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THE PERILS OF A CERTAIN kind of historical wri-
ting are painfully demonstrated in The Devil and the
Deep Blue Sea, billed as ‘the life of Australian whaling

captain, William Chamberlain: a tale of abduction, adventure
and murder’.

According to the limited information available about Cham-
berlain, he had an exciting life. Born in Australia in 1803, he
was for some reason taken away from his home town of Port
Jackson in 1811 on the Frederick. The French captured this
whaling ship on its way back to England, and killed the
captain. Chamberlain was taken prisoner with the rest of the
crew, and was rescued by the British navy. He was cared for
by a naval surgeon, who eventually sent him to school in
Scotland for a couple of years. Later, he was on board one of
the battleships that participated in the Battle of Algiers in
1816, where he was wounded. It was only then that it occurred
to anyone to return the boy, now thirteen, to his family in
Australia. After a few years, Chamberlain went to sea again,
first on a sealing ship and then on a whaler. He worked his
way up to become captain of a whaling vessel, married and
had several children. He and his family settled in Hobart,
where in 1856 his youngest son was raped and murdered by a
ticket-of-leave convict. Chamberlain died in Hobart in 1870.

This is the outline of the story that Holden has to work
with. He has chosen to write in the first person, giving ac-
counts from various actors in Chamberlains’s story: the brother
of the captain of the Frederick; the naval surgeon who looked
after him; Governor Macquarie’s secretary, whom Holden has
imagined to have been assigned to tutor Chamberlain after
his return to Port Jackson. As he grows older, Chamberlain
writes in his ‘own’ voice.

Although there is a ‘Note on sources and references’ at
the end of the book, it is frustratingly unclear when Holden is
quoting and when he is inventing. Part One is made up of a
mixture of ‘reconstructed’ accounts, in imitation of a collec-
tion of historical sources. They are not quite arranged in
chronological order, which adds to the confusion. Moreover,
Holden does not take the opportunity to use the varied voices
to present overlapping but contradictory points of view on
specific events, which might have imparted extra interest to
the account. The narrators are not well distinguished: all
are kindly men with William’s best interests at heart, and
they tell the story in relays, as it were. The second and third
parts are narrated entirely by Chamberlain, apart from the
extracts from newspaper accounts of his son’s murder,
and a short epilogue giving details of his own death.

Part One is, nevertheless, the most successful section of
the book. The mimicry of nineteenth-century English is not
perfect, but it is passable, no doubt helped by the influence of
sources that are quoted more or less verbatim. There are
definite events to recount, even though many of the details
are invented. It is not known how or why William was re-
moved on the Frederick, for example, and Holden has had to
make something up. But an account exists of the violent
capture of the vessel by the French and its rescue by the
English, and the Battle of Algiers is well documented.

Part Two relies far more on speculation and invention.
Holden has depended on accounts of other whalers to fill out
his narrative, and for the first sixty or more pages of Chamber-
lain’s account of his adult life, no specific sources
are acknowledged. The pages are padded out with ‘Forecastle
Yarns’ and accounts of generic encounters with whales, while
Chamberlain’s progression from greenhand to captain is
not even mentioned.

Part Three begins with a romantic account of Chamber-
lain’s meeting his wife, who joined the crew of the ship dis-
guised as a boy. Once again, no source is acknowledged, so
one must presume that this is an invention. An imaginary
meeting with the scientist W.S. Macleay to discuss the
‘bunyip’ skull exhibited in Sydney in 1847 seems to have more
to do with Holden’s pre-existing interests (his last book
was Bunyips) than those of his subject. Chamberlain does not
take on any distinct characteristics, though he seems implau-
sibly impressionable and sentimental for a nineteenth-
century whaling captain, judging by his reaction to a fictional
play based on his youthful exploits. The death of his son,
which Holden imagines as ‘the impetus for … William
Chamberlain to tell his own story in a desperate attempt to
come to terms with his grief’, is told quite effectively with
quotations from the Hobart Mercury.

The problems inherent in The Devil and the Deep Blue
Sea arise from failures in both language and imagination.
Holden has tried to put himself in Chamberlain’s shoes and
write from his point of view, but he has not made the imagina-
tive leap necessary to write true historical fiction. Like many
others before him, he has mistaken long words and convo-
luted sentences for genuine nineteenth-century prose. Phrases
such as ‘my chirography should expand into a veritable bat-
talion of capitals’ do not conform to any historical style
I know. Even worse is the insidious creep of contemporary
sentimental platitudes. The word ‘caring’ is used far too often
in its sickly modern sense, as in ‘our family renewed its caring
bonds’. In the end, Holden lacks both the material to write a
biography and the imagination to write an historical novel,
and has fallen uncomfortably between two very high stools.
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