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Renamed 
 
 

HMS Chichester  
In 1866, philanthropist Lord Shaftesbury presented to the Admiralty the idea of a naval 

training ship for the homeless boys of London. Shaftesbury procured a disused 50-gun frigate 
called the Chichester, which was fitted up and moored on the Thames off Greenhithe. The 
ship received its first intake of 50 boys from a children’s refuge on 18th December 1866.  

 
18th December 1866 

“38, 39, 40, 41, James, Henry, 44…” was the thought which James turned over repeatedly in 
his head, practising to replace, at least in his own mind, 42 and 43, inserting them both into 
that familiar order. He would whisper his name to himself as they were counted – 50 scraggy 
boys stumbling up the gangplank.  
“James,” he said under his breath; “James, James, James.”  
He squeezed Henry’s hand when they counted “43”, to remind him to say his name, and an 
inaudible whisper confirmed that he had.  
None of the boys were used to the stiff serge of their tunics, the gilt buttons; but James most 
of all was unsettled seeing Henry’s tiny frame consumed by his jacket. He always held 
Henry’s hand and told himself that it was to make Henry feel safe because he had developed 
prevailing fears of countless things that he had encountered in his short life. As they boarded, 
the wharfies’ whispers followed them.  
“Them’s the boys from Parker Street.” 
“Ol’ Cap’ns got a challenge on ‘is hands.” 
The site of 50 boys, supposedly being trained for the Navy, all skinny and dumbfounded in 
oversized and stiff uniforms, prompted their laughter.  
The ship was immense. The boys found themselves baffled by the concept that something 
even bigger than the refuge could float, let alone with 50 boys on it. The three masts cast 
shadows wide enough to engulf the whole parade, assembled in 5 rows of 10; and so many 
ropes extending down and between them that it looked like the ship’s spell of redundancy had 
left it covered in a giant cobweb. The mooring lines too, created the appearance that this 
cobweb had already begun to engulf the port at Greenhithe.   
Henry soon had a new fear to add to his list of everything – Captain Alston. A weather-beaten 
man, with a face wrinkled like the bark of an oak, and a presence just as strong, stood at the 
prow of the ship. His heart was so hard that as it beat the ship reverberated with a clang like a 
forger’s hammer. James heard Henry gasp and felt his grip tighten and soon understood why; 
it was impossible not to shudder under the weight of the captain’s glare. He examined each 
boy as he boarded, and his glare was one you felt, just like you feel a shadow on the side of 
your face. Upon becoming conscious of one pair of eyes upon him, James could not help but 
notice more. A row of two men and one woman all inspected him as he boarded, glazing their 
eyes across him and ending their assessment of him with a hard glare towards his face which 
made him shudder. This was not the first time, for any of the 50, that they had been made to 
feel examined, like a spectacle; but this time they found themselves weighed down by their 
stares, judged not pitied, and not hopeful.  
The boys clumsily arranged themselves in lines, preparing for the first of many inspections 
from Captain Alston. James untwined his hand from Henry’s, tugging on the sleeves of his 
jacket to straighten them. The boys around them shuffled uncomfortably in their shoes, as the 
air became conspicuously quiet with the silence of deep breaths which they prepared to hold 
until after their inspection. The captain made clear, without the necessity of speaking, that 
breathing during inspection would not be tolerated. The boys could easily determine that he 
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was the kind of man who favoured silent communication, as his words held a precious power 
that could be easily squandered through overuse.  
 
James felt Henry reaching for his hand again and wrapped it in his. The captain began to 
parade up and down their confused lines, moving boys into place, straightening collars, and 
designedly stepping on the foot of 25 who dared to laugh when 17 hiccupped. As the captain 
moved onto the next row, the whole front line of shoulders dropped and their for-a-moment 
military posture sank bank into the smallness of a refuge boy. James squeezed Henry’s hand 
as the captain approached before letting go, knowing that the captain would view dependency 
as weakness. It was a problem the two had encountered many times, being met with heckling 
shouts from lumbering men who insisted that they were too old to be holding hands or being 
followed by a hoard of pristinely dressed schoolchildren and their pestering chants of 
“niminy-piminy”.  
Henry looked up and couldn’t help but gasp a little at the fear of his sudden independence. 
The captain, brushing past 40 and 41, placed himself immediately in front of the two 
brothers. He noticed everything; including at this moment what he judged to be their 
inappropriate proximity. Despite James’ forward-facing posture, he noticed his eye angled to 
his right, he noticed the slight tilt of his head to the right, and somehow James thought he 
even noticed the burning feeling of emptiness in his right hand. With this evidence he quickly 
discerned the familial link and, placing one hand on each of the boys’ shoulders, forcefully 
pushed them apart, putting between them what he deemed to be the suitable distance. From 
here he continued the individual assessments, and after a harsh tug of James’ jacket collar and 
a noticeably disapproving eye towards his scuffed boot, gave the most absurd advice that 
James had ever heard. 
“Look out for yourself now 42.”  
Unable to forget that advice for the rest of his life, James would spend nights in his hammock 
turning the phrase over in his head, not because it was useful, but he could not, no matter how 
hard he tried, unpick the link between looking out only for yourself and becoming a man, 
which he had been told was their purpose on the ship. His entire life for as far as his memory 
extended had consisted of “looking out” for Henry, and the idea of not “looking out” for him 
now was not only ludicrous but impossible.  
“Look out for yourself now 42.” 
“James”, he had meant to think in his head.  
“James”, he had meant to whisper under his breath. 
“James”, he said out loud. 
He was so incredulous towards the captain’s advice that James had almost forgotten his own 
rule, and spoke his name desperately, so as not to fail (fail what he was not exactly sure, 
though he felt it was important). He blurted it out as though he had forgotten his name and 
had just unexpectedly remembered after a long time.  
The captain turned, having stepped towards Henry to assess him. James realised at that 
moment that he should have bowed his head, coughed, or shown any sign of remorse for 
contradicting the captain almost immediately upon stepping onto his ship. It was, however, 
this overwhelming realisation of what he should be doing that prevented James from doing 
any of those things. To the captain, this was an obvious and unforgivable act of disobedience 
and insolence, and James knew that. His so-far unchanging parade was now disturbed by an 
abrupt turn and step backwards. Upon finding himself unexpectedly confronted with the 
captain again, and as a sort of attempted self-preservation due to the fear he now felt, James 
took a step back. Although the captain had earlier been in favour of distance, this was, in his 
eyes, a deliberately literal step out of line. James once again felt the weight of many pairs of 
eyes resting on him, approximately 53 pairs this time.  
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He did not bother to try to say anything to explain himself, and the truth was that he couldn’t. 
The captain’s smile revealed the smug pride he took in his own opinion of himself as an 
infallible and undeceivable pillar of discipline. He had already begun turning over in his mind 
the possible ways of using 42’s blunder to place in the minds of these 50 boys the same 
opinion.  
The captain wrapped his hand around the circumference of James’ arm and now once again 
pulled him out of line, although this time it was of his own volition. Those 53 pairs of eyes 
followed as the captain ploughed through the rows with James being helplessly dragged by 
the arm to the front of the parade. They continued to stare whilst the captain entered his office 
for what felt to all of the boys like an unbearably long time. Much of their anticipation was 
directed towards James, and he began to shake; it was not through fear of pain or even the 
cold, rather the burning sensation of so many people’s expectancy centred on him. James 
himself struggled to identify this foreign feeling and began to question whether he was 
shaking because of the pressure of appearing unafraid in front of so many people, and so 
frustratingly appeared to be afraid.  
The captain returned with a bundle of willow branches and announced his judgement. The 
downward angle of his eye and monotony of his voice did nothing but increase James’ 
building feelings of resentment.  
“Birching with 12 cuts”.  
They had used heather at the refuge, and so all the boys observed curiously and were relieved 
to see that they used willow on the ship instead. James placed his hands on the side of the 
ship and, though familiar with this routine from the refuge, felt the blood run to his face in a 
crippling embarrassment. He felt his legs shaking so much that they threatened to buckle, 
which he insisted to himself was more from the cold than from fear. James imagined how he 
must have looked to the other boys; skinny legs supporting his frame, which appeared 
absurdly top-heavy in his enormous jacket. As he tried to recall his similar experiences at the 
refuge, James found himself considering what a strange condition it is that we cannot 
remember pain. Instead, it is always a distant and muffled recollection, made less and less 
clear by the unavoidable and pervading thoughts that it wasn’t that bad. Perhaps that’s why 
people do reckless things more than once.   
James squeezed his eyes tight in an attempt to stop the watering, but that only forced the tears 
out of his eyes, which rolled down and collected under his chin. When he opened them again, 
he watched as a tear fell from his face and splashed on the dark wood of the deck. Henry’s 
eyes were watering too, and as soon as James’ tear hit the deck, he felt almost certain that this 
was the moment where Henry too was unable to hold back tears. He released a breathless 
gulp and the captain shot him a glance, causing Henry to clench his lips together as a shoddy 
barrier. From that moment on, they were branded the milksops for crying on the first day.  
James was unable to sleep that night. Although he had pushed the thoughts from his mind 
earlier in the day, as so often happens at night, the thoughts came creeping back. Like a worm 
that had burrowed deep into his brain now coming to the surface, he was unable to push aside 
his questions and imaginings. He begrudged the moments he felt it necessary to do this, but at 
least once a day he would give in to the urge to reach up to his neck and check that he had not 
lost her pendant, which he had hidden under his stiff starchy collar, and in his shoe before 
that. He ran his fingers over the engraving, something he had not done in a long time, and felt 
the curves and dips of “Marcia Moss – Dec.17 1860” written in clumsy script by the 
blacksmith. James reflected how everything had gone wrong at once; how the weight of 
adulthood had been toppled onto him, and he remembered his father’s last instruction, “tell 
Henry something nice”. 
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The Old Nichol 
Home to over 5,000 people in the 19th Century, 'The Old Nichol' was a notorious Victorian 
slum - a maze of streets and passageways, situated between Shoreditch, Bethnal Green and 

the City. Two-room tenements housed families of eight, houses had no foundations, and 
rotting rafters meant that dwellings were permanently damp. 

17th December 1860 
She was born on the 17th of December 1860; a day James had worn about his neck ever since. 
The snow was in a flurry outside, so for this birth, the boys had been permitted to stay, so 
long as they were quiet and out of the way. Their Pa had gone to fetch Mrs Watson to help 
and disappeared. The endeavour had started the day before when their Ma began groaning 
and walking about their room in a strange, bow-legged way. It was that afternoon that Mrs 
Watson had come round. She left in the evening to check on her children but had come 
straight back and spent the night with the Mosses. There was no sign of their father until the 
following morning, and a rather unpleasant sight it was. After a night of howling, sweating, 
and fetching water, the boys were exhausted. Most exhausting of all was pretending that they 
could not hear what was happening even from the other side of the room. Even Mrs Watson 
grew tired of comforting their mother, and her kind words faded to silence, and her head fell 
into her hands. James could not shake the fear that this time seemed so much worse than 
when Henry was born, but he still told Henry that this was always what it was like.  
After many hours of crouching in the corner, plugging their ears, and facing the wall, their 
father returned. His shirt stained worse than it had been, his hair and eyelashes streaked with 
snowflakes, and he exuded an undeniable stench. The sight which greeted him, however, was 
far worse. The baby was born red and screaming. That was their first sight of her.  
There was a long uncertainty after that. The whole room felt like it was filled with grey fog, 
where only silhouettes were seen, and crying was heard. The three of them, James, Henry, 
and the baby, formed one whole at that moment. They leant against the corner, all exhausted 
but wide awake in their haze. James looped his two hands through the crook of Henry’s arm 
which supported the baby, and James pulled both of them into him tightly. Mrs Watson was 
the first person they saw approaching them through the fog. She had left the room briefly and 
returned with her drowsy husband. Their father was still across the room, bent in silence.  
“Come now boys, let’s leave your Pa for a while.”  
They did as they were told and trailed behind Mrs Watson out of the grey space of their room 
along their muddied street. One of her children was sitting at the door already, crying and 
looking for her mother. Mrs Watson picked her up and placed her on her hip, while Henry 
clung to her skirts with one hand, and James’ hand with the other. James held the baby, and 
this strange little train processed into Mrs Watson’s home. They had been there before, but 
never so early in the morning when the hoard of children hoping for their breakfast were all 
waking at once. James was good friends with her eldest son John. A whisper from his mother 
told John what to do.  
“I’m terrible sorry James, and you too Hen.” 
Mr and Mrs Watson were good people, and their children’s fine manners reflected that. The 
boys gave no acknowledgement; James was not even sure that Henry understood yet what 
had happened.  
“Wha’s er name?” 
“Hasn’t got one.” James responded.  
He remembered hearing their Ma saying she should like her to be named Beatrice after her 
mother.  
“Probably Beatrice.”  
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“Just like our Bea!” said John, gesturing to his sister of the same name, clutching at an 
attempt to cheer them up.  
When this failed, he gestured to the empty chair, next to which Mrs Watson was surrounded 
by four of her five children attempting to scale her skirts and climb into her lap. She fussed 
over each of them accordingly and then dismissed them to sit in their place on the floor.  
“Sit there James, Pa won’t mind” said John kindly.  
James felt improper taking the father’s chair but was too dazed to contest. John pulled a 
wobbly, three-legged stool next to the chair.  
“And you there Hen, you can have my seat.”  
Both boys did as they were told. James wondered how they all seemed to know exactly what 
to do, and how many others on their street Mrs Watson had done the same for. She doled out 
small helpings to each child, including James and Henry, which they knew meant that the 
others would be having a smaller portion than usual. None of the children complained or even 
commented on the measly size of their serving, but ate gratefully, even the youngest.  
The baby settled, and the three of them spent the morning amongst the Watson children and 
wished that they could have been part of such a family, but James scolded himself for 
thinking it. Mr Watson returned with his face flushed. He was a slight man, clearly adoring of 
his wife, and with a very kind face. Just as John had said, he did not even blink at finding the 
boy from next-door in his chair. Instead, he walked behind the two brothers, placed his hands 
on their shoulders, and told them in a hushed voice how very sorry he was, and that their 
father was back.  
Back in their own house, they found that their father had indeed returned and that their 
mother was gone. Henry was so alarmed by this, that he flung himself at the spot where she 
had been and cried terribly. Their Pa said nothing, and it was left to James to comfort him.  
“It’s all taken care of now, Hen.” James did not know this for a fact.  
 
The days following were miserable, consisting most memorably of regular trips to Mrs 
Watson’s, a minute-long reading rattled off by the vicar and wondering where their father 
was. After that, the four returned to their miserable home, grey and lifeless with absence. 
Again, their father disappeared, and the boys took the baby to Mrs Watson, who allowed 
them to stay until dark. The baby, just as Henry and James had, slept in a drawer, and James 
was getting used to the routine of putting her down. She had fallen asleep in his arms at Mrs 
Watson’s on this night and surprisingly had not woken up when he had stood up to carry her 
back. James allowed her to stay there, and he slept propped against their wall until their 
father’s noisy and reeking return. The next morning, the boys were surprised to wake up to 
find their father still there. James had set his mind to go out in search of another job that day 
and would start by pleading with Jim Taylor to take him on again since he had grown a whole 
inch since he had last worked for him and was certain that he was stronger and faster.  
“What shall we call her?” Henry chirped up amidst the silent morning.  
Their father grunted and looked as though he must have a piercing headache. He reached into 
his trouser pocket and produced what looked like two blank coins tied onto straps of leather.  
“James, you wear these” Pa announced, thrusting the trinkets towards his eldest son. 
James collected these two strange treasures from his father, and upon inspecting them, 
noticed messy cursive inscriptions.  
“James Moss – Aug.17 1851” 
“Marcia Moss – Dec.17 1860” 
That was their Pa’s mother’s name. James felt that his own Ma had been betrayed, to see the 
name he had chosen branded into metal. It was unchangeable. They dangled and spun in his 
hand, reflecting the light that came through their tiny window.  
“Marcia” James read aloud.  
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Henry beamed, he liked the name, and so James was reconciled with it.  
 
 

The Foundling Hospital 
Founded in 1739 by philanthropist Thomas Coram, the Foundling Hospital was a children’s 
home established to care for abandoned children. Upon reception, children were first sent to 
the countryside, before returning to the hospital where they were prepared to be apprenticed.  

 
14th March 1874 

With his heartbeat in his throat, Standing Officer James Moss walked reservedly through the 
stone archway. Following the grass curving along the edge of the dusty entranceway, scarred 
with wheel-marks from rogue carriages and littered with meandering couples, James 
approached the imposing hospital. The building, laden with windows, allowed James a 
glimpse of the girls, positioned methodically in their brown and blue dresses, with matching 
white aprons and tippets. The sight, he was certain, stopped his heart for a moment, as he 
realised that she may have been any one of them.  
Having been seen to the waiting room by the Matron, James sat, toying the worn and now 
unsettlingly empty string of leather that he had removed from his neck.  
The tradition was outdated, but the certificate of her reception had been kept, and presumably 
lost, by his father. The Matron tutted upon seeing James present his token, as identifying a 
child without a certificate required pouring far more laboriously through the Register. James 
almost flew from his chair upon hearing the squeaking footsteps of the Matron, and the click 
of the door knob. His initial dismay upon seeing her alone was dispelled as he was 
summoned to the secretary’s office. Pacing along the echoing hallways behind the Matron’s 
surprisingly swift stride, James’ anticipation had risen to an unbearable level. With every 
effort to be polite to the Treasurer’s Clerk who greeted him in the office, James took the seat 
towards which he was unsubtly directed. Seemingly deliberately placed facing away from the 
door, James desperately occupied his hands with the leather string, and his gaze with the 
golden filigree of the many frames mounted on the wall. Certain that his heartbeat was 
suffocating him, and all but ready to dash from the room and gasp for air, James rose from his 
chair and, turning towards the door, was met by a younger nurse – and a girl. A girl of 
fourteen, with light brown hair swept under her cap, and all the sweetness of Henry and their 
mother.  
“Bethany, sir.”  
They had renamed her, of course. The girl, stuck by the nurse’s side and looking inquiringly 
upwards, offered a polite curtsey. The Matron, approaching James, returned to him the token 
which had for fourteen years resided hidden by his heart. From enclosed within her admission 
Petition, the Clerk presented the twin to James’ engraved coin and offered it to Marcia, who 
tentatively approached and claimed what had been hers, without her even knowing it, for 
fourteen years. Looking around, as though for permission, and with an affirmative head tilt 
from the kindly Clerk, Marcia approached James.  
Without the need for words, the pair exchanged their tokens and were reunited with their 
names.  
  

Renamed by Francesca AshRenamed by Francesca Ash

Copyright Francesca Ash 2021




