


N E D  B U S T A R D

Squalls Before War:
His Majesty ’ s Schooner

S u l t a n a         ————————



Veritas Press, Lancaster, Pennsylvania
©2006 by Veritas Press 

800-922-5082
www.VeritasPress.com

ISBN-10: 1-932168-27-3
ISBN-13: 978-1-932168-27-3

Watercolor paintings, pen and ink illustrations
by Marc Castelli [www.marc-castelli.com]

Photographs by Lucian Niemeyer

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced without per-
mission from Veritas Press, except by a reviewer who may quote brief pas-
sages in a review; nor may any part of this book be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, me-
chanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior permission 
from Veritas Press.

Printed in the United States of America.



This book is dedicated to 
the crew of the schooner Sultana

—both past and present.



Contents

	 N o t e . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  i x

I .	O   v e rb  o ard   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1

I I .	  L ib  e rt  y .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 3

I I I .	  M e rmaid     . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 2 3

I V.	   D e f ian   c e . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3 7

V.	C    h e sa  p e a k e . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5 1

V I .	  M adn   e ss  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6 3

V I I .	  W as  h in  g t o n .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7 7

V I I I .	P   e a c e .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8 7

I X .	P   o ll  y .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 0 1

X .	K   in  g  G e o r g e . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 1 5

X I .	C   ar  o lina    .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 3 1

X I I .	G   as  p e e . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 4 3

	E  p il  o g u e .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 5 9

	 A c k n o wl  e d g m e nts   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 6 1

	G  l o ssar    y . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 6 3



A Note Before Reading}
	 Some readers have asked if this book is fiction or history. 

It is both—it’s fictionalized history. The plot of this book does 

not tell of a great romance, mighty war or treacherous quest. 

It merely follows the work of a boat enforcing the laws of the 

Crown in the middle of the eighteenth century. The sailors 

aboard the Sultana did not know that they were sailing in 

the headwaters of war or that they were playing a part in the  

formation of a new nation. They were just doing their job. 

Squalls Before War is a slice of history—showing the excitement 

and tedium of life on a schooner between 1768 and 1772.

	 One of the appealing aspects of writing a fictional ac-

count about the tour of His Majesty’s Schooner Sultana is the 

fact that the entire logs of both Lieutenant Inglis and Master 

Bruce have been preserved. We know exactly where the 

schooner was and what it was doing as it patrolled the colo-

nies’ waterways. These logs have at the very top of the page the 

month and year, with each entry listing the day of the week 

and the date, along with boxes for wind directions, courses, 

distance in miles, latitude, longitude, bearing and distance at 

noon and, finally, comments. Since there is a great amount 

of repetition in these entries—and most modern readers will 

find them cryptic—the full date and comments are usually 

all that will be found in this book. And for readability, some 

spelling irregularities have been corrected.



Overboard

A STORM WAS BREWING, AND MASTER DAVID 

Bruce was none too happy about it. It had already 

been a rough crossing, and it looked as if circumstances were 

not going to improve in the immediate future. He scanned the 

horizon, his green eyes set in a weather-beaten face topped 

with unruly chestnut hair that seemed perpetually wind-

blown. The schooner’s master wore a long overcoat against 

the foul weather. Beneath it he wore a once-white vest and 

his blue officer’s coat—for warmth rather than duty. Topping 

things off, he wore a crumpled, wide-brimmed canvas hat 

covered with tar for weather-proofing. 

	 “Mr. Huxley, I suggest going below,” Bruce absent-mind-

edly encouraged the surgeon’s mate. The poor fellow was 



looking ill and was sure to be a hindrance as the weather wors-

ened. What on earth possessed him to follow a life at sea since 

he was so clearly unsuited? He seemed to fall ill more than 

his patients, and a less cheery fellow would be hard to find. 

“Bo’sun, please have the foretop sail dropped,” Bruce ordered. 

“I am going below to speak with the Lieutenant.”

	 “Drop the foretop,” acknowledged Joshua Lowe, the 

boatswain’s mate on duty that watch. Then he called for-

ward, “Drop the foretop, ya Corkers!” Two young Irishmen 

responded by jumping to the rat lines, climbing up the fore 

shrouds. “Drop the foretop,” they parroted. 

	 David Bruce stepped off the poop deck to slide the aft grat-

ed hatch off and turned to descend the steep ladder into the 

lower level of the schooner. An experienced sailor, Bruce had 

served as boatswain on the Lynx in ’61, and then also later 

on the Lively, before joining the crew of His Majesty’s Armed 

Schooner Sultana at Deptford Dock on the eighteenth of July. 

As the master of the Sultana, Bruce was primarily in charge 

of navigation and served as second-in-command, directly 

below the captain of the ship—Lieutenant John Inglis—on 

whose door he knocked. 

	 “Come,” a voice barked from within the Lieutenant’s 

cabin in response. “Ah, David, it’s you. I was going over the 

charts, and you’ve made some miscalculations. It seems we 

are somewhere between the Alleghenies and the Mississippi 

River,” John Inglis grinned.
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	 “Well, then it is a good thing the late war with the French 

is over and that region belongs to England and not France,” 

David replied. David was a much better navigator than the 

lieutenant due to a quicker mind mathematically—yielding 

a recurring joke about miscalculation. “I wish your read-

ings were truer than mine, as I would certainly desire to find 

ourselves closer to land. We are about to encounter a bit of 

a blow.”

	 “Ah, now I wish you were joking with me. But after that 

hard squall last Thursday, such a jest would be in bad taste. 

Well, lead on my friend, and we’ll see what the heavens wish 

to bestow.”

	 Inglis slipped into his dark blue navy lieutenant’s coat 

with nine gold buttons running along each wide, white lapel 

and placed his fore-and-aft bicorn hat on his head before fol-

lowing Bruce back up to the helm. The wind was blustering, 

and the sky had changed quickly from a rumpled, gray blan-

ket to a boiling menace of dark clouds. 

	 All the humor drained from the Lieutenant’s face. Inglis 

was an austere-looking man at most times, with dark hair 

combed to the side and charcoal eyes set beneath imposing 

eyebrows. He had a long, aristocratic nose with a small mouth 

set above a slightly cleft chin. “Reef the main,” the lieutenant 

commanded.

	 “Aye aye, Lieutenant,” replied the boatswain, and he re-

layed the order, “Reef the main!” 



	 The schooner became a fury of activity as the Lieutenant’s 

orders were carried out. Looking forward from where Bruce 

and Inglis stood, the deck was mired down with rigging, the 

gig and twelve half-hogsheads of beer lashed to the rails. The 

schooner sailed on, the rain parting like a curtain as they 

entered the storm. The rain intensified as if offended by the 

sailors’ impudence in attempting to climb into the rigging. 

Draped over the yards, the men began tying up the sail using 

bits of rope that had been sown into the sail for this purpose. 

Once they were done, the sails’ overall area was reduced, 

causing the schooner to heel less.

	 “Keep us sailing close to the wind,” Bruce urged the man 

at the helm as the schooner continued to be blown about.

	 “Man the bilges,” Inglis ordered.

	 Bruce automatically passed the order along. “Deal and 

Clark—man the bilges.” Able-bodied seamen James Clark 

and John Deal acknowledged their orders and climbed back 

over the half-hogsheads to reach the bilge pump. Lightning 

broke the sky as James and John began pumping on either 

side of the main mast. Foul water spewed out of the ship’s 

hold, joining the torrents from the sky which were flowing 

over the side of the schooner.

	 Bruce called down through the grating in the aft hatch to 

the ship’s clerk. “Mr. Dearl, how are we doing down there?”

	 A wiry man peered up from the gloom and replied, “Half 

the Atlantic is down here, but we’re holding our own.” 
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	 And the Sultana continued to persevere as they sailed into 

the night—there was no sunset, just gloom begetting black-

ness. The hull continued to creak and groan as the waves 

buffeted her and seamen shouted and struggled to reset slip-

ping lines. Time seemed to stop as they crashed on and on 

through the dark storm.

	 After what seemed like days of relentless rain, Bruce mut-

tered, “I believe the wind has changed.” 

	 “I suppose we should have expected as much,” Inglis 

replied. “The sea’s been quite the cheeky mistress tonight—

constancy from the wind would certainly be too much to ex-

pect.” Then to the two seamen struggling to hold the tiller, he 

ordered, “Take us a few points off to the south.” The Sultana 

altered course so that the wind wasn’t blowing into her bow.

	 Now either the men at the helm overcompensated or the 

sea pushed harder against the schooner. Regardless, she 

was off course, with the result that the small ship was at the 

wrong place at the wrong time and a giant wave rose over 

the Sultana. Instead of the schooner cutting through it, a 

huge wave came crashing down on her midship. Both Inglis 

and Bruce were thrown against the rails, and the Sultana 

seemed to disappear under the sea. When the water had 

run off, Deal and Clark who had been manning the pump 

were crumpled farther down against the same railing. Bruce 

leaped to their aid. 

	 “Are you two alright?” he yelled. At that moment lightning 



exploded across the sky. David saw the blood on Deal just be-

fore darkness fell again on him. The storm had been having 

a temporary blinding effect like that on them all throughout 

the night. “Clark, get Deal below—see if Mr. Huxley can help 

him.”

	 “Moffet—Ritchie,” bellowed Inglis. “Roundly now, to the 

bilges!”

	 Coughing and spluttering from the sea’s recent assault, 

the two seamen climbed aft to pump. 

	 “I’m surprised we’re still afloat after that,” said Bruce.

	 “If you can call this still afloat,” retorted Inglis. “I feel like 

now we are sitting at water level.”

	 Clark climbed back up on deck and confirmed the 

Lieutenant’s hunch by interjecting, “Sir, our supplies in the 

hold are floating.”

	 “Thank you, Mr. Clark.”

	 “What about Deal?” queried Bruce.

	 “He smashed his ear, Master Bruce—it appears that there 

is more blood than damage.”

	 “Faster on those bilges,” Inglis exclaimed. But the bilges 

could not empty the hold faster than the water was pouring 

in. The water inside the vessel was forcing the Sultana’s bow 

down, thereby throwing the ship’s center of gravity too far 

forward. The result was that the tiny vessel was alternating 

between having her rudder pulled out of the water and hav-

ing her bow dip so low that each wave she encountered was 
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crashing over into the boat and filling the hold more.

	 “Drop the top sails,” Inglis ordered. The acknowledge-

ment of the orders was just heard over the din of the storm, 

and several sailors went aloft.

	 “Stay sharp up there,” Inglis yelled to the seamen aloft,  

“I have no wish to lose our topsail yards again like we did in 

that storm last week!” It seemed a small eternity before the 

sails were finally brought down. No noticeable change oc-

curred, so Inglis ordered a second reef on mizzen and called 

for the jib to be reefed. 

	 Bruce was helping to stow the sails with the help of a sullen 

sixteen-year-old able-bodied seaman Edward Cunningham 

and the Lieutenant’s servant, eight-year-old Christopher 

Curtis.

	 “Master Bruce, why don’t the Lieutenant bring all the sails 

down instead of tying ’em up like that?” asked the freckled boy. 

“Don’t the sails just make the wind push us over more?”

	 “It’s not ‘tying up,’ Chris—it is called ‘reefing,’” David 

Bruce distractedly explained. “And we need the sails up to 

continue to make way—if not we will find ourselves at the 

mercy of the sea.”

	 “Drop rear sail—triple reef the mizzen!” Bruce heard 

Inglis cry out as he climbed out of the hatch onto the wildly 

pitching deck. He could picture in his mind’s eye the soaked 

forms above him in the darkness, swinging in the rigging, ful-

filling the lieutenant’s instructions.
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	 “Lieutenant, Clark wasn’t stretching the truth much about 

the hold—it is as wet down there as it is up here!”

	 “I’m not surprised,” Inglis answered. The ship lurched and 

the bow sank beneath another hill of water.

	 “I think we need to set the storm jib,” Bruce suggested as 

the deck once again fell away from them, the Sultana heeling 

suddenly to port. 

	 “My thoughts as well,” Inglis said, standing on the poop 

deck with legs bent to accommodate the pitch, as one would 

do on an inclined roof. “Drop the jib—set the storm jib!”

	 Bruce amplified the orders, “Nichollson—give Jurd a hand 

up there!” 

	 John Jurd, a handsome young sailor from London who 

was surprisingly at home at sea, straddled the bowsprit, inch-

ing out towards the blocks ten feet forward of the bow. When 

he was halfway out, a hole opened in the sea and the Sultana 

fell into it.

	 “Hold on,” yelled the Norwegian Nichollson as a wave 

swept across the bow, pummeling all within its path. When 

the schooner broke free of the deluge, the norseman called 

again, “John, are you still there?”

	 Lightning charged across the sky, illuminating the miser-

able lump that was able-bodied seaman Jurd. He was cling-

ing for dear life to the slender shaft of wood and was only 

able to moan in response. But quickly he resumed his journey 

to the schooner’s farthest outpost.
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	 “Ready,” croaked Jurd as another wave threatened to remove 

him from his roost. With Jurd in place, the order was given to 

proceed with dropping the jib. Jurd’s job was to “hank on”—un-

hook the metal loops from the forestay and pass the canvas back. 

As soon as the large mass of canvas was removed, Nichollson 

began feeding a smaller triangle of canvas up to Jurd, who then 

proceeded to hank on the storm jib.

	 “That should keep us making way,” Inglis said hopefully  

to no one in particular. Jurd was able to get back on board 

with slightly less trouble than when he set out, and the storm 

seemed to begin to cooperate.

	 “Let’s get some of you tars in the hold with buckets,” or-

dered Bruce. “We need to help Moffet and Ritchie empty us 

out!” The two Scotsmen had continued to labor at the bilg-

es—a task that was almost comical in its futility—for nearly 

an hour. Several sailors struggled below as the Sultana con-

tinued to heave and pitch. 

	 Farther and farther over the schooner rolled. With each 

swell the water inside the schooner rushed up the sides, 

knocking her on her beam. And with each roll she also stayed 

heeled over longer and longer.

	 “Much more of this and we won’t be able to right her,” 

Inglis grimly said, stating the obvious as he hung on to the 

binnacle to keep standing. Just before Bruce was able to reply, 

unnatural daylight cracked off the stern, making the shad-

ows of the lieutenant and the master leap across the midship 



stores that were lashed to the deck.

	 “The beer,” they said to each other simultaneously. 

	 “All hands on deck!” And as if realizing that Inglis and 

Bruce had thought of a way out of its trap, the storm rallied 

and began blowing the rain across the ship, rather than just 

drenching them from above.

	 “Untie the half-hogsheads of beer midship and roll them 

overboard,” bawled Inglis. There seemed to be a slight pause 

as the concept sunk into their collective minds, then they tore 

into the task with a vengeance.

	 “Master Bruce, why are we throwing away all those sup-

plies?” asked young Curtis. He had come up on deck with the 

others and was huddled near Bruce, by the Sultana’s main 

mast.

	 “The schooner is top heavy, Chris, and each time wind or 

wave pushes her over, the water that has been rising steadily 

in the hold aggravates that. Those twelve half-hogsheads of 

beer weigh well over two tons—when we are free of them, the 

schooner will drain more quickly and not take on water so 

fast because she will ride higher in the water. Now get on down 

below—this is going to be hard work.”

	 It sounds like a simple task to set barrels on their sides 

and roll them into the sea. Yet with the deck heaving up and 

down like a crazed colt intent on bucking a rider, and the 

sheer weight of the cargo swishing around inside, it took six 

men to move each barrel. Two stood in front of it with staves 
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to keep it from rolling too fast in one direction, and the others 

put all their strength into shoving the barrel in the right di-

rection. There were passing complaints about throwing away 

good alcohol, and others expressing deep concern about dy-

ing of thirst if the rest of the trip took longer than expected, 

but all of these were lost beneath the howling of the wind and 

the groans of the men as they labored. It was two hours be-

fore all the barrels were overboard and nearly another before 

Inglis and Bruce felt they could leave the deck in the hands of 

the bo’sun. By then the storm was only miserable instead of 

completely terrifying.

	 John Inglis and David Bruce entered the aft cabin and 

stripped off their outer coats in a vain attempt to dry off. 

Inglis sat down at his desk and pulled out his log, comment-

ing, “I’m very grateful for the way the men carried out their 

orders during this storm—such loyalty is a treasure in the 

Service.” 

	 “Loyalty?” Bruce said in surprise as he collapsed on the 

settee. “I suppose you could call it that . . . the desire to live can 

certainly serve as a motivating factor in birthing ‘loyalty’ and 

‘devotion.’”

	 Later that evening, Lieutenant Inglis got out his quill and  

daily log to record that day’s events: “Strong gales and squally 

with rain . . .”
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Inglis Logbook: 
September 13, 1768. Strong gales and 

squally wi†h rain brough† too un∂er the fore-
sail. Shipped grea† ∂eal of sea.  

Oblige∂ †o heave overboard in†o †he sea  
12 half-hogshea∂s of beer to save the schoo-

ner from foun∂ering.












































