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Book Review by David Hirzel  v1 8/5/12 
 
Windjamming to China, by Gustav Tjgaard (Phil Carlson) 

If you have room on your shelf for only one more book about seafaring in the late great age of 
sail, you will be well-served by this one.  It invites comparison with Moby Dick—a long tale 
rising from a real commercial voyage under sail, told by a master storyteller who is not afraid to 
discourse at length on any side-topic of the trade or stretch the truth.  In the end we find a 
narrator who has come from the shore a naïve green hand and returns to it a changed man, and 
we the readers have changed and evolved along with him.  We go with him aloft to the main 
truck for the first time, stand watch with him, go out on the footropes in a howling gale, witness 
the brutality of a bucko mate.  We come to know the men on board as though they were our own 
shipmates, how they look and act and think.  The year is 1938, the ship is the big five-masted 
schooner Vigilant (built 1919. 2,100 tons gross, 262’) out of Bellingham WA hauling timber to 
China.  The author signs on as a boy of fifteen, and returns home a sailor and a man.  
 
Now in his eighties, Tjgaard takes us with him back to those days.  His was one of the very last 
commercial voyages to be made under sail.  He remembers it with clarity and great attention to 
detail, and conveys to us the wide-eyed wonder of that boy of sixteen told with the wisdom and 
humor that comes with age. 
 
The author lays out a lot of detail in preparation for telling his story.  You will be educated 
without your knowing or minding it.  For this alone, Windjamming to China is one of the best 
books on seafaring in the later great days of sail.  Every word or concept that the lay reader will 
need to understand later is footnoted, and the footnotes not only explain very clearly each term 
and its context, but often include etymology of the word dating sometimes back to Roman times.  
I thought I knew a lot about sail, but every page seems to hand me some new detail, some insight 
I’d missed along the way.    
 
There is something here for every maritime taste.  The author leads us into any number of 
detailed side excursions into a broad range of topics with some bearing on the sea:  Norse 
navigation and their discovery of the New World, whales and whaling, seabirds, chess (by far the 
most popular pastime on board the Vigilant) and music, wind and wave, tide and current, 
shipboard medicine, food, mores, “hen frigates,” Chinese seafaring and trade, occasionally 
spiced up with other experiences discreetly described.  He handles the subjects of swearing and 
sailortown adventures with wry humor that leaves just enough to the imagination, yet keeps the 
book suitable for all ages.  “My curiosity having been somewhat assuaged, and my educational 
deficiencies in the area of oriental carnality have been somewhat corrected, I returned to the ship 
somewhat less of a boy and somewhat more a man of the world.”  (p. 172)   
 
We meet a wide and varied assemblage of foc’s’le hands and idlers.  There is the one-eyed sailor 
with a selection of glass eyes—red with a star for an iris, blue with a snake—with which to 
bedevil his superstitious shipmates.  We have the cook with only one hand and one leg whose  
two virtues—polishing the captain’s silver and making a good jorum of coffee—do not include 
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actually cooking. I have not had so many genuine laughs from a sea-book since reading 
Melville’s White Jacket. 
 
Windjamming to China could be required reading for any young salt embarked on a sail-training 
voyage whatever the duration.   For indeed, sail-training when it works is the start of a lifelong 
voyage of discovery and growing maturity.  The reader learns through Tjgaard’s experiences the 
harsh realities of life at sea under sail, discovers with him the power and the beauty of the ocean, 
and finds in these encyclopedic pages a greater understanding of wind, weather, current, 
sailhandling, human society in a closed and close environment.   
 
Physical hardship that taxes a man to the limit of his endurance is one thing.  Bucko mates who 
browbeat men into submission, and attack them physically without consequence is another.  Yet 
another is the ship’s captain in his other role as physician plying his seamen with nostrums from 
the 24 vials in the medicine chest.  “Our captain ‘played it safe’ by employing both the purging 
and the blistering methods,” in the case of  20-year-old seaman Thomason quite unto death.  
Another man underwent an amputation of his leg in the foc’s’le. There was the murder of an AB 
by the second mate, logged by the captain as “the man fell from aloft and was lost.”  The second 
mate himself disappeared overboard one night, under circumstances unspoken until the printing 
of this book.  Is all of it true?  At times you might suspect the overactive imagination of a sixteen 
year old boy on his first voyage, but it certainly has the ring of observed truth to it.  As for those 
parts that might have seemed far-fetched—and there are more than a few—don’t jump ship too 
soon.  As made clear in the ship’s articles, you don’t draw your pay until the voyage is 
completely over and have read through to the Epilogue. 
 
The discerning reader will note that this book could benefit from tighter, more astute editing.  
Windjamming to China  is the middle part of a seafaring trilogy, and some passages seem to 
point toward references in the first volume (Shadow of the Imago, covering the author’s 
childhood growing up in a Bellingham boatyard) or the third, yet unpublished.  That point aside, 
the general reader and even the well-read aficionado of first-hand accounts from the days of 
sailing commerce will find a great deal here to interest and entertain, and a lot of insight into the 
mundane details of shipboard life.  That, and passages of great descriptive power and poetic 
beauty that help to make this book such a delightful experience.   
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