water into a swirling froth. Sea Witch trembled, sails
slack. Then she slid off the back of a wave into that mill race and the blades were whirling close
along our port side, churning white water over the cabin top, flinging it up into the mainsail.It was
like that for a moment and then they flailed off into the darkness beyond the bowsprit and we
were left pitching in the broken water of the ship’s wake. The Aldis beam picked out her name –
MARY DEARE – Southampton. We stared dazedly at her rust-streaked lettering whilst the stern
became shadowy and then vanished abruptly. Only the beat of her engines remained then,
throbbing gently and gradually dying away into the night. A faint smell of burning lingered on for
a while in the damp air. ‘Bastards!’ Mike shouted, suddenly finding his voice. ‘Bastards!’ He kept
on repeating the word.The door of the charthouse slid back, and a figure emerged. It was Hal.
‘Are you boys all right?’ His voice – a little too calm, a little too cheerful – shook slightly.‘Didn’t
you see what happened?’ Mike cried.‘Yes, I saw,’ he replied.‘They must have seen us. I was
shining the Aldis straight at the bridge. If they’d been keeping a lookout –’‘I don’t think they were
keeping a lookout. In fact, I don’t think there was anybody on the bridge.’ It was said so quietly
that for a moment I didn’t realize the implication.‘How do you mean – nobody on the bridge?’ I
asked.He came out on to the deck then. ‘It was just before the bow wave hit us. I knew
something was wrong and I’d got as far as the charthouse. I found myself looking out through the
window along the beam of the Aldis lamp. It was shining right on to the bridge. I don’t think there
was anybody there. I couldn’t see anybody.’‘But good God!’ I said. ‘Do you realize what you’re
saying?’‘Yes, of course, I do.’ His tone was peremptory, a little military. ‘It’s odd, isn’t it?’He wasn’t
the sort of man to make up a thing like that. H. A. Lowden – Hal to all his friends – was an ex-



Gunner, a Colonel retired, who spent most of the summer months ocean racing. He had a lot of
experience of the sea.‘Do you mean to say you think there was nobody in control of that ship?’
Mike’s tone was incredulous.‘I don’t know,’ Hal answered. ‘It seems incredible. But all I can say is
that I had a clear view of the interior of the bridge for an instant and, as far as I could see, there
was nobody there.’We didn’t say anything for a moment. I think we were all too astonished. The
idea of a big ship ploughing her way through the rock-infested seas so close to the French coast
without anybody at the helm … It was absurd.Mike’s voice, suddenly practical, broke the silence.
‘What happened to those mugs of soup?’ The beam of the Aldis lamp clicked on, revealing the
mugs lying in a foot of water at the bottom of the cockpit. ‘I’d better go and make another brew.’
And then to Hal who was standing, half-dressed, his body braced against the charthouse: ‘What
about you, Colonel? You’d like some soup, wouldn’t you?’Hal nodded. ‘I never refuse an offer of
soup.’ He watched Mike until he had gone below and then he turned to me. ‘I don’t mind
admitting it now that we’re alone,’ he said, ‘but that was a very unpleasant moment. How did we
come to be right across her bows like that?’I explained that the ship had been down-wind from
us and we hadn’t heard the beat of her engines. ‘The first we saw of her was the green of her
starboard navigation light coming at us out of the mist.’‘No fog signal?’‘We didn’t hear it,
anyway.’‘Odd!’ He stood for a moment, his long body outlined against the port light, and then he
came aft and seated himself beside me on the cockpit coaming. ‘Had a look at the barometer
during your watch?’ he asked.‘No,’ I said. ‘What’s it doing?’‘Going down.’ He had his long arms
wrapped round his body, hugging his seaman’s jersey. ‘Dropped quite a bit since I went below.’
He hesitated and then said, ‘You know, this gale could come up on us pretty quickly.’ I didn’t say
anything and he pulled his pipe out and began to suck on it. ‘I tell you frankly, John, I don’t like it.’
The quietness of his voice added strength to his opinion. ‘If the forecast turns out right and the
wind backs northwesterly, then we’ll be on a lee shore. I don’t like gales and I don’t like lee
shores, particularly when the lee shore is the Channel Islands.’I thought he wanted me to put
back to the French coast and I didn’t say anything; just sat there staring at the compass card,
feeling obstinate and a little scared.‘It’s a pity about the kicker,’ he murmured. ‘If the kicker hadn’t
packed up –’‘Why bring that up?’ It was the only thing that had gone wrong with the boat. ‘You’ve
always said you despise engines.’His blue eyes, caught in the light of the binnacle, stared at me
fixedly. ‘I was only going to say,’ he put in mildly, ‘that if the kicker hadn’t packed up we’d be
halfway across the Channel by now and the situation would be entirely different.’‘Well, I’m not
putting back.’He took his pipe out of his mouth as though to say something and then put it back
and sat there, staring at me with those unwinking blue eyes of his.‘The real trouble is that you’re
not used to sailing in a boat that hasn’t been kept up to ocean racing pitch.’ I hadn’t meant to say
that, but I was angry and my nerves were still tense from the steamer incident.An awkward
silence fell between us. At length he stopped sucking on his pipe. ‘It’s only that I like to arrive,’ he
said quietly. ‘The rigging is rusty, the ropes rotten and the sails –’‘We went over all that in
Morlaix,’ I said tersely. ‘Plenty of yachts cross the Channel in worse shape than Sea Witch.’‘Not
in March with a gale warning. And not without an engine.’ He got up and went for’ard as far as



the mast, bending down and hauling at something. There was the sound of splintering wood and
then he came back and tossed a section of the bulwarks into the cockpit at my feet. ‘The bow
wave did that.’ He sat down beside me again. ‘It isn’t good enough, John. The boat hasn’t been
surveyed and for all you know the hull may be as rotten as the gear after lying for two years on a
French mud bank.’‘The hull’s all right,’ I told him. I was calmer now. ‘There are a couple of planks
to be replaced and she needs restopping. But that’s all. I went over every inch of her with a knife
before I bought her. The wood is absolutely sound.’‘And what about the fastenings?’ His right
eyebrow lifted slightly. ‘Only a surveyor could tell you whether the fastenings –’‘I told you, I’m
having her surveyed as soon as we reach Lymington.’‘Yes, but that doesn’t help us now. If this
gale comes up on us suddenly … I’m a prudent mariner,’ he added. ‘I like the sea, but it’s not a
creature I want to take liberties with.’‘Well, I can’t afford to be prudent,’ I said. ‘Not right now.’ Mike
and I had just formed a small salvage company and every day we delayed getting the boat to
England for conversion was a day lost out of our diving season. He knew that.‘I’m only
suggesting you steer a point off your direct course,’ he said. ‘Close-hauled we can just about lay
for Hanois on Guernsey Island. We’ll then be in a position to take advantage of the wind when it
backs and run for shelter to Peter Port.’Of course … I rubbed my hand over my eyes. I should
have known what he was driving at. But I was tired and the steamer incident had left me badly
shaken. It was queer the way the vessel had sailed right through us like that.‘It won’t help your
salvage venture if you smash the boat up.’ Hal’s voice cut across my thoughts. He had taken my
silence for refusal. ‘Apart from the gear, we’re not very strongly crewed.’That was true enough.
There were only the three of us. The fourth member of the crew, Ian Baird, had been sea-sick
from the time we had left Morlaix. And she was a biggish boat for three to handle – a forty-tonner.
‘Very well,’ I said. ‘We’ll head for Guernsey.’He nodded as though he’d known it all along. ‘You’ll
need to steer North 65° East then.’I turned the wheel, giving her starboard helm, and watched
the compass card swing to the new course. He must have been working out the course in the
charthouse just before the steamer came up on us. ‘I take it you worked out the distance,
too?’‘Fifty-four miles. And at this rate,’ he added, ‘it’ll be daylight long before we get there.’An
uneasy silence settled between us. I could hear him sucking at his empty pipe, but I kept my
eyes on the compass and didn’t look at him. Damn it, I should have thought of Peter Port for
myself! But there’d been so much to do at Morlaix getting the boat ready … I’d just about worked
myself to a standstill before ever we put to sea.‘That ship.’ His voice came out of the darkness at
my side, a little hesitant, bridging the gap of my silence. ‘Damned queer,’ he murmured. ‘You
know, if there really was nobody on board …’ He checked and then added, half-jokingly, ‘That
would have been a piece of salvage that would have set you up for life.’ I thought I sensed a
serious note underlying his words, but when I glanced at him he shrugged his shoulders and
laughed. ‘Well, I think I’ll turn in again now.’ He got up and his ‘good night’ floated back to me
from the dark gap of the charthouse.Shortly afterwards Mike brought me a mug of hot soup. He
stayed and talked to me whilst I drank it, speculating wildly about the Mary Deare. Then he, too,
turned in and the blackness of the night closed round me. Could there really have been nobody



on the bridge? It was too fantastic – an empty ship driving pell mell up the Channel. And yet, cold
and alone, with the pale glimmer of the sails swooping above me and the dismal dripping of mist
condensed on the canvas, anything seemed possible.At three Hal relieved me and for two hours
I slept, dreaming of blunt, rusted bows hanging over us, toppling slowly, everlastingly. I woke in a
panic, cold with sweat, and lay for a moment thinking about what Hal had said. It would be queer
if we salvaged a ship, just like that, before we’d even … But I was asleep again before the idea
had more than flickered through my mind. And in an instant I was being shaken and was
stumbling out to the helm in the brain-numbing hour before the dawn, all recollection of the Mary
Deare blurred and hazed by the bitter cold.Daylight came slowly, a reluctant dawn that showed a
drab, sullen sea heaving gently, the steepness flattened out of the swell. The wind was northerly
now, but still light; and some time during the night we had gone over on to the other tack.At ten
to seven Hal and I were in the charthouse for the weather report. It started with gale warnings for
the western approaches of the Channel; the forecast for our own area of Portland was: Wind
light, northerly at first, backing north-westerly later and increasing strong to gale. Hal glanced at
me, but said nothing. There was no need. I checked our position and then gave Mike the course
to steer for Peter Port.It was a queer morning. There was a lot of scud about and by the time we
had finished breakfast it was moving across the sky quite fast. Yet at sea level there was scarcely
any wind so that, with full main and mizzen set and the big yankee jib, we were creeping through
the water at a bare three knots, rolling sluggishly. There was still a mist of sorts and visibility
wasn’t much more than two miles.We didn’t talk much. I think we were all three of us too
conscious of the sea’s menace. Peter Port was still thirty miles away. The silence and the lack of
wind was oppressive. ‘I’ll go and check our position again,’ I said. Hal nodded as though the
thought had been in his mind, too.But poring over the chart didn’t help. As far as I could tell we
were six miles north-north-west of the Roches Douvres, that huddle of rocks and submerged
reefs that is the western outpost of the Channel Islands. But I couldn’t be certain; my dead
reckoning depended too much on tide and leeway.And then Mike knocked the bottom out of my
calculations. ‘There’s a rock about two points on the starboard bow,’ he called to me. ‘A big one
sticking up out of the water.’I grabbed the glasses and flung out of the charthouse. ‘Where?’ My
mouth was suddenly harsh and dry. If it were the Roches Douvres, then we must have been set
down a good deal further than I thought. And it couldn’t be anything else; it was all open sea
between Roches Douvres and Guernsey. ‘Where?’ I repeated.‘Over there!’ Mike was pointing.I
screwed up my eyes. But I couldn’t see anything. The clouds had thinned momentarily and a
queer sun-glow was reflected on the oily surface of the sea, merging it with the moisture-laden
atmosphere. There was no horizon; at the edge of visibility sea and air became one. I searched
through the glasses. ‘I can’t see it,’ I said. ‘How far away?’‘I don’t know. I’ve lost it now. But it
wasn’t more than a mile.’‘You’re sure it was a rock?’‘Yes, I think so. What else could it be?’ He
was staring into the distance, his eyes narrowed against the luminous glare of the haze. ‘It was a
big rock with some sort of tower or pinnacle in the middle of it.’The Roches Douvres light! I
glanced at Hal seated behind the wheel. ‘We’d better alter course,’ I said. ‘The tide is setting us



down at about two knots.’ My voice sounded tense. If it was the Roches Douvres and the wind
fell any lighter, we could be swept right down on to the reef.He nodded and swung the wheel.
‘That would put you out by five miles in your dead reckoning.’‘Yes.’He frowned. He had taken his
sou’wester off and his grey hair, standing on end, gave his face a surprised, puckish look. ‘I think
you’re under-rating yourself as a navigator, but you’re the boss. How much do you want me to
bear up?’‘Two points at least.’‘There’s an old saying,’ he murmured: ‘The prudent mariner, when
in doubt, should assume his dead reckoning to be correct.’ He looked at me with a quizzical lift to
his bushy eyebrows. ‘We don’t want to miss Guernsey, you know.’A mood of indecision took hold
of me. Maybe it was just the strain of the long night, but I wasn’t sure what to do for the best. ‘Did
you see it?’ I asked him.‘No.’I turned to Mike and asked him again whether he was sure it was
rock he’d seen.‘You can’t be sure of anything in this light.’‘But you definitely saw
something?’‘Yes. I’m certain of that. And I think it had some sort of a tower on it.’A gleam of
watery sunlight filtered through the damp atmosphere, giving a furtive brightness to the cockpit.
‘Then it must be the Roches Douvres,’ I murmured.‘Look!’ Mike cried. ‘There it is – over there.’I
followed the line of his outstretched arm. On the edge of visibility, lit by the sun’s pale gleam, was
the outline of a flattish rock with a light tower in the middle. I had the glasses on it immediately,
but it was no more than a vague, misty shape – a reddish tint glimmering through the golden
haze. I dived into the charthouse and snatched up the chart, staring at the shape of the Roches
Douvres reef. It marked drying rock outcrops for a full mile north-west of the 92-foot light tower.
We must be right on the fringe of those outcrops. ‘Steer north,’ I shouted to Hal, ‘and sail her
clear just as fast as you can.’‘Aye, aye, skipper.’ He swung the wheel, calling to Mike to trim the
sheets. He was looking over his shoulder at the Roches Douvres light as I came out of the
charthouse. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘there’s something odd here. I’ve never actually seen the
Roches Douvres, but I know the Channel Islands pretty well and I’ve never seen any rock that
showed up red like that.’I steadied myself against the charthouse and focused the glasses on it
again. The gleam of sunlight had become more positive. Visibility was improving all the time. I
saw it clearly then and I was almost laughing with relief. ‘It’s not a rock,’ I said. ‘It’s a ship.’ There
was no doubt about it now. The rusty hull was no longer blurred, but stood out clear and sharp,
and what I had taken to be a light tower was its single funnel.We were all of us laughing with the
sense of relief as we turned back on to the course. ‘Hove-to by the look of it,’ Mike said as he
stopped hauling in on the main-sheet and began to coil it down.It certainly looked like it, for now
that we were back on course her position didn’t seem to have altered at all. She was lying
broadside on to us as though held there by the wind and, as we closed with her and her outline
became clearer, I could see that she was stationary, wallowing in the swell. Our course would
leave her about half a mile to starboard. I reached for the glasses. There was something about
the ship … something about her shape and her rusty hull and the way she seemed a little down
at the bows.‘Probably pumping out her bilges,’ Hal said, his voice hesitant as though he, too,
were puzzled.I focused the glasses and the outline of the vessel leaped towards me. She was an
old boat with straight bows and a clean sweep to her sheer. She had an old-fashioned counter



stern, an untidy clutter of derricks round her masts, and too much superstructure. Her single
smoke stack, like her masts, was almost vertical. At one time she had been painted black, but
now she had a rusty, uncared-for look. There was a sort of lifelessness about her that held me
with the glasses to my eyes. And then I saw the lifeboat. ‘Steer straight for her, will you, Hal,’ I
said.‘Anything wrong?’ he asked, reacting immediately to the note of urgency in my voice.‘Yes.
One of the lifeboats is hanging vertically from its davits.’ It was more than that. The other davits
were empty. I passed him the glasses. ‘Take a look at the for’ard davits,’ I told him and my voice
trembled slightly, the birth of a strange feeling of excitement.Soon we could see the empty davits
with the naked eye and the single lifeboat hanging from the falls. ‘Looks deserted,’ Mike said.
‘And she’s quite a bit down by the bows. Do you think –’ He left the sentence unfinished. The
same thought was in all our minds.We came down on her amidships. The name at her bow was
so broken up with rust streaks that we couldn’t read it. Close-to she looked in wretched shape.
Her rusty bow plates were out of true, her superstructure was damaged and she was definitely
down by the bows, her stern standing high so that we could see the top of her screw. A festoon
of wires hung from her mast derricks. She was a cargo ship and she looked as though she’d
taken a hell of a hammering.We went about within a cable’s length of her and I hailed her
through our megaphone. My voice lost itself in the silence of the sea. There was no answer. The
only sound was the sloshing of the swell against her sides. We ran down on her quickly then, Hal
steering to pass close under her stern. I think we were all of us watching for her name. And then
suddenly there it was in rust-streaked lettering high above our heads just as it had been during
the night: MARY DEARE – Southampton.She was quite a big boat, at least 6000 tons.
Abandoned like that she should have had a salvage tug in attendance, ships standing by. But
there wasn’t another vessel in sight. She was alone and lifeless within twenty miles of the French
coast. I glanced up along her starboard side as we came out from under her stern. Both davits
were empty, the lifeboats gone.‘You were right then,’ Mike said, turning to Hal, his voice tense.
‘There wasn’t anybody on the bridge last night.’We stared up at her in silence as we slipped
away from her, awed by the sense of mystery. The rope falls hung forlornly from the empty davits.
A thin trailer of smoke emerged incongruously from her funnel. That was the only sign of life.
‘They must have abandoned ship just before they nearly ran us down,’ I said.‘But she was
steaming at full ahead,’ Hal said, speaking more to himself than to us. ‘You don’t abandon ship
with the engines going full ahead. And why didn’t she radio for help?’I was thinking of what Hal
had said half-jokingly last night. If there was really nobody on board … I stood there, my hands
braced on the guardrail, my body tense as I stared at her, searching for some sign of life. But
there was nothing; nothing but that thin wisp of smoke trailing from the funnel. Salvage! A ship of
6000 tons, drifting and abandoned. It was unbelievable. And if we could bring her into port under
her own steam … I turned to Hal. ‘Do you think you could lay Sea Witch alongside her, close
enough for me to get hold of one of those falls?’‘Don’t be a fool,’ he said. ‘There’s still quite a
swell running. You may damage the boat, and if this gale –’But I was in no mood for caution now.
‘Ready about!’ I called. And then, ‘Lee ho!’ We came about on to the other tack and I sent Mike



below to get Ian out of his bunk. ‘We’ll jog up to her close-hauled,’ I told Hal. ‘I’ll jump for the
ropes as you go about.’‘It’s crazy,’ he said. ‘You’ve a hell of a height to climb to the deck. And
supposing the wind pipes up. I may not be able to get you –’‘Oh, to hell with the wind!’ I cried. ‘Do
you think I’m going to pass up a chance like this? Whatever happened to the poor devils who
abandoned her, this is the chance of a lifetime for Mike and myself.’He stared at me for a
moment, and then he nodded. ‘Okay. It’s your boat.’ We were headed back for the ship now.
‘When we get under her lee,’ Hal said, ‘we’ll be pretty well blanketed. I may have some difficulty
–’ He stopped there and glanced up at the burgee.I had done the same, for there was a different
feel about the boat now. She was surging along with a noise of water from her bows and spray
wetting the foredeck. The burgee was streamed out to starboard. I checked with the compass.
‘You’ll have no difficulty standing off from her,’ I said. ‘The wind’s north-westerly now.’He nodded,
his eyes lifting to the sails. ‘You’re still determined to go on board?’‘Yes.’‘Well, you’d better not
stay long. There’s some weight in the wind now.’‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ I said. ‘If you want to
recall me in a hurry signal on the fog-horn.’ We were doing all of four knots now and the ship was
coming up fast. I went to the charthouse door and yelled to Mike. He came almost immediately.
Ian was behind him, white-faced and still sweaty-looking from his bunk. I gave him the boat-hook
and told him to stand by in the bows ready to shove off. ‘We’ll go about just before we get to her.
That’ll take the way off her and you’ll be all set to stand-off again.’ I was stripping off my oilskins.
Already the rusty sides of the Mary Deare were towering above us. It looked a hell of a height to
climb. ‘Ready about?’ I asked.‘Ready about,’ Hal said. And then he swung the wheel. Sea Witch
began to pay off, slowly, very slowly. For a moment it looked as though she was going to poke
her long bowsprit through the steamer’s rusty plates. Then she was round and I made up the
starboard runner as the boom swung over. There was little wind now that we were close under
the Mary Deare. The sails flapped lazily. The cross-trees were almost scraping the steamer’s
sides as we rolled in the swell. I grabbed a torch and ran to the mast, climbed the starboard rail
and stood there, poised, my feet on the bulwarks, my hands gripping the shrouds. Her way
carried me past the for’ard davit falls. There was still a gap of several yards between me and the
ship’s side. Hal closed it slowly. Leaning out I watched the after davit falls slide towards me.
There was a jar as the tip of our cross-trees rammed the plates above my head. The first of the
falls came abreast of me. I leaned right out, but they were a good foot beyond my reach. ‘This
time!’ Hal shouted. The cross-trees jarred again. I felt the jolt of it through the shroud I was
clinging to. And then my hand closed on the ropes and I let go, falling heavily against the ship’s
side, the lift of a swell wetting me to my knees. ‘Okay!’ I yelled.Hal was shouting to Ian to shove
off. I could see him thrusting wildly with the boat-hook. Then the end of the boom hit me between
the shoulder-blades, the jar of it almost making me lose my hold. I hauled myself upwards with
desperate urgency, afraid that the stern might swing and crush my legs against the ship’s side.
There was the slam of wood just below my feet and then I saw Sea Witch was clear and
standing out away from the ship. ‘Don’t be long,’ Hal shouted.Sea Witch was already heeling to
the wind, the water creaming back from her bows and a white wake showing at her stern as she



gathered speed. ‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ I called back to him, and then I began to climb.That
climb seemed endless. The Mary Deare was rolling all the time, so that one minute I’d be swung
out over the sea and the next slammed against the iron plates of her side. There were moments
when I thought I’d never make it. And when, finally, I reached the upper-deck, Sea Witch was
already half a mile away, though Hal had her pointed up into the wind and was pinching her so
that her sails were all a-shiver.The sea was no longer oil-smooth. Little waves were forming on
the tops of the swell, making patterns of white as they broke. I knew I hadn’t much time. I cupped
my hands round my mouth and shouted: ‘Mary Deare! Ahoy! Is there anybody on board?’ A gull
shifted his stance uneasily on one of the ventilators, watching me with a beady eye. There was
no answer, no sound except the door to the after deck-house slatting back and forth, regular as
a metronome, and the bump of the lifeboat against the port side. It was obvious that she was
deserted. All the evidence of abandonment was there on the deck – the empty falls, the stray
pieces of clothing, a loaf lying in the scuppers, a hunk of cheese trampled into the deck, a half-
open suitcase spilling nylons and cigarettes, a pair of sea boots; they had left her in a hurry and
at night.But why?A sense of unease held me for a moment – a deserted ship with all its secrets,
all its death-in-life stillness – I felt like an intruder and glanced quickly back towards Sea Witch.
She was no bigger than a toy now in the leaden immensity of sea and sky, and the wind was
beginning to moan through the empty ship – hurry! hurry!A quick search and then the decision
would have to be made. I ran for’ard and swung myself up the ladder to the bridge. The
wheelhouse was empty. It’s odd, but it came as a shock to me. Everything was so very normal
there; a couple of dirty cups on a ledge, a pipe carefully laid down in an ash-tray, the binoculars
set down on the seat of the Captain’s chair – and the engine-room telegraph set to Full Ahead. It
was as though at any moment the helmsman might return to take his place at the wheel.But
outside there was evidence in plenty of heavy weather. All the port wing of the bridge had been
stove in, the ladder buckled and twisted, and down on the well-deck the seas had practically
stripped the covering from the for’ard holds and a wire hawser was lying uncoiled in loops like
dannert wire. And yet that in itself didn’t account for her being abandoned; another tarpaulin
hatch cover had been partly rigged and fresh timbering lay around as though the watch on deck
had just knocked off for a cup of tea.The chartroom at the back of the wheelhouse shed no light
on the mystery; in fact, the reverse, for there was the log book open at the last entry: 20.46 hours
– Les Heaux Light bearing 114°, approximately 12 miles. Wind south-east – Force 2. Sea
Moderate. Visibility good. Altered course for the Needles – north 33° east. The date was 18
March, and the time showed that this entry had been made just an hour and three-quarters
before the Mary Deare had almost run us down. Entries in the log were made every hour so that
whatever it was that had made them abandon ship had occurred between nine and ten the
previous night, probably just as the mist was closing in.Checking back through the log I found
nothing to suggest that the ship would have to be abandoned. There had been constant gales
and they had taken a bad beating. But that was all. Hove-to on account of dangerous seas,
waves sometimes breaking against bridge. Making water in No. 1 hold. Pumps not holding their



own. That entry for 16 March was the worst. Wind strength was given as Force 11 for twelve
solid hours. And before then, ever since they had left the Mediterranean through the Straits, the
wind had never fallen below Force 7, which is moderate gale, and was several times recorded as
Force 10, whole gale. The pumps had been kept going all the time.If they had abandoned ship in
the gale of 16 March it would have been understandable. But the log showed that they had
rounded Ushant on the morning of 18 March in clear weather with seas moderate and the wind
Force 3. There was even a note – Pumps making good headway. Clearing wreckage and
repairing Number One hatch cover.It didn’t make sense.A companion-way led to the upper or
boat-deck level. The door to the Captain’s cabin was open. The room was neat and tidy,
everything in its place; no sign of hurried departure. From the desk a girl’s face in a big silver
frame smiled at me, her fair hair catching the light, and across the bottom of the picture she had
scrawled: For Daddy – Bons voyages, and come back soon. Love – Janet. There was coal dust
on the frame and more of it on the desk and smudged over a file of papers that proved to be the
cargo manifest, showing that the Mary Deare had loaded cotton at Rangoon on 13 January and
was bound for Antwerp. On top of a filing tray filled with papers were several air mail letter-cards
slit open with a knife. They were English letter-cards post-marked London and they were
addressed to Captain James Taggart, s.s. Mary Deare at Aden, addressed in the same uneven,
rather rounded hand that had scrawled across the bottom of the photograph. And below the
letters, amongst the mass of papers, I found report sheets written in a small, neat hand and
signed James Taggart. But they only covered the voyage from Rangoon to Aden. On the desk
beside the tray was a sealed letter addressed to Miss Janet Taggart, University College, Gower
Street, London, W.C.1. It was in a different hand and the envelope was unstamped.All those little
things, those little homely details … I don’t know how to express it – they added up to something,
something I didn’t like. There was that cabin, so quiet, with all the decisions that had driven the
ship throughout her life still there in the atmosphere of it – and the ship herself silent as the
grave. And then I saw the raincoats hanging on the door, two blue Merchant Navy officers’
raincoats hanging side by side, the one much bigger than the other.I went out and slammed the
door behind me, as though by closing it I could shut away my sudden, unreasoned fear. ‘Ahoy! Is
there anyone on board?’ My voice, high and hoarse, echoed through the vaults of the ship. The
wind moaned at me from the deck. Hurry! I must hurry. All I had to do was check the engines
now, decide whether we could get her under way.I stumbled down the dark well of a companion-
way, following the beam of my torch, flashing it through the open doorway of the saloon where I
had a glimpse of places still laid and chairs pushed hastily back. A faint smell of burning lingered
on the musty air. But it didn’t come from the pantry – the fire was out, the stove cold. My torch
focused on a half-empty tin of bully lying on the table. There was butter, cheese, a loaf of bread
with the crust all covered in coal dust; coal dust on the handle of the knife that had been used to
cut it, coal dust on the floor.‘Is there anybody about?’ I yelled. ‘Ahoy! Anyone there?’ No answer. I
went back to the ’tween-decks alley-way that ran the length of the port-hand midships section. It
was as silent and as black as the adit of a mine. I started down it, and then I stopped. There it



was again – a sound I had been conscious of, but had not thought about; a sound like the
shifting of gravel. It echoed within the ship’s hull as though somewhere the steel plates were
shifting on the bottom of the sea. It was a strange, uncanny sound, and it stopped abruptly as I
walked on down the alley-way so that, in the vacuum of abrupt silence, I heard the wind’s howl
again.The door at the end of the alley-way swung open to the roll of the ship, letting in a glimmer
of daylight. I started towards it, conscious that the acrid smell of burning had increased until it
quite overlaid the fusty mixture of hot oil, stale cooking and sea water dampness that permeates
the ’tween-decks of all cargo ships. A fire hose, fixed to a hydrant near the engine-room door,
snaked aft through pools of water and disappeared through the open door, out on to the well-
deck beyond. I followed it. Out in the daylight I saw that Number Three hatch was burned and
blackened, eaten half away by fire, and Number Four had been partly opened up. Fire hoses
curled round the deck, disappearing into the open inspection hatch of Number Three hold. I
went a few rungs down the vertical ladder, flashing my torch. But there was no smoke, no lurid
glow, and the acrid fumes of the fire had a stale, washed-out smell, mixed with the pungent
odour of chemicals. An empty foam extinguisher toppled on its side, clattering against the steel
of the bulkhead plating. My torch showed the black pit of the hold piled high with charred and
sodden bales of cotton and there was the sound of water slopping about.The fire was out – dead
– not even a wisp of smoke. And yet the ship had been abandoned. It didn’t make sense. I was
thinking of last night, how the smell of burning had lingered in the mist after the ship had gone
past us. And there was the coal dust on the captain’s desk and in the galley. Somebody must
have put that fire out. I ran back to the engine-room door, remembering the grating sound of
gravel shifting. Could it have been coal? Was there somebody down in the stokehold?
Somewhere in the ship a hatch slammed, or maybe it was a door. I went in, on to the catwalk that
hung over the black abyss of the engine-room, crisscrossed with the steel gratings and vertical
ladders. ‘Ahoy!’ I yelled. ‘Ahoy there!’No answer. My torch showed a glint of polished brass and
the duller gleam of burnished steel amidst the shadowy shapes of the engines. No movement
either … only the sound of water that made little rushing noises as it slopped about to the roll of
the ship.I hesitated, wondering whether to go down to the stokehold, held there by a sort of fear.
And it was then that I heard the footsteps.They went slowly along the starboard alley-way –
boots clanging hollow against the steel flooring; a heavy, dragging tread that passed the engine-
room door, going for’ard towards the bridge. The sound of the footsteps gradually faded away
and was lost in the slapping of the water in the bilges far below me.It couldn’t have been more
than twenty seconds that I remained there, paralysed, and then I had flung myself at the door,
dragged it open and dived out into the alley-way, tripping over the step in my haste, dropping my
torch and fetching up against the further wall with a force that almost stunned me. The torch had
fallen into a pool of rusty water and lay there, shining like a glow-worm in the darkness. I stooped
and picked it up and shone it down the passage.There was nobody there. The beam reached
the whole shadowy length as far as the ladder to the deck, and the corridor was empty. I
shouted, but nobody answered. The ship rolled with a creak of wood and the slosh of water, and



above me, muffled, I heard the rhythmic slamming of the door to the after deck-house. And then
a faint, far-distant sound reached me, a sound that had a note of urgency in it. It was Sea Witch’s
fog-horn signalling me to return.I stumbled for’ard and as I neared the ladder to the deck, the fog-
horn’s moan was mingled with the noise of the wind soughing through the superstructure. Hurry!
Hurry! There was a greater urgency in it now; urgency in the noise of the wind, in the foghorn’s
blare.I reached the ladder, was starting up – when I saw him. He was outlined for an instant in
the swinging beam of my torch, a shadowy figure standing motionless in the recess of a
doorway, black with a gleam of white to his eyes.
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William de Rham, “Great sea story!. This is an “oldie but goody,” an action-packed tale of the
high seas perfect for those who enjoy authors such as C.S. Forrester, Jack London, Erskine
Childers, and Alexander Kent. I remember seeing the movie starring Gary Cooper, Charlton
Heston, and Richard Harris many years ago—so long ago that I’d forgotten the story. Reading
the actual novel now was a real treat.Englishman John Sands and his partner are salvage divers
who’ve just bought a sailing yacht in France from which they intend to stage their business.
Sailing it home across the English channel, they are almost run over by a freighter, “The Mary
Deare.” As the steel ship passes, they can see that the wheelhouse is empty and that all the
lifeboats are gone. Thinking the ship deserted, Sands boards; only to be ordered off by the sole
person remaining, its acting captain Gideon Patch. But Sands can’t reboard his sailboat. The
seas are too rough. Remaining, he discovers the “Mary Deare” and her captain are in very bad
shape. How did they get this way? What happened? Where is the crew? And how will these two
exhausted men save a ship normally manned by a large crew? So begins a tale of mystery,
crime, action, and adventure set in the treacherous, reef-and-rock-strewn waters between
England and France.It’s an exceedingly well-written story with good, solid characters and many,
many scenes that should have readers on the edge of their seats. With storms, reefs, a sinking
freighter, sea chases, maritime fraud, a courtroom drama, reputations and livelihoods at stake,
there’s enough here to keep readers turning the pages well into the wee hours.”

Robert Hahn, “The Sea Witch and the Wreck. One of the finest sea stories of mystery and
adventure I've ever read. Hammond Innes is no stranger to stories of ships and the sea and this
is probably his best. From the second page where the Mary Deare comes staggering out of the
night to nearly run down the sailing yacht Sea Witch among the French channel reefs you are
drawn along in the riddle of her story. Coming upon her again the following morning abandoned
and drifting, John Sands encounters the mysterious captain Patch, sole person on the ship.
Suspicious of him at first, Sands comes to realize that Patch is a man of strength and integrity as
they both struggle to keep the old leaking steamer afloat in the midst of a rising gale. The story
slows up a little in the middle portion where the court of inquiry attempts to determine the cause
of the loss of the Mary Deare and where we meet the rest of the characters in the court room in
England and many of the pieces of the mystery are filled in as one by one the players in the story
tell their side of the story: Patch, the unscrupulous ship owners, the mutinous members of the
crew, and the daughter of the deceased ships captain. Bit by bit the tale of the Mary Deare's last
voyage emerges until you're only left with the question of whom to believe, Patch or the rest of
the witnesses arrayed against him. The question won't be resolved until the story moves back to
the wreck of the Mary Deare itself, not sunken after all but stranded on a large huddle of reefs
known as The Minquires, or just, the Minkies. Although the men in the book are the hero's and
villians here with their hopes and faults, heroisms and greed, the other characters, as vibrant



and intense as any person in the book, are the ships and boats, and the ocean itself--with its
storms and violent seas and ship killing reefs. The Mary Deare herself is mentioned by a crew
member as ' a floating death-trap of rattling rivets and clanging plates' bound for the scrapyard.
The mood throughout the book when dealing with the scenes at sea are atmospheric and
moody. The Minkies reefs are infused with a malevolent and forbidding presence as they wait for
the unwary mariners to blunder upon their jagged rocks. In the end the book is probably best
summed up by the author himself from one of the passages: "A strange affair, is it not,
monsieur?"I nodded, not smiling now. "Yes," I said. "Very strange."”

Shabbyhouse, “Better Than I Remembered!. This is a page-turner of a book: gripping, tightly
plotted, knowledgeable... I read Innes voraciously 40 years ago and he's lost nothing in the
intervening period. In fact I'd say that his work has improved in that back in the 70s he was
writing current fiction, and now it's period; no mobile phones, GPS, internet, all beautifully crafted
and described from Innes's' great depth of experience and love of the sea. "Mary Deare" is a top
read, and all the better for being rightly hailed as 'vintage'.”

D. Dixon, “Saw the film years ago!. I saw the film of this book years ago, but couldn’t remember
much about it, and so decided to read the book, and it was well worth it. I thoroughly enjoyed it
and I will probably now get the DVD to watch it again.Excellent, well worth the read!”

Lyanne Collonson, “First clas read. This book has been around for a long time and I had heard of
it but never got round to reading it. Having taken it away on holiday I found it compulsive reading
and it is obvious Hammond Innes knee his subject. I found it a very good read and would
certainly recommend it to perhaps an older member of the reading world.  Great stuff.”

Shadowplay, “Fantastic read.. This blew me away. One of my discoveries of the year, along with
Nevil Shute. A super fine character driven 20th century adventure yarn. The plot is great, and
develops at just the right pace, with nothing forced or artifical about it. The characters are so well
drawn, and the dialogues on point. This has nothing to envy when compared with the best of
Eric Ambler or John Le Carre. I've read another two of his books after this and they were as
good. Totally recommended and so, SO, much better than any of the clumsily written
contemporary thrillers that are published these days.”

Staszek Catire, “Best seafaring scary psychological thriller ever. It has been long time since I felt
so scared reading a book. The characters are constructed superbly and their inner struggles
with good and evil, justice and loyalty are beyond par. Up there with the Heart of Darkness.”

The book by Hammond Innes has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 302 people have provided feedback.
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