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THE BLACKBIRD CRUISE
Further Details of the Slaver “Mont"
 
Interesting Details Gathered by the “Ex-
aminer” Representative on Board the Montserrat – The British Cruiser
Royalist and Her Errand to the
Gilberts – The Sosly Islanders and
Their Strange Affliction – Captain
Ferguson’s Defense of His Nefarious
Business – It Is “Legitimate” Traffic -
Mssrs. Crawford & Co. and Their
Interest in the Profits of the Craft.
 
The story of the cruise of the “blackbird” steamer Montserrat was told in yesterday’s 
“Examiner” by the special correspondent, mr. W.H. Brommage, who had shipped as a sailor 
for the voyage. In obedience to the instructions under which he set out Mr. Brommage 
confined his narrative to a simple and accurate statement of the facts with no attempt of 
sensational effect. In fact, the story was modified by the suppression of some details which 
would have thrown the horrors of the traffic into stronger relief. To-day our correspondent 
makes some additions to his narrative which will be found exceedingly interesting.
 
From my narrative of the cruise of the Montserrat printed yesterday, I was forced to omit much 
interesting detail. It had been impossible to do more than take notes while on board the 
“blackbirder” and these were necessarily rough and disjointed, as I was under the constant 
scrutiny of the crew and officers and the least suggestion that I was “among ‘em takin’ notes” 
would have been sufficient to put an abrupt end to my mission.
 
I have spoken of the British cruiser Royalist as being an awkward neighbor to the Montserrat. 
This was due to the fact that upon quite a number of the Gilbert group of islands the British 
flag flies and the inhabitants are treated as British subjects. The Captain of the Montserrat 
regarded her presence uneasily because aboard our vessel were a number of children under age, 
and one fellow, a stowaway, who had committed some crime and who wished to escape the 
attention of the man-of-war officers. While we were lying at Tanawa, the Royalist made her 
second appearance, and then our stowaway was thoroughly frightened. Garrick went below, 
found the man and hid him and he religiously kept to the hold all the time the Royalist was in 
sight.
The clothing had not been dealt out to our half-naked natives at that time, and when the Royalist 
hove in sight there was a comical rush on board the Montserrat to get the poor devils into 
decent clothing before we should be boarded and unpleasant questions asked. In the rush to get 
the clothing out it was tossed to the natives in heaps without regard to size, and they presented 
a ludicrous appearance when the men had donned their overalls and the women had put on their 
Mother Hubbards. Some of the men could just struggle into a tight-fitting pair of overalls that 
hardly came down to the knees and would not button at the waist at all, while others strode 



about the decks in great bags of clothes that did not touch them anywhere except at the 
shoulders. The women presented the same ludicrous appearance in their ill-fitting and to them 
awkward garments.

The Royalist had come this time for coal and she got 100 tons from the Montserrat. While at 
Tanawa the Royalist was engaged in righting the wrongs and dealing out punishment to those 
who had committed oesnes and suffered for the offenses of others for the last fifteen years. 
Some ofhe offenders were exiled and others were fined.
 
THE MYSTERY OF THE TAHITI
 
I think I have a solution of the Tahiti mystery. She was found bottom upwards off of the 
Mexican coast, with her sails and, evidently had been overturned by a sudden squall. During 
the journey there were many times [?] danger confronted the Montserrat and I think the natives 
were themselves, in a mann,er responsible for it. They have a careless way of leaving things 
just where they use them last. If they want water to bathe they draw it over the side of the 
vessel in a bucket. They take a rope’s end and make fast to the bucket and heave it over. The 
first rope’s end they reach suits them; no matter how much importance it may have as part of 
the running gear of the vessel it makes no difference to them. After they have hauled up the 
water they drop the bucket then, and it is still attached to the rope’s end. It may be a buntline, 
halliard, or any other important line. Suppose the sails are set, and a squall arises which makes 
it necessary to take in the sails quickly. The ropes are let go in an instant. Up fly the buckets 
and pails like a flock of birds and as they are made fast to the ropes and cannot pass through 
the holes in the fair leads, the sails are still set, and the entire crew must devote its attention to 
untying the buckets and the old clothes and thousand and one articles that the sailors found tied 
to the ropes’ ends. By that time a quick squall could capsize the vessel. It is possible that such a 
thing occurred to the Tahiti. When the sailors attempted to shorten sail the ropes were jammed 
and before they could loosen them the catastrophe occurred. The Montserrat had an experience 
of that kind, though it was not in a squall. The wind made a sudden change of direction and the 
sails were aback. The mate shouted to let go the gearing and the men started to clew up. When 
half way up they found something wrong and though they pulled their hardest they could not 
gain an inch. The mate looked around and found a pair of pants made fast to the buntline and 
the ropes jammed underneath the fair-lead. It took the efforts of five men to pull the rope clear.

Life-Saving Provisions
 
The idea that a vessel can carry or will carry a sufficient number of boats to accommodate the 
crowd on a slave ship in case of danger to the vessel is folly. One can realize what it would 
have meant to the Montserrat’s human freight had it been necessary for us to take to the boats. 
Our equipment consisted of two lifeboats, two surfboards, two life rafts and a dingy to 
accommodate 400 people. When the vessel left San Francisco she was inspected by the proper 
authorities, and the lifeboats passed inspection as being sound and well equipped. They were 
neither one thing nor the other. They were not properly equipped, as neither oars, rowlocks, 
rudder, masts, nor water sacks were in them, and they were not in a condition to carry people. 
Their lower seams were wide open, and in some places fully a quarter of an inch of daylight 



shows through them. The port boat met with an accident some time ago and was never repaired 
and the plank which was stove in was plainly visible. Several times the officers on board tried 
to render the boats water tight by filling them with water, and although a steam hose was used 
incessantly for hours, the water ran through the seams as fast as it came in. So these lifeboats 
were practically useless. But three boats remained to save the 400 passengers. Captain 
Ferguson, mindful of the fate of the Tahiti, gave strict instructions as to how the men and 
officers should deport themselves in case of peril to the Montserrat. Rifles and revolvers were 
to be handed around, with extra rounds of ammunition. These were always kept handy. The 
officers and crew were to keep the slaves back while the first boat was being loaded with the 
traders and their families, twenty-four persons in all. Then the other boats should be filled with 
the officers and crew themselves, while the natives were to be prevented from getting at any of 
the boats. The ship’s company of twenty-two people would fill the second boat. The slaves 
must look out for themselves. Should they jump overboard and attempt to climb into the boats 
they would be shot as soon as they placed their hands on the rail. Our instructions were to do 
murder to save the managers of this expedition who had failed to provide means of escape for 
the poor blacks that crowded that hold and deck.
 
Jergerson, the Pirate
 
Jergerson, the pirate whom I briefly mentioned yesterday, is one of the best known characters 
south of the equator. The traders told many strange stories, but I have an idea from his random 
expressions and his peculiar actions at that time that he is a bit light in the upper story. He has 
had some ssevere trials in his life as a mutineer, sailor, freebooter and trader, and those 
experiences, romantic as they are, have affected him mentally.
Jergerson’s story covers a residence of twenty years in the South Seas. He is a Dane [BK note: 
yesterday he was a Swede] and a sailor by profession.He shipped from Peru on a Danish 
vessel and led the sailors into mutiny when near Honolulu. In excuse for this action, he says 
that the Captain was a very cruel man and came near starving the sailors to death. In retaliation, 
they took charge of the ship, put the Chaptain in irons, and lodging him in the forecastle gave 
him only sufficient food to keep life in his body.
 
Scurvy broke out among the men and they put into Honolulu, where the whole band of them 
was arrested. Jergerson succeeded in making his escape from the Honolulu authorities and 
shipped on a schooner bound for the Gilbert Islands.
 
Lying west of Honolulu are two small islands called the Midway Islands. They are low, flat 
patches of land just rising above the edge of the sea, with a sandy soil and no vegetation save a 
few straggling cactus bushes and sagebrush. There is absolutely nothing upon the land to 
support life. The usual coral reefs surround the Midways, and one of the tropical storms, 
coming suddenly up, caught the little schooner and landed her on one of the treacherous coral 
cliffs. Jergerson and two others escaped the waves and got ashore. For twelve months, they 
lived on the desolate island subsisting upon fish from the sea and the roots of the few bushes 
that grew there. Jergerson says he ate his own boots. After twelve weary months a passing 
trading schooner saw their signals and rescued them. The schooner lay beside the reef for a day 
or two and then weighed anchor to continue her voyage.
 



The relentless fate which had followed jergerson pursued him still. Going out of the harbor the 
second vessel struck on the reef and went to pieces. Back upon the barren and inhospitable land 
Jergerson and his new-found companions were cast. Eight months longer they were 
imprisoned there, and when finally the second schooner rescued the party Jergerson had passed 
almost two years upon the island at no time eating sufficient to keep robust life in his body. 
When the second schooner found them, Jergerson had simply enough skin to hold the bones of 
his body together. During their stay there he and two others made an excursion inland one day, 
and Jergerson returned alone. What transpired between the men after they passed down behind 
the sand hills in shore will perhaps never be known. Jergerson made no attempt to explain the 
absence of the man, and it may be that hunger had impelled him to some terrible deed on that 
lonely journey of observation.
 
The second schooner landed Jergerson in the Gilberts. He took to beach-combing (trading), 
and by his shrewdness amassed a few dollars. From beach-combing he became an owner of a 
small schooner and with the native crew he cruised from island to islaned, trading. Masked in 
that guise he frequently executed little marauding expeditions to other islands, and Jergerson’s 
name became a terror among the natives. He always strode about with his belt garnished with 
half a dozen revolvers and a knife or two, and with a heavy rifle swung over his shoulders and 
a ferocious dog tagging in his footsteps. The natives grew to fear him, and when he landed on 
the island bought his goods and they gave of their own store whatever he asked, without regard 
to terms.
 
Jergerson makes no secret of his life. He relates his incidents to anyone, unless it be a man-of-
war’s man, and seems to glory in the fact that a dozen people have died by his hand. He 
professes to be a crack shot, but one day aboard the Montserrat they persuaded him to try his 
rifle and as a matter of fact he could not hit the side of a barn. When the British man-of-war 
royalist came into port Jergerson was aboard the Montserrat, and Captain Davis of the Royalist 
sent his tars off to the Montserrat with a request that Jergerson come aboard to see him. 
Jergerson went unwillingly enough, but the request was couched in terms he could not refuse. 
Aboard the royalist he was formally tried for a crime upon the person of a little native girl. The 
evidence against him was clear enough, and had it not been for the intervention of Ferguson 
and Blackburn, I believe he would have been shot. The prospect of meeting death at the rifle 
ball of a British marine frightened Jergerson within an inch of his life, and convinced me that 
his braggadocio is of the melodramatic or comic-opera sort – that he wears his piratical costume 
and his stagy frown for spectacular effect upon the unsophisticated natives. Captain Davis had 
another charge against the bold buccaneer of the Gilberts, but after the intervention of the 
Captains of the Montserrat in the first matter they allowed the second one to drop, and 
Jergerson continued with us until our arrival at Ocos, where he got a job at shipcarpentering.
 
An Island Execution.
 
One of the criminals was a native who had murdered a white man twelve years ago, and the 
arrival of the Royalist was the first opportunity to give him a legal trial and a legal execution. 
There was a great uproar among the natives when it was known that the man was to be tried. 
The prisoner was chained to a tree in charge of the natives of the islands. Calling together the 
King and his adviers, Captain Davis took all the evidence in the case and then asked the King 



and his attendants if they considered him guilty. With allof the assurance of an American 
juryman they replied, yes. Questioned as to what should be his punishment, the King 
suggested the native method of disposing of such offenders. A murderer is turned over to the 
natives, who with knives and stones cut small slits in the flesh, all over his body, and in that 
frightful condition, release him to shift for himself. Captain Davis, of course, objected to any 
such butchery and told them that he must either be shot or go free. Then they agreed that 
shooting was the next best thing. The King wanted Captain Davis’ men to do the target 
practice, but the Captain insisted that the native policemen were the proper persons to do the 
execution.
During the progress of the trial the poor unfortunate stood with his back to the supports of a 
native house, watching each movement made by Captain Davis with calm glances. He seemed 
to have no fear of the outcome. He had no reason to expect mercy from his own people, useless 
to expect it from the white men.
 
When informed of the verdict, and asked if he had anything to say, he replied, “No; nothing, 
except to see my wife.” She was brought to him and Captain Davis allowed them fifteen 
minutes together.
 
The wife, and then widow, was not more than sixteen years of age. When she came into his 
presence and they told her that he was to die she placed both hands to her temples, gave one 
long agonizing wail and threw her arms about his neck. The prisoner murmured some word of 
consolation to her and she ceased her sobbing and made no sound, though her wild eyes and 
trembling lips portrayed the suffering she was grinding in her heart. Captain Davis was 
affected by the scene. Turning to his First Lieutenant, he said:
 
“That man has not a bad face and I hate to kill him, but justice must be done. This is the second 
murder that has occurred within fifteen years, and it must be stopped if half the population go 
under.”
 
When the fifteen minutes had elapsed he asked for a drink. His girl-wife ran out and came back 
with a green cocoanut, which she opened and gave him. After one long loving embrace she 
dropped out of his arms and was carried away.
 
The missionary spoke to the prisoner and he confessed to the crime. Handcuffed, he was led 
along the avenue to the beach between the guard of policemen. Captain Davis ordered every 
male in the village to appear upon the beach and witness the execution, but females were not 
allowed in the vicinity. The bluejackets were down on the beach resting on their arms awaiting 
him. He saw them, as he marched down, but made no sign. Selecting a tree, he was fastened to 
it and a handkerchief was bound across his eyes. Then his courage gave way and his knees 
shook under him. The native men climbed into the tree tops, and ranged themselves in line on 
the roofs of the thatched houses, to witness the last act. The bluejackest advanaced double 
quick, formed in line in front of the prisoners, and delivered their rifles on the native policemen 
who stood there awaiting them. Captain Davis gave the word, and at a sign from the interpreter, 
the guns roared. The prisoner’s head dropped to one side, and he was dead. Four bullets 
pierced his heart; the fifth had gone directly to his throat. His friends came forward and carried 
his body away, and shortly after he was buried. His crime was the murder of a



Chinese store-keeper.
 
There is a peculiar trait in the native character, that in their own ways they fight little demons, 
but they have a mortal fear of bullets. They will go into the thickest of the battle, and hack and 
saw and stab, and out one another with sharp-teethed swords, lances and knotted clubs but the 
sing of one bullet is sufficient to disperse an army of them.
The “Scaly Islanders.”
 
While we were lying at Tapitoua we met the most curious person of the South seas. Tapitoua in 
the native means “scaly” like a fish. The natives swarmed around the vessel in their little boats, 
and the first one that came on board was completely covered from head to foot with flesh 
scales. The surgeon, Dr. McGettigen, was called, and when confronted with the curious 
looking object was taken completely back. The doctor produced a needle and prodded the 
native in a half a dozen places, but he made no show that he felt any discomfort at the operation 
at all. Just then another man in a similar costume stalked aboard. “Here’s his brother,” sang out 
one of the crew, and by the time the doctor had dropped his eye on the second arrival, the third 
came over the rail. It was a girl, and a facetious sailor introducer her to the doctor’s attention 
with: “Here’s a mermaid, doctor,” and then during the entire day those scaly people continued 
to visit us. That their peculiar skin covering excited the curiosity of all on board, they did not 
seem to realize it. The scales are the result of some skin disease. Closely examined they 
resemble large warts, except that they have the shape of scales. The natives named the island 
from these peculiar inhabitants. We secured twenty-five laborers there, but we did not take any 
of the scaly fellows. They would not do well in the hot Mexican [BK: what happened to 
Guatemala??] climate. I am not able to give a technical descripton or theory for their remarkable 
condition, and I leave that as the subject matter for a lecture before some medical society when 
Dr. McGettigen returns to San Francisco.
 
Butaritari’s Rough Voyage.
 
The poor old King of Butaritari had a rough voyage down from San Francisco. It will be 
remembered that his relatives and chief adviser, Jack, the pilot, died in California shortly before 
we sailed, and for the first week or so out he was very glum and morose. Finally that feeling 
wore off, but the decks were so lumbered up with supplies that he could not promenade them, 
and he spent his time leaning against the rail in dejected silence, looking out over the waves 
toward his island home, while the green flies that infested the ship clustered around his wooly 
head. He paid no attention whatsoever to these little pests, but whenever they would get so 
thick around his face as to obscure his vision, by a sudden contortion of the muscles of his lips 
and cheeks he would dislodge them in a buzzing whir and resume his vision. He took a severe 
cold one day and went to bed, and the sadness of Jack’s loss preying upon his mind, he grew 
worse, until his condition became serious. Dr. McGettigen examined him and pronounced it a 
case of pneumonia. The old fellow came to the conclusion that he was going to die. He called 
his attendants and delivered up his great bunch of keys to them, bade them good-by and sent 
messages to his people in the far away islands. When a native makes up his mind that death is 
camping on his trail in nine cases out of ten he really does die. It is a case of the operation of 



mind over matter. He is not built of that fiber that makes a stubborn resistance to any power, 
and when feels the heart’s pulsations weakening or the breath coming harder he calmly settles it 
with himself that this is the end, and, bidding an affectionate farewell to his people, he sinks 
into a lethargy and so dies.
 
When Butaritari’s case reached that stage where the grim monster was all but present with him 
it took all the cheering efforts of the ship’s company to bring him out of it, but liberal doses of 
strong stimulants and the cheery greetings of his fellow-passengers, who constantly visited him 
in his little stateroom, convinced him that he had made a mistake and that there was hope for 
him. Once he had rallied the victory was on, for he grew rapidly better, and when he landed at 
Butaritari he was strong enough to lend his presence to the elaborate ceremonies which took 
place upon his landing. After his recovery from pneumonia his dejection seemed to pass 
entirely away and he made a jolly passenger, listening with great pleasure to the strumming of a 
guitar, playing cards with the Captains and drinking wine with his fellows. He is not a bad sort 
of a fellow when you get acquainted with him and a perfect type of the South Sea country. 
When he got home nothing but his kingly right over the convinced the natives that the 
remarkable tales he told had the fiber of truth in them. The cocoanut tree represents to them the 
extreme altitude attainable.
W.H. Brommage [sic]


