
A QUESTION OF HABIT 

" w IMMIN aboard ship I don't 'old with," 
said the night-watchman, severely. 

"They 'll arsk you all sorts o' silly questions, 
an' complain to the skipper if you don't t~eat 
'cm civil in answering 'cm. lf you do treat cm 
. ·1 hat 's the result? Is it a bit o' bacca, or 

ClVl 'w b' f 
a shilling, or anything like that? Not a it o 
it; just a 'thank you,' an' said in a way as 
though they 've been giviog you a perf cct treat 

by talking to you. . . . 
"They 're a contrary sects too. Ask a_girl ClVll-

like to stand off a line you want to coll up, and 
he 'll get off an' look at you as though you ought 

:o have waited until she 'ad offered to shift. Pull 
on it without asking her to step off fust, an' the 

ship won't 'old her 'ardly. A man I knew ~nce
he's dead now, poor chap, and left three w1dd~rs 
mourning their unrepairable loss-said t~at w1th 
all 'is expericnce wimmin was as much a nddle to 

'im as wbeo he fust married, 
"O' coarsc, sometimes you gct a gal down the 
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fo'c's'Je pretending to be a man, shipping as 
ordinary seaman or hoy, and nobody not a pcnny 
the wiser. It's happened before,an' I 've no doubt 
it will again. 

"W 'd e a a queer case once on a barque I was on 
as stcward, called the T(J1Jler of London, bound 
from the Albert Docks to Mclbourne with a 
general cargo. We shipped a new boy just after 
we started as was entered in the ship's books as 
'Enery Mallow, an' the fust thing we noticed 
about 'Enery was as 'e had a great dislike to 
work and was terrible sea-sick. Every time 
there was a job as wanted to be done, that !ad 

'ud go and be took bad quite independent of 
the weather. 

"Thcn Bill Dowsett adopted 'im, and said he 'd 
make a sailor of 'im. I believe if 'Enery could 
'ave chose 'is father, he 'd sooner 'ad any man 

than Bill, and I would sooner have been a orphan 
than a son to any of 'em. Bill relied on his 
langwidge mostly, but when that failed he 'd just 
fetch 'im a cuff. Nothing more than was good 

for a boy wot 'ad got 'is living to earn, but 'Enery 
used to cry until we was ali ashamed of 'im. 

"Bill got almost to be afraid of 'itting 'im at 
last, and used to try wot being sarcastic would 

do. Then we found as 'Enery was ten times as 
sarcastic as Bill-'e 'd talk all round 'im so to 
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speak, an' even take the wor~s out of Bill's 
mouth to use agin 'im. Then Btll would turn to 
'is great natural gifts, and the end of it was when 
we was about a fortnight out that the boy ran 
up on deck and went aft to the skipper and 

complained of Bill's langwidge. . ,. 
" 'Langwidge,' ses the old man, glanng at tm 

as if 'e 'd eat 'im-' what sort o' langwidge? • 
", Bad langwidge, sir,' ses 'Enery. 
", Repeat it,' ses the skipper. . 
"'Enery gives a tittle shiver. ' I couldn't do tt, 

sir,' he ses, very solemn ; ' it 's like-like you was 
talking to the bo'sen yesterday.' 

ce , Go to your duties,' roars the skipper; ' go to 

your duties at once, and don't let me 'ear any 
more of it. Why, you ought to be at a young 

ladies' school.' 
"' I know I ought, sir,' 'Enery ses, with a 

w'imper, e but I never thought it 'd be like this.' 
" The old man stares at him, and then he rubs 

his eyes and stares agin. 'Enery wiped his eyes 
and stood looking down at the deck. 

"' 'Eavens above,' ses the old man, in a dazed 
voice ' don't tell me you 're a gal ! • 

' , 'E "' I won't if you don't want me to, ses nery, 

wiping bis eyes agin. 
"' What 's your name? • ses the old man, at last. 
"' Mary Mallow, sir,' ses 'Enery, very soft, 
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' What made you do it? • ses the skipper, at 
las t. 

"' My father wanted me to marry a man I 
didn't want to,' ses Miss Mallow. e He used to 
admire my hair very much, so I cut it off. Then 
I got frightened at what I 'd done, and as 1 
looked like a hoy I thought I 'd go to sea.' 

"'W 11 't' · e • 1 s a mee responsibility for me• ses 
the skipper, and he called the mate, who 'ad just 
come on deck, and asked bis advice. The mate 
was a very straitlaced man-for a mate-and at 
fost he was so shocked 'e couldn't speak. 

"' She 'll have to come aft,' he ses, at last. 
" ' O' course h ·11 ' h s e w1 ' ses t e skipper, and he 

called me up and told me to clear a spare cabin 
~ut for her-we carried a passenger or two some
trmes-and to fetch her cbest up. 

'" I , l s pose you ve got some clothes in it? • he 
ses, anxious-like. 

"' Only these sort o' things,' ses Miss Mallow 
bashfully. ' 

"'_And send Dowsett to me,' ses the skipper, 
turn1ng to me agin. 

" We 'ad to shove pore Bill up on deck a'most 
and the way the skipper went on at 'im you 'd 
thought 'e was the greatest rasca! unhun~. He 
be?ged the young lady's pardon over and over 
ag10, and when 'e come back to us 'e was that 
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upset that 'e didn't know what 'e was saying, and 
begged an ordinary seaman's pardon for treading 
on 'is toe. 

"Then the skipper took Miss Mallow below to 
her new quarters, and to 'is great surprise caught 
the third officer, who was fond oí female society, 
doing a step-dance in the saloon ali on 'is own. 

"That cvening the skipper and the mate formed 
themselves into a committee to decide what was 

to be done. Everything the mate suggested the 
skipper wouldn't have, and when the skipper 
thought of anythink, the mate said it was im
possible. After the committee 'ad been sitting 
for three hours it began to abuse each other; 
leastaways, the skipper abused the mate, and the 
mate kep' on saying if it wasn't for discipline he 
knew somebody as would tell the skipper a thing 
or two it would do 'im good to hear. 

"• She must have a dress, I tell you, ora frock 
at any rate,' ses tbe skipper, very mad. 

"' What 's the difference between a dress and a 

frock ? ' ses the mate. 
"' There is a difference,' ses the skipper. 
"' Well, what is it?' ses the mate. 
"• It wouldn't be any good if I was to explain 

to you,' ses the skipper ¡ 'sorne people's heads are 
too thick.' 

" ' I know they are,' ses the mate. 
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". The committec broke up after that, but it got 

am1able ~gin ovcr brcakfast next morning, and 
made quite a fuss over Miss Mallow. It was 
wondcrful what a difference a night aft had made 
in that gal. She 'd washed herself beautiful and 
had just frizzed 'er 'air, which was ratber ;ong 

J Íi ' over_ er_ or~head, aod the committee kept 
pursmg its lips up and looking at each other 
~s Mr. Fisher talked to 'er and kep' 00 piliog 
er platc up, 

"She wcot up on dcck aftcr breakfast and stood 
leaning agaiost the side talking to M F' h r, 1s er, 
Pretty laugh shc 'd got, too, though I nevcr 
noticed it when she was in the fo'c's'le. Per
haps she hadn't got much to laugh about thcn . 

and whilc shc was up there enjoying 'ersel~ 
watching us chaps work, the committec was clown 
bclow laying its 't?ads together agio. 

. "When I went clown to thc cabin agio it was 
ltke a dressmakcr's shop. Thcre was silk hand
kerchiefs and all sorts o' things on thc table 

ªº'. the skippcr was hovcring about with a bi~ 
pau of scissors in bis hands, wondering how to 
begin. 

"' I h 't · s an attempt anythmg very grand,' he 
ses, at last; 'just something to slip over them 
boy's clothcs she 's wearing.' 

"The mate didn't sey anytbing. He was busy ... 



LIGHT F RE I G H TS 

drawing frocks on a little piece of papcr, and 
looking at 'em with his 'ead on one side to see 
whether they looked better that way. 

ce' By J ove I I 've got it,' ses the old man, 
suddenly. ' Where 's that dressing-gown your 

wife gave you?' 
11 The mate looked up. ' I don't know,' he ses, 

slowly. 'I 've mislaid it.' 
" ' \V ell, it can't be far,' ses the skipper. 'I t 's 

just the thing to make a frock of.' 
"• I don't think so,' ses the mate. ' lt wouldn't 

hang properly. Do you know what I was think

iog of?' 
"' Well,' ses the skipper. 
" • Three o' them new flannel shirts o' yours,' 

s~s tbe mate. ' They 're very dark, an' they 'd 

hang beautiful.' 
11 • Let 's try the dressing-gown fust,' ses the 

skipper, hearty-like. 'That 's éasier. l '11 help 

you look for it.' 
'" I can't think what I 've done with it,' ses the 

mate. 
"• Well, let 's try your cabin,' ses the 01d man. 
"Thev went to the mate's cabin and, to his 

great s~rprise, there it was hanging just behind 
the door. It was a beautiful dressing-gown
soft warm cloth trimmed with braid-and the 

aki;per took up bis scissors agin, and fairly 
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gloate~ over it. Then he slowly cut off the top 
~art w1th the two arms 'anging to it, and passed 
1t over to the mate. 

"' I shan't want that, Mr. J ackson,' he ses, 
slowly. 'I dare say you '11 find it come in useful.' 

"' While you 're doing that, s'pose I get on with 
them three shirts,' ses Mr. Jackson. 

"' What three shirts? ' ses the skipper, who was 
busy cutting buttons off. 

"' Wh ' M y, yours, ses r. J ackson. 'Let 's see 
who can make the best frock.' 

" 'No, Mr. J ackson,' ses the old man. • I 'm 
sure you couldn't make anything o' them shirts. 
You 're not at all gifted that way. Besides, J 
want 'em.' 

'" Well, I wanted my dressing-gown, if you 
come to that,' ses the mate, in a sulky voice. 

"' Well, what on earth did you give it to me 
for?' ses the skipper. 'I do wish you 'd know 
your own mind, Mr. J acksoo.' 

"The mate didn't say any more. He sat and 
watched the old man, as he threaded his needle 
and stitched the dressing-gown together down 
the front. It really didn't look half bad when 
he 'd finished it, and it was easy to see how 
pleased Miss Mallow was. She really Jooked 
quite fine in it, and with the blue guernsey she 
was wearing and a baod made o' silk handk~r-
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chiefs round her waist, 1 saw at once it was a 

case with the third officer. 
"' Now you look a bit more like the gal your 

father used to know,' ses the skipper. 'My 
finger's a bit sore just at present, but by and by 

I '11 make you a bonnet.' 
"' I 'd like to see it,' ses the mate. 
"' I t 's quite easy,' ses the skipper. ' 1 've seen 

my wife do 'em. She calls 'em tokes. You 
make the hull out o' cardboard and spread your 

canvas on that.' 
"That dress made a wonderful difference in the 

gal. Wonderful ! She seemed to change all at 
once and become the lady altogether. She just 

'ad that cabin at her beck and call; and as for 
me, she seemed to think I was there a puppose 

to wait on 'er. 
" I must say she 'ad a good ti~e of it. We was 

having splendid weather, and there wasn't much 
work for anybody; consequently, when she wasn't 
receiving good advice from the skipper and the 
mate, she was receiving attention from both the 
second and third officers. Mr. Scott, the second, 
didn't seem to take much notice of her for a day 
or two and the first I saw of his being in love 
was 'is

1 

being very rude to Mr. Fisher and giving 
up bad langwidge, so sudden it 's a wonder it 

didn't do 'im a injury, 

1 

1. 
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"I think the gal ratherenjoyed their attentions 

at first, but arter a time she got fairly tired f 't 
Sh , O 1 . 

e never ad no rest pore th1'na- If h 
• , ¡,• s e was up 

on deck lookmg over the side the third officer 
would come up and talk romantic to 'er about 
the sea and the lonely lives of sailor-men and I 
actural~y 'ear? Mr. Scott repeating poetr/ to her. 
The sk1pper eard it too, and being suspicious o' 
poetry, and not having heard clearly called h' t ,. , 1m 
~p ~ 11:1 and made 'im say it all over agin to 'im. 
E dtdn t seem quite to know wot to make of 't 

, ll 1 l 

so e ca s up the mate for 'im to hear it. Th 

mate said it was rubbish, and the skipper to!; 
Mr. Scott that if ever he was taken that wa 

. ' 'd' . y agm e ear more of 1t. 

"There was no doubt about them two young 
fellers being genuine. She 'appened to say one 
day that she could never, never carc for a man 

wh,o dra~k ,and_ s~oked, and I 'm blest if both 
of em d1dn t g1ve er their pipes to chuck over
board, and the agony those two chaps used to 

s~~er when they saw other people smoking was 
p1tiful to witness. 

"It got to such a pitch at last that the mate 
who, as I said afore, was a very particular man' v 
called another committee meeting It wa ' 

· s a very 
sole~n affair, and 'e made a long speech in which 
he sa1d he was the father of a fa mil y, and that the 
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second aod third officers was far too attentive to 
Miss Mallow, and 'e asked the skipper to stop it. 

" ' How? ' ses the skipper. 
"• Stop the draught-playing and the card

playing and the poetry,' ses the mate; 'the gal 's 
getting too much attention ; she '11 have 'er 'ead 

turned. Put your foot clown, sir, and stop it.' 
"Tbe skipper was so struck by what he said, 

that he not only did that, but he went and forbid 
them two young men to speak to the gal except 
at meal times, or when the conversation was 
general. N one of 'em liked it, though the gal 
pretended to, and for the matter of a week 
things was very quiet in the cabin, not to say 

sulky. . . 
"Things got back to their old style agin tn a 

very curious way. I 'd just set the tea in the 
cabin one afternoon, and 'ad stopped at the foot 
of the companion-ladder to !et the skipper and 
Mr. Fisher come down, when we suddenly 'eard 

a loud box on the ear. We all rushed into the 
cabin at once, and there was the mate looking 
fairly thunderstruck, with his hand to his face, 

and Miss Mallow glaring at 'im. 
"'Mr. Jackson,' ses the skipper, in a awful 

voice, 'what's this?' 
"• Ask her,' shouts the mate, · I think she 's 

gone mad or something.' 
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"' What does this mean, Miss Mallow ?' ses the 
skipper. 

"' Ask bim,' ses Miss Mallow, breathing very 
'ard. 

"' Mr. J ackson,' ses the skipper, very severe, 
'what ha ve you been doing?' 

"' N othing,' roars the mate. 

"' Was that a box on the ear 1 'eard?' ses the 
skipper. 

"' I t was,' ses the mate, grinding bis teeth. 
'" Y ? ' h k. our ear ses t e s tpper. 

"' Yes. She 's mad, I tell you,' ses the mate. • I 
was sitting here quite quiet and peaceable, when 
sbe carne alongside me and slapped my face.' 

"' Why did you box bis ear?' ses the skipper 
to the girl again. 

" 'Because he deserved it,' ses Miss Mallow. 

"Tbe skipper shook bis 'ead and looked at the 
mate so sorrowful that he began to stamp up and 
down the cabin and bang the table witb bis fist. 

"' If I hadn't heard it myself, I couldn't have 
believed it,' ses the skipper; 'and you tbe father 

of a family, too. Nice example for the young 
men, I must say.' 

"' Please don't say anything more about it,' ses 
Miss Mallow; ' l 'm sure he 's very sorry.' 

"'V d' h k' ery goo , ses t es tpper; 'but you under-
stand, Mr. J ackson, that if I overlook your 

e 
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conduct, you 're not to speak to this young 
lady agin. Also, you must con!ider yourself 

as removed from the committee.' 
"• Curse the committee,' screamed the mate. 

'Curse--' 
"He looked all round, with his eyes starting 

out of 'is 'ead, and then suddenly shut his mouth 
with a snap and went up on deck. He never 
allooded to the affair again, and in fact for the 

rest of the voyage 'e hardly spoke to a soul. 
The young people got their cards and draughts 

agin, but he took no notice, and :.e never spoke 
to the skipper unless he spoke to 1m fust. 

"\Ve got to Melbourne at last, and the fust 

thing the skipper did was to give our young 
lady sorne money to go ashore and huy cl~t?es 
with. He did it in a very delikit way by g1vmg 
her the pay as hoy, and I don't think I ever see 
anybody look so pleased and surprised as she 
did. The skipper went ashore with her, as she 
looked rather a odd figure to be going about alone, 
and comes back about a hour later without 'er. 

'" I thought perhaps she 'd have come a~oard,' 
he ses to Mr. Fisher. 'I managed to miss her 
somehow while ¡ was waiting outside a shop.' 

"They fidgeted about a bit, and _then ~ent 
ashore to look for 'er, turning up agam at e1ght 
o'clock quite worried. Nine o'clock carne, and 
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there was no signs of 'er. Mr. Fisher and Mr. 
Scott was in a dreadful state, and the skipper 
sent almost every man aboard ashore to search 
for 'er. They 'unted for 'er high and Iow, up 
and clown and round about, and turned up at 
midnight so done up that they could 'ardly 
stand without holding on to somethink, and so 
upset that they couldn't speak. None of the 
officers got any sleep that night except Mr. 
Jackson, and the fust thing in the morning they 
was ashore agin looking for her. 

"She 'd disappeared as completely as if she 'd 
gone overboard, and more than one of the chaps 
looked over the side half expecting to see 'er 
come fioating by. By twelve o'clock most of us 
was convinced that she'd been made away with, 
and Mr. Fisher made sorne remarks about the 
police of Me! bourne as would ha' done them 
good to hear. 

"I was just going to see about dinner when we 
got the first news of her. Three of the most 
miserable and solemn-looking captains I 've ever 
seen carne alongside and asked for a f ew words 
with our skipper. They all stood in a row 
looking as if they was going to cry. 

"' Good morning, Captain Hart,' ses one of 'em, 
as our old man carne up with the mate. 

" ' Good morning,' ses he. 
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"' Do you know this?' ses-one of 'em, suddenly, 
holding out Miss Mallow's dressing-gown on a 
walking-stick. 

11
' Good 'eavens,' ses the skipper, ' I hope 

nothing 's happened to that pore gal.' 
" The three captains shook their heads all 

together. 

"' She is no more,' ses another of 'em. 
"' How did it happen?' ses the skipper, in a 

low voice. 

"' She took this off,' ses the fust captain, 
shaking his head and pointing to the dressing
gown. 

"' And took a chill?' ses the skipper, staring 
very 'ard. 

11The threc captains shook their 'eads agin, and 
1 noticed that they seemed to watch cach other 
and do it ali together. 

"' I don't understand,' ses thc skipper. 
11

' 1 was afraid you wouldn't,' ses thc first 
captain ; 'she took this off.' 

"' So you said beforc,' ses the skipper, rather 
short. 

" And bccame a hoy agio,' ses the other; 
the wickedest and most artful young rascal 

that ever signed on with me.' 

"He looked round at the others, and they ali 
brokc out into a perfect roar of laughter, and 
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jumped up and down and slapped each other 
on the back, as if they was ali mad. Then they 
asked which was the one wot had 'is ears boxed , 
and which was Mr. Fisher and which was Mr. 
Scott, and told our skipper what a nice fatherly 
man he was. Quite a crowd got round, an' 
wouldn't go away for all we could do to 'em in 
thc shape o' buckets o' water and lumps o' coa!. 

We was the laughing-stock o' the place, and thc 
way they carried on when the steamer passed us 
two days later with the fust captain on the 
bridge, pretending not to see that imp of a 
boy standing in the bows blowing us kisses 
and dropping curtsies, nearly put the skipper 
out of 'is mind." 


