
Interview Questions 

1. Stephen, you are an established writer and author. What led you to write your 

new book, Sons of The Waves? 

It seemed to me that maritime history had too long been devoted to naval heroes and 

the battles that defined them – Nelson and Trafalgar being the obvious examples. I 

had been down that track myself before. The time felt right to do justice to the lives of 

those on the lower deck who had made the whole British maritime adventure 

possible. What made this appealing was that it offered a very much broader field than 

naval history. Trade and discovery, navigation and charting – these were part of 

Britain’s rise as a world power, and the common seaman was the crucial element in 

them all.  

 

2. You yourself seem very keen about the naval history of the UK. Are you 

yourself an experienced seaman? Why the interest in maritime history? 

My real sailing experience is limited to a single voyage in a tall ship. What attracted 

me to the subject was the sea. I was born beside the sea, in South Africa, and when I 

was a child our visits to England were by sea rather than by air. Out of that emerged 

a fascination with ships as a theatre for drama. And that they certainly are – confined 

spaces, often isolated for months on end, while those on board struggle with the 

elements, the enemy and – very often – one another.  

 

3. How did you set about researching and writing Sons of The Waves, ensuring 

that it remained distinct from your other works? 

For me, the starting point for any book is finding a story. I was a journalist before I 

turned to writing books and as I don’t have the imagination for fiction, I have always 

just followed my nose to what a seaman would call a good yarn. In the case of Sons 

of the Waves, I had come across a few sailor’s memoirs, which gave me a cast of 

characters, and from there it was a question of digging deep into the archives of Kew 

to build the wider picture of the sailors’ world between 1740 and 1840. It was not, I 

should add, a simple process. I needed to step away twice for other projects and it 

took ten years in all.   

 

4. Because of your book, you are taking part in our Talks Programme. In terms of 

this presentation, what can we expect to see from you? What parts of your 

book are you highlighting at this event? 

To go back to your earlier question, it’s all about the characters. Jack Tar is still likely 

to be seen as a somewhat oafish figure, illiterate and downtrodden – a victim of the 

press gang and the lash. These were certainly factors in his life, and there were 

obviously tyrants among the officer class. But my central theme is that Britain 

flourished at sea because of the powerful bond that existed – above all – on the 

lower deck. These were proud men, and they were proud because they were part of 

a brotherhood, a tribe, and because their skills were always in demand. It is no 

simplification to say that if a man did not like his ship, he would desert and soon find 

another at the next port. The common seaman had a mobility unique among those of 

his class at that time, and opportunities for adventure that would never come to – say 

– an agricultural worker. 

 

5. You claim that some stories in Sons of The Waves were too far-fetched to be 

believed. Is there one that sticks in your mind?  

Of course, seamen had a reputation for tall tales – returning from the far side of the 



world to relate what they had seen was part of that. And quite often in my reading of 

sailors’ memoirs I would come to a story that tested the bounds of credibility. I would 

then go to the records of their ships to see if the circumstances matched. There was 

not one instance where it could be said the writer had made up a whopper.  

As to a notable example of a far-fetched yarn, I think I’ll keep that for the talk.  

  

6. Was there a particular sailor from a period which you felt connected to? Where 

their any similarities between their experiences and ours in today’s modern 

Britain?  

There are two characters in particular I was drawn to. Jack Nicol was a thoughtful 

romantic who went to sea after reading Robinson Crusoe and who longed to visit 

exotic parts of the world. He sailed to the South Seas and China and might even be 

cited as an early travel writer. Yet he also served at the guns at the Battle of the Nile. 

The other character was almost Nicol’s paradox. Jacob Nagle was Jack Tar writ large 

– rambunctious among his fellows and quick with his fists but thoughtful and 

generous with women. He was born in America but sailed happily in British ships for 

most of his life, surviving shipwreck, battle and being cast away. 

I’d love to have had a drink with either of them. 

 

7. What kind of research did you do, and how long do you spend researching 

before beginning this book? 

The early research was all books – memoirs and diaries – and once I had the cast of 

characters, I was able to set them within the timeframe of the century up to 1840, 

covering the themes of discovery, war and trade as they developed in chronological 

form. From there it was onward to Kew, mainly the ADM series of course. Ships’ logs 

and musters were useful for detail, but for riveting stories – such as the mass 

mutinies of 1797, an extraordinary and relatively overlooked saga – the court martial 

hearings were essential. There was always more to find or to check, so I continued 

researching right to the end. 

 

8. Was there anything that didn’t make it into Sons of The Waves, which you feel 

you could return to some day? 

There was, and I have, and for that reason I can say no more. 

 

9. Stepping aside from your work, what’s your favourite under-appreciated 

novel? 

I love the Americans of the 1930s, and Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath especially. 

George Eliot’s Middlemarch is another favourite. I don’t think either can be called 

under-appreciated, though. In that category, the Irish writer Sebastian Barry and 

Days Without End. 

 

10. Is there any advice you would give to others who intend to embark on their 

own writing career? 

It would be facile to say Don’t. I’m in no position to speak about fiction. Otherwise, be 

sure you love your subject and persevere. But, it should be said, times are tough in 

publishing and if one thing is clear it is that the old maxim holds good: don’t give up 

the day job.  

 

 


