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Chapter One

“So, sir, given two bombs, a liner to carry a battalion of foot, Hawke and a pair of small vessels – a fast cutter and a sloop or gunbrig – it will be practical to attempt this particular harbour. I do not have a name for the place. It does not even appear upon my charts, but I can assure you it is there, sir.”

Collingwood managed a smile at that, said he was sure it was exactly where Sir Nicholas had placed it.

“The new charts are far better than anything we had before, Sir Nicholas, but they are still not perfect. I suspect that given twenty years, they will be very nearly so. Valetta is shown some four minutes west of the mean of the masters of the fleet’s location, as an example, and I do not doubt there are hundreds of minor errors of that sort. The fortunate thing is that the new Hydrographer accepts it is so and has asked that we inform him of his mistakes. Almost unheard of in the Admiralty! Normally they insist that we cover up their transgressions! I shall send him a note of the existence of your harbour, naming it Little Algiers, so he has some idea of its location and giving your man’s position for it. Next printing of that chart will see it in place.”

“Hopefully, sir, it will hardly exist by then.”

“That may well be so, Sir Nicholas. Now then, what can I actually give you? Captain Dymoke, what can we offer?”

The Captain of the Fleet knew every ship and its capacities, and had a fair notion of its captain’s abilities.

“An obvious first selection, sir, must be Newark, 64. Captain Dampier is definitely junior to Sir Nicholas.”

“And is known to you and will be a follower, to an extent, having effectively been made by you, Sir Nicholas. Let us pencil Newark onto our list, at the head, in fact. Hawke, 44, next, naturally, being your own ship. For bombs, we have four and can select a pair easily – which will be best, Dymoke?”

“Etna and Stromboli, sir. Each has a pair of thirteen inch mortars and they have six of twenty-four pound carronades and whatever else their captains may have come up with. I have seen them to positively bristle with swivels when mooring for action. Neither lieutenant-in-command is a young man, which may well be in their favour. An older captain will have learnt his gunnery and will be less likely to commit wonders of aggression.”

They smiled agreement. Young men who wished to win the war single-handedly were a perennial nuisance.

“Add them to the list. Small craft, now… Why specifically a cutter and a gunbrig, Sir Nicholas?”

“Speed, as far as the cutter is concerned, sir. I want a fast little vessel that can poke her nose inshore and beat out again, quickly and in two fathom water. Fast and weatherly, sir, and that says a cutter as a general rule.”

“It does, too. The sole exception might be some of the smuggling luggers I have seen in the far distance along the Channel, disappearing from my sight. We have none of those with us but we do have a pair of cutters.”

Dymoke pursed his lips and admitted that they did.

“They are absolutely required for despatches, sir. I would be unwilling indeed to release them from such duties. We do have a pair of eighty ton schooners, sir, taken and bought in last year, you will recall, supposedly American but manned exclusively by Frenchmen.”

“Ah, yes, I do remember them, Dymoke. Coming north, loaded to the hilt with hemp, were they not?”

“They were, sir. Apparently it was for the French garrisons in the north of Italy. They had a most profitable trade in brandy going into the Barbary ports and hemp running north, a huge profit on each leg. The hemp was, I recall, sold onto the Levant convoy on its return to England, and most welcome to the traders as an extra source of profit. It seems that there is never enough brought into England – always a demand for it. Perfectly legal, of course, sir, and possibly less harmful than opium, which appears to be an alternative source of pleasure.”

“Anyway, there you are, Sir Nicholas. You may have both schooners. Do you want a gunbrig as well?”

“I do, Admiral. It might be the case that we would wish to set a party ashore of a night and it is preferable, in my opinion, to use a gunbrig rather than ship’s boats. No faster, but having a broadside in case of interference from the shore. Two or four of four pounders even can be handy in the night.”

“So they can. Have we such to hand, Dymoke?”

“A dozen, sir. Actually available rather than cruising or on the blockades, I think just three. Growler, I know is not earmarked for another purpose, considering her circumstances.”

“Ah, yes! Growler. Four of six pound guns and a long six pound chaser. Also a French mortar of about eight pounds, with rounds for it, set on a cartwheel mounting abaft the main. Very well off for swivels, both one and two pound barrels. I had occasion to go aboard her recently, as you may gather, Sir Nicholas.”

Something had been badly astray if that was so, Nick realised. Admirals never ventured onto gunbrigs – they were beneath their attention.

“She had taken despatches to Messina, to the current court of the Two Sicilies, Sir Nicholas. The town is a hellhole of vice and degradation. It is beyond belief corrupt. Suffice it to say that Growler came back, four days late and with at least sixty whores aboard, three of them ensconced in the captain’s cabin. The previous captain’s cabin, I should say, the gentleman in question having chosen to withdraw from the Service.”

Nick winced, presuming the alternative to have been a court martial under the most serious of charges.

“A hanging matter if it came to court, unavoidably so. Hazarding his ship the least of the charges. I could not have saved his neck, I fear, the more because he comes of a political family – a young lieutenant, given the command for his name rather than his ability, and his father with enemies at Westminster who would happily have pushed for the son to hang in order to harm the old man. Suffice it to say that the master, two master’s mates and a four years midshipman have all been sent off to different ships with a black mark against them, while the captain will sail no more. The standing officers have been warned for their future conduct, and are not best pleased at such, and the people all thought it was the greatest of fun. They cheered the captain ashore.”

“I presume the new young gentleman is competent, sir?”

“He is, Sir Nicholas, and of the opinion he is lucky to have Growler. He is not so very young, twenty-five or thereabouts, in fact, was a lower deck master’s mate who made lieutenant to his own surprise, primarily because of showing well in bringing in a prize after being chased by a pair of Barbary galleys. He has the experience – nearly six years a master’s mate – and I have given him his own little ship rather than set him to a wardroom where he would not fit in. Keep an eye on him, Sir Nicholas. I think he will do, but you may need to replace him with one of your own wardroom, bringing him aboard Hawke. Your decision, of course, if needed.”

It sounded as if the Admiral was having second thoughts. It was a problem that could be handled, if it actually arose.

“Remains only, sir, to consider the question of troops.”

“So it does, Sir Nicholas. I must consult with the General, not having direct command of the garrison here. That may well offer some difficulties. It may well be the case that the General will insist upon the soldiers being carried on a trooper, hired for the purpose, rather than tucked away in the messdecks of a sixty-four. More particularly, he might not wish to see his officers crammed into the wardroom. We shall see. Assume a week before you can sail. I will send orders to your squadron with effect from the morning.”

That meant that Nick would have six full days to bring his squadron together. It was hardly necessary but could be useful for making a few plans and ensuring they were all properly stored and up for water.

Wisest to meet his captains individually and then bring them to dinner towards the end of the week. He must call them aboard Hawke, separately, rather than go to them. Visiting each ship would smack of an inspection. A Commodore could do that but the senior captain of a group of ships – equally in command – should not pretend to be an admiral. It would be much resented if he was to lord it over the others while no more than a post captain.

Seniority was also to be a problem. Dampier of Newark was also a post captain and must be second in the squadron. After that, they were all small craft with lieutenants-in-command, and subordination might be unclear. Was the man who had held a command longest senior, or did seniority still reside with the date of commission? If he sent a pair of them off on a particular mission, they must know who held command.

He called to his Premier, Passingham, asked for a ruling.

“Damned if I know, sir. Never come across the problem… It almost certainly must be the date of commission, sir… Most likely, that is… I think so, anyway. With respect, sir, may I have permission to go across to the Flag and speak with her master? He will be of many years seniority and will almost certainly have met up with the question before.”

“Good idea! Go across, Passingham.”

Passingham took a boat. Four hours later and he had not returned, evidently dining aboard the Flag. He came back late in the Dogs, apologising for the delay.

“Nobody knew, sir. It is not common to find a group of lieutenants-in-command working together and the question had not arisen. There were arguments for both. In the end, we took it to the Admiral and he has ruled that, until he is told differently, seniority will rest with time in command. He is sending a request for a ruling to the Admiralty.”

“That will not be answered this five years, Mr Passingham. We must discover which of our five qualifies as longest in command. I do hope there is none who served as captain in one vessel then lieutenant in a liner followed by captaincy in a small craft again.”

“Not impossible, sir. That is the sort of thing that can happen out in the Sugar Islands or in India, where prizes may often be used as small tenders to their captor, much as you did with your famous lorcha.”

“Jimmy Tong? She was a useful little vessel, and was the making of Mr Traddle. He had a fine nine-pounder sloop as a result of his time in her, and that was followed by his own frigate – Astraea, a twelve pounds thirty-two.”

“And a fortune in prize money, I believe, sir.”

“Yes, he took a captain’s share in all we captured east of the Spice Islands and on the coast of South America. Well deserved, mark you – he was a busy man. Given that initial little piece of luck, and he was a post captain before reaching the age of majority.”

“An admiral before he is forty, sir. One could envy that gentleman’s luck and ability both.”

“Just that, Mr Passingham. He has both. I trust that neither will desert him.”

Passingham hoped the same, and that both would come to sit on his own shoulders. He rather thought he might like to be rich.

“May I ask what our orders are to be, sir?”

“I have not received the written word as yet, Mr Passingham, and it is well to wait for the final form of any set of orders. Simply, we are to bombard, take and destroy the small harbour we identified on the coast east of Algiers, to act as an exemplar. The Barbary pirates are to understand that we will not tolerate interference in our business in the Mediterranean. If they anger us, then we shall treat every harbour from the Moroccan border to Alexandria in the same fashion. We have had enough of their murdering, slaving ways.”

No action could be taken, nothing could be done, until orders were received aboard each vessel. Nick had to wait a day before a flag lieutenant had himself rowed to each of the squadron and passed the papers to each captain.

“The Admiral has announced seniorities, Mr Passingham. That saves any number of problems. Fulcher of Stromboli followed by Parham of Etna, as might be expected. The bombs have been in commission these many years under the same captains. Then we have Ellery in Thrush and Plowden who has Bluebird, followed by Trowbridge of Growler, who is only recently made.”

Passingham quickly scribbled down the list for his own reference, a sensible move in Nick’s opinion. He was rapidly coming to have a respect for his Premier, finding him a most reliable young man.

“Captain, Newark, to come aboard, if you please, Mr Passingham.”

Nick expected no delay there. Having received orders placing him under Hawke, Dampier should be waiting for the call.

“Manning the barge, captain boarding, cast off, rowing hard. Sideboys!”

Passingham piped Dampier aboard, a big grin on his face as he accepted the compliment, and led him to the cabin.

“Coffee, Mr Dampier?”

“If you please, sir.”

Brief courtesies and then a quick discussion of the orders.

“I do not yet know if you will be carrying troops, Mr Dampier. I would prefer not, Newark being small, but much depends on the General Commanding, and I know nothing of his preferences. We are to destroy the small harbour we have named Little Algiers, absolutely extirpating the pirates there. It is to be an exemplar, a warning that if the Barbary Rovers become a nuisance to our storeships then we shall wipe them off the face of the Earth. My first thoughts are to place the bombs under shelter of the coastal hillsides and to bombard the inlet, which enters at a diagonal, and any battery or fort. When that is reduced, then Newark will enter the inlet and use her broadsides on selected targets through the town and the soldiers will follow onto land. The schooners will most likely be sent east and west as lookouts for anything proceeding along the coast, both ashore and at sea, while Growler will be held available to land parties at any other point. Your opinions are welcome.”

“What do the schooners carry, sir?”

“Swivels only, I would expect. I do not know of a certainty. As far as I understand, they are Americans originally, sold to France, or to French firms, and manned entirely by Frogs when we caught them. They might have had French guns put aboard and could retain them. They are small, no more than eighty tons, and fast. I suspect they are the famous American bluenose sort – there are no better small craft on any ocean, or so I am told – and they are not normally weighed down with guns. They are not for fighting, of a certainty – the schooners are runners, their job to bring information to me.”

“Not to land cutting out parties, sir. That must be for Growler alone. That is a brig in poor heart, sir. A new captain, master, master’s mates and midshipman, and the other senior warrants all on a warning for their future conduct and not pleased by it. The people upset that a captain they had come to dearly love should have been hounded out of the service. Her new captain through the hawsehole and none too certain in command, according to rumour. Not a reliable little vessel just now, sir.”

“Then she must be helped out over this next month or two, Mr Dampier. I had rather not break her new captain – he has been rewarded for his good conduct in bringing in a prize and it would be poor of me then to beach him. I will speak to him tomorrow and we shall see what is possible. Enough of him! What of your Newark, Mr Dampier?”

Dampier had prepared for the question, was ready to give the most precise report.

“She is old, sir. Her keel was laid down in 1760 and she was launched the year after. She has seen service in Indian waters and many years in the Sugar Islands. She was last in the yard for a thorough refitting some five years since. She was considered for making a razee, but the feeling was she was not wholly suitable as such.”

Nick grimaced – that said she was slow, crank, due for firewood rather than for long service. She was not the sort of ship that Hawke had been, that was for sure.

“Her main battery is of twenty four pounders, sir. They are new guns, replaced this month, and of the best. Her upper deck is now of new twelves, sir, and I was able to lay hands on a pair of nine-foot barrel twenty-fours as chasers. She has thirty-two pound carronades. I am more than pleased with the guns and I have a good Gunner.”

That was obviously the result of his name. The Admiral had looked after a Dampier.

“That is an excellent thing, Mr Dampier. We must make use of them. I presume you are equally well off for swivels and muskets and pistols?”

“Above complement, sir, and the powder room crammed full. Also cutlasses and tomahawks in over-full issue. We are well off for all armaments.”

“Good. You know my mind on matters of gunnery. What of the people?”

“High for numbers, sir, though few enough of them are actually Englishmen! I do not believe as many as one half were actually born on English shores. Newark was sent from the yard to service on the Guinea coast, returning only last year and then coming out to Malta. She made up her losses in the Bight of Benin in normal fashion. Strong and willing, the great bulk of the people, sir, and I have learned to ask for no more. I have three able-bodied young men who are waiting vacancies as boatswain’s mates and two of them as black as the ace of spades and the third more of an Arabic sort to look at. All three are good, sir. My master has a dozen learning their reading of him and with every prospect of rising in the service, though I do not know how they can be made lieutenant ever…”

Nick considered that possibility and also found it unlikely. Master’s mates certainly – he knew of two black men holding the warrant – but as commission officers they would be the cause of uproar. Possible in some circumstances, perhaps, but they would not easily be brought back to Portsmouth.

“Wardroom and Gunroom?”

“Master and four lieutenants. All of them old in the service, in fact, aboard Newark since her refit and not young when made. Highly competent and energetic. Not necessarily friends to innovation or to be found rushing to the smell of powder, yet in no way shy and I can provide such enthusiasm as is necessary, sir.”

Nick was happy enough with that summation. Newark would be reliable and present when needed. She would fight.

“The youngsters?”

“Six midshipmen, sir, and four captain’s servants. The previous owner was inclined to sell places on his quarterdeck. Not my habit. They are showing competent, the Master being a hard taskmaster, as he should be. Three master’s mates, one of them to be made at soonest, the other pair more like to become masters. Each can hold a watch. No difficulties there, sir.”

There was no need to ask of the Standing Officers – they would be as competent as ever. It was rare indeed to find fault with the senior warrants.

“So, it is fair to say that you are happy in your ship, Mr Dampier.”

“Wholly so, sir. I do believe Newark will show better than most on station, sir.”

“Good. We cannot be certain of how we shall deal with Little Algiers until we have had a closer look at the place, but I would expect Newark to lead the soldiers in to make their landing, using your broadside as makes sense and putting as many of your own people ashore as you deem wise. The aim will be to utterly destroy the harbour and the pirates there. Prize what you can, burn what you cannot. Release all slaves. Take or kill all pirates. Raze all defensive works. The aim will be to leave a desolation behind us, Mr Dampier. The Barbary Rovers must fear our anger.”

“Will that work, sir?”

“No. They will undoubtedly be horrified, but I much suspect they will want revenge rather than be moved to run away. They may well be made cautious, however, and less willing to attack our provisions ships for knowing what the response must be. To my mind, we are making an announcement that we will strike back at them. So, we must be thorough, leave them in no doubt of our intentions. If I fall, do not pull back without burning out the whole town.”

Dampier stated he would do so, most thoroughly.

“If you die, sir, then there will be a memorial to you built of the bones of every inhabitant of that nest of pirates. Not one will survive.”

That was not entirely what Nick had expected, but it was too late to argue. The words had been spoken and would have been overheard. They were now laid down in stone.

“You will dine with me, Mr Dampier?”

“With great pleasure, sir.”

Nick roped in Passingham and Captain Colquhoun to make up the table, needing four at least to make a satisfactorily gleeful event. That apart, it was never wise to dine tete-a-tete with another officer. The malicious, of whom there were some on every ship, would make much of the two men huddled together and would rapidly spread unfounded rumour.

It was a satisfactory dinner, Jacky finding delicacies for them and McKay discovering no more than six good bottles between them, having decided they would leave the table at least half-sober.

It was also expensive, as having set a precedent. He would have to dine every other captain when they came to him for their first interview, as well as hosting the whole squadron to a final dinner before they sailed. He sent Jacky and McKay ashore to replenish pantry and cellar, knowing they would spend heavily.

“Couldn’t find the like of my lord’s Madeira, sir. Not here in Malta. The man said as how he might have some next year, the Fleet making a call for good wines such as he was not used to, but he ain’t got none now. Picked up some Italian stuff which might be worth drinking, sir.”

“What is it called?”

“Marsala. Comes from the Two Sicilies, sir, and the man said as how it was what you might call an Italian sherry, or port less likely, being as how it is fortified like what the Gooser wines are.”

“Is it sweet?”

“Not tasted it, sir.”

“Open a bottle. If it is good, then we can finish it between us. If not, send it with my compliments to the gunroom. The mids will drink anything.”

They took a small glass apiece and decided the new wine was palatable. Not too full of sugar, but a good way from vinegar, and with a kick that could only be regarded as impressive for a wine meant to follow dinner.

“I have drunk much worse than this, McKay.”

“Mineself also, sir. Frequently.”

“Four dozen, do you think?”

“Fourteen pence, English, the bottle, sir.”

That was not cheap. Fifty-six shillings was no small sum of money.

“I must have something to pour down my captains’ throats, McKay. This at least is better than blackstrap. Make it eight dozen and see if you can knock him down a few pence, for buying in quantity. Take golden guineas with you, rather than local silver. Gold does have an effect on merchants.”

McKay suggested that it did not leave him unmoved.

“Still, it will keep the young captains’ throstles well whetted, and that will be worthwhile, sir. They can all think of the prize money that has gone to making them drunk with good wine and wish to be earning their ain.”

“So they can. The two bombs together this day. We can discuss their action, as I expect to see it. They will no doubt be working in consort.”


Chapter Two

“Captain Fulcher, Captain Parham! A pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.”

They lifted their hats and gave genuine smiles, having expected to be greeted as ‘Mr’ rather than ‘Captain’. They were lieutenants and might not even be premiers if posted from their bombs to a Third Rate or greater. Only on their own decks were they captains in the strictest sense, and many officers would not offer them the compliment of the rank elsewhere. Fulcher had been ten years in command of Stromboli and Parham more than eight on the quarterdeck of Etna, and both would have found it hard to reinvent themselves as mere watch-keeping lieutenants.

“A brief report on your commands, gentlemen, before we discuss our orders. Glancing across at your ketches it is obvious you have them in good condition, but any vessel may require improvements.”

They were purpose-built bombs, off the same measure some twenty years previously and a successful design, as was accepted by Their Lordships.

Fulcher spoke first, as was proper.

“Two of thirteen inch mortars, sir. I do not know if you are familiar with them?”

“I commanded a bomb for a few months in the Sugar Islands, Mr Fulcher. One successful bombardment in that time, and a second that was distinguished more by a failure to hit anything of importance. I was lucky to be sent off with a convoy after the taking of an island and to come across national ships who attempted to board.”

They smiled at the foolishness of a Frog who had boarded Bloody Nick.

“Very good, sir. You are aware of the mortar and its great virtues and weaknesses and the demands it makes on the gunner. I believe I know how to cut a fuze, sir. Stromboli carries six of twenty-four pound carronades and has a pair of less legitimate nine pounders, iron guns, to the sternchase ports. As well, I have collected a round dozen of two pound swivels, a pair of duck guns, eight of ancient musketoons and a pair of Kentucky rifles, besides the normal allowance of muskets and Sea Service pistols. There is a cutlass to every man, and the gunner has a selection of other blades tucked away against need, including some several half-pikes.”

“They always have half-pikes, Mr Fulcher. I know not why, but every gunner I have ever served with had half-pikes tucked away, certain he would need them one day and would amaze me by drawing them out of his hat.”

Fulcher managed a perfunctory smile.

“Just so, sir. I am sole commission officer. A master, two master’s mates and a midshipman, all watch-holders. A boatswain and his mate. Sixty-one hands, of whom forty are able and one-and-twenty ordinary. No landsmen. Six of boys, four of whom are well-grown. The crew is established, sir, have mostly been aboard these ten years.”

“You have no surgeon?”

“Not as such, sir. Henry Waters, able, served a few years as a boy to a hedge-doctor in the villages outside Bishops Waltham, and acts as such for us, when the need arises. We had a Surgeon five years since, but he took and died and there was never a replacement.”

“There should be a Surgeon’s Mate at least, Mr Fulcher. Would you wish Waters to be rated as such?”

“If you please, sir. It would put a few more shillings in his pocket and make it easier to indent for the proper stores. I must argue our case every time we make port as it stands.”

Nick made a note and promised to bring the matter to the Admiral next morning.

“Bishops Waltham is not so many miles from Botley, I believe. I have an estate at Wickham, within reach of both.”

“I am a Suffolk man, myself, sir. I believe my master, Mr Purchase, comes from Botley, however. It is, I know, by way of being a nautical village in the mind of its people.”

“What of the fabric of the ketch, Mr Fulcher?”

“Well kept, sir. I have no list of dockyard repairs, as such, though my boatswain has some small jobs he would like to see, in the pursuit of perfection.”

“If the occasion arises, then we shall see, but the demands on the yard are great just now. It is not likely that a bomb will be given any great priority, Mr Fulcher. Are you up for stores?”

“High, sir. My racks are full of bomb carcasses and the gunner has his cartridges sewn at various weights. I have no more than eight hundred of one pound lead shot, to make four loads for each mortar, but I cannot recall ever using them, or seeing them used. I do not know there will be any in the gunyard.”

“Seek and ye may find, Mr Fulcher. Ask of the Master Intendant. All things are possible, though some are highly unlikely.”

Parham made effectively the same report. He had three fewer men but six more boys, having taken them aboard in Malta, where stray boys infested the docks.

“Useful little brats, sir, and making something of themselves. Some will make ordinary in the next year and they are already handy about the deck.”

Nick was in favour, recounted his tale of taking Portsmouth dock rats aboard and finding a good half of them to make useful seamen in short time.

“We should have training ships for orphan boys, gentlemen. Instead of them being a thieving nuisance around the town, we could turn many of them into useful men. Good for them and for the Navy, and would clear the streets of a most unpleasant menace.”

“In fact, sir, there would be no loss to any. It should be done.”

They ate their Maltese beef, which came from the buffalo rather than the cow and was inclined to be tough, and enjoyed Jacky’s extras, all having a sweet tooth, and imbibed the Marsala as if it were ambrosia. Nick reflected that it was never hard to entertain the Navy. Send them home drunk and with a full belly and they would not complain.

“It would not be hard to see both made Master and Commander, Mr Passingham. They have service in which certainly merits the rank. But, how long would they remain in command if I did so? Would they certainly be given sloops? Have we sloops to give them? I do not know what is best.”

Passingham was unsure, and contented himself with saying nothing.

“No matter! Promotion can solve itself. If they show well in this coming business, it will be wholly natural to make them up. Difficult not to, in fact. The Admiral can then decide how to employ them, if at all. What have we today?”

“Captains Ellery, Plowden and Trowbridge, sir. Thrush and Bluebird schooners and, never to be forgotten, Growler gunbrig.”

“Tiny little things, those schooners! Fast, I must imagine, but little else to be said for them.”

“Eighty tons, a score of men, no guns. Narrow-gutted and speedy. Tall masts for their size. Useful avisoes, valuable for nothing else, sir. They might, possibly, put a pair of men ashore for the Intelligencers…”

“Of whom, we have heard nothing these many weeks. Nor have we heard from anywhere else. No mail waiting when we made harbour.”

“The letters perhaps reached Gibraltar and waiting there for a ship, sir. Easy to spend months at a time in one office or another. The provision of mail is a disgrace, sir!”

“It is, too. Boats casting off all three. They will be with us precise to the minute, as should be. Watch them at the side, Mr Passingham. Small craft are not always renowned for their courtesies.”

The three should come up the side in order of seniority, no jostling for position.

They arrived and were introduced, all three overawed by the persona of Bloody Nick, a known and much to be respected figure.

Ellery and Plowden were boys, eighteen year olds, fourth lieutenants given a first responsibility. No doubt they were deserving youngsters, but they were no more than that. Both would return to a wardroom the better for the experience.

Trowbridge was a man of twenty-five, made master’s mate from the lower deck and with no original expectation of more. His promotion to lieutenant had come as a surprise to him, not wholly welcome. Employment as a captain had been an absolute shock, and one he was barely recovered from. He had more than fifty men at his command and a small but useful brig; he was only just coming to terms with the reality that had been thrust upon him.

“Schooners, first, as being the simplest to deal with. What have you got, Mr Ellery?”

“Not a lot more than a longboat, to be honest, sir. Eighteen men, water for two weeks, a month at a stretch. One master’s mate and a mid. A boatswain’s mate. A cook, who has no warrant. Twelve able and two ordinary seamen. Two boys, who are in effect supernumerary. No great guns. A musket and two pistols apiece, and each with a blade of choice. A single quarter of powder. Thrush is very fast, sir.”

Plowden had one more boy aboard, was otherwise identical.

Both were in good condition, the schooners captured off a lucrative smuggling trade and with access to an expensive shipyard in that previous employment.

“A pair of eyes, in effect. That is what ye will be, gentlemen. Mr Trowbridge, what of you?”

“Far slower, my Growler, sir. I would not offer more than eight knots except the wind laid truly favourable. However, like, for a small craft, she has got teeth, what might come unexpected. Three six pound iron guns of a side, sir, and a long iron six pound chase gun, straight in the barrel and good for five cables. Besides that, and one might say uncovenanted, there is a French mortar of eight pounds, with a hundred bombs and powder made up besides, set on a cartwheel turntable and able to throw a bomb to either beam on an arc of about forty degrees, abaft the mainmast. My Gunner is handy in the use of her, he tells me. That apart, sir, I have fifty-five men with muskets and pistols and cutlasses as issued. I do not doubt the Gunner has his own little oddments tucked away, which will appear when he thinks needed.”

“Where did the mortar come from, do ye know, Mr Trowbridge?”

Trowbridge sucked at his teeth and said he did not ‘know’ as such, but had heard a strong rumour he did not doubt was truth.

“Year before last, sir, when there weren’t no Frogs out hardly, them still shy after Trafalgar, the Mediterranean fleet was poking its nose in around the shores of Corsica and took a small harbour, no more than a raid and cutting-out. There was a fortalice with four of these mortars emplaced as well as its long guns. Cutting the story short, the captain of Growler as was then took a party ashore and sort of removed one of they mortars and its mounting and half the contents of the magazine and tucked all aboard. Add to that, they say he pressed a half dozen of Frog gunners to work the machine, sir.”

“An ambitious and daring young man, it would seem, Mr Trowbridge.”

“So ‘e was, sir. Perhaps too much so for his own good. A good few stories, the people have told me of him, much regrettin’ his absence now, but generally agreeing he might well have killed them all yet.”

“So he might. I trust you may not. So, you have a Gunner and fifty-five men besides. Who else?”

“Three master’s mates, sir. Two of them was no more than mids but with their time in and the Admiral agreed to make them up and send them across to me. A Boatswain as such, and a Carpenter, Growler being older than many and needing an eye to her timbers. Surgeon’s mate and Cook makes up the warrants. Too many boys, in excess of the numbers – eight of them, four picked up in Messina and I have me doubts about their nature and may well be kicking them ashore when I get proof of their habits.”

“Not merely whores picked up on that last unfortunate voyage?”

“Not to my belief, no, sir. Still airing out the cabin, sir! Place stinks of perfume and powder and I know not what!”

The two younger men roared with embarrassed laughter.

“Not what we want on a ship of war, Mr Trowbridge. I fully agree. Practice with your guns, sir. I much hope we will need them.”

They ate and drank and persuaded Trowbridge to tell the story of the Battle of the Nile, where he had been present aboard the flag and had seen all as a topman.

“I have never seen a great battle, gentlemen. I was present at Copenhagen last year, of course, but missed the bulk of the siege, engaged elsewhere. I much doubt we shall see another fleet action in this war. The Frogs will not venture out again in numbers, I very much suspect.”

It was pointed out that Nick had seen more ship to ship action than most. Few indeed, had matched his record of service.

“I have been lucky in that way, but luck is very much what it is, gentlemen. A ship sailing slower or faster by as much as a knot and we should never have met… So much at sea is a matter of chance. So many an active lieutenant has never had the good fortune to be present at the same time as the Frogs. Without luck, we none of us can prosper, irrespective of our merits.”

He sent them off, properly unsteady, and sat back to consider his own words. He had drunk far less than the lieutenants, mostly by making a show of refilling a glass that was actually almost full, and was still able to think.

There was such a thing as luck. Possibly even Luck, he did not know. He had had more than his fair share of it, but he had also gone looking for success. He had, as the people said, ‘pushed his luck’. He had been wounded, once almost to death, so he could not claim to have always been successful. He could still remember the pain of the cautery of his thigh. He had paid a price for his many successes. Even so, he was well to the forefront of the Golden Few, possessed estates and the love of a lady. He had progressed a long way from a farm in deepest Dorset.

Now, he must consider the future. He was in the top third of the List, must look for the round of promotions in 1812 or ’13 to be made admiral, possibly earlier if there was a great clear-out of the older captains, as had happened on occasion in the past. His chance now of being made with squadron was high. Unless he made a great mistake, his recent services said it was ‘blue at the mizzen’ for him. He would, like every other captain who survived, be made rear admiral, but he would be one of those offered employment as well.

The next worry arose, was permitted to be heard. Rear admirals who were employed came in two sorts. All were in command of squadrons, naturally, apart from a few who might be sent out as colonial governors, which was uncommon, but some were subordinate in a great fleet while others had independent command. He rather fancied sailing off in his own big Third Rate, with two or three more in line behind him, and a frigate and three or four sloops besides, sent out to deal with his own particular set of orders, with no Vice Admiral watching his every move.

His lady would be prominent in the salons of London, quietly playing up his name and achievements. Lord Porteous, her father, possessed significant interest. He must add success to that, must ensure he was known and respected by Their Lordships.

He must plan.

“McKay, working dress, if you please.”

He had worn his best to dinner, as was incumbent upon him. He did not want to sit to his desk and spill ink on his ruffles or, far worse, on his best white breeches.

Comfortable, he requested more coffee and set a piece of clean paper in front of him, drew a horizontal pencil line, east-west, fairly much straight, representing the coast. Towards the midpoint, another line, at an angle of about sixty degrees, representing the inlet off to the southwest which sheltered the town they had named Little Algiers, being as good a name as any.

He printed a note. ‘A mile deep by half a cable wide, terminating suddenly. The bulk of the township on the west.’

Between the inlet and the sea he crosshatched a line of hills, wrote another label. ‘Hills rising to three hundred feet. Brown and parched. Forming cliffs to the sea. No tracks or forts.’

He pencilled in two crosses, a cable out to sea. ‘Stromboli and Etna, to two anchors. Depth unknown. Current unknown. To cast bombs over the hill into the town.’

A third cross off the inlet. ‘Growler placed to see into the town and signal bombs.’

It was simple and should be practical, unless there was a heavy battery at the mouth of the inlet that could drive Growler off station. A strong longshore current could also throw the bows of the bombs off line. Even a single large galley winning its way out to sea could finish the bombs.

Hawke and Newark and the trooper, if there was one, must be placed close to hand, depending on the wind, to come to the support of the small craft.

The schooners must be set east and west, distant twenty or thirty miles, in a place to warn of anything coming to the rescue.

It was a very fine plan, on paper.

All, as always, must depend on the wind. At this time of year, he must expect a sou’westerly, blowing along the length of the inlet, almost perfect for the galleys to sally forth, nearly foul for the landing of troops. Any landing must be made from small boats, able to row in. He made a further note.

‘Growler to land a party on the headland to silence any batteries.’

Such a landing was best made at night, which meant to commence the bombardment with the dawn, to prevent the Moors making a counter attack and retaking the battery, if there was one.

The bombs must come to anchor in the night. A moon would be helpful. Tide could be ignored, being the Mediterranean. There might be coral - they must have small boats out ahead of them, taking a depth.

‘Newark and Hawke to enter the inlet on confirmation from Growler of destruction of batteries and any fort. Both broadsides run out. Troopship in line astern.’

The Army must be landed on the western shore, to comb through the town, burning and looting, not that they needed be told to do that.

Newark and Hawke must land their people where need arose, but must be responsible for the small built-up area on the east bank.

He took more paper and began to write up an order, in form. John Digby could produce copies for him as soon as he knew exactly what he had been given by the Army.

The Admiral was seen to go ashore – a rare event – and then to return after two hours with scarlet coats visible in the barge.

“Soldiers going out to the Flag, sir.”

Logic said they were to respond to the plans for a landing, but Passingham could hardly tell his captain what he should do next.

“Ready the barge. McKay, best coat for the Admiral. John Digby, a copy of the outline plan for the landing.”

All was ready when Higgins gave a warning of a signal being bent on the Admiral’s mast.

“Looks like ‘Captain Hawke to report to Flag’, sir.”

“Man the barge.”

“Signal, sir. Report to Flag, sir.”

Nick was in the sternsheets in seconds, the crew bending their backs into the oars, pushing the barge across the harbour as fast as they could manage. A bare five minutes saw Nick running up the side and lifting his hat to Flag Captain and Captain of the Fleet, both on deck to greet him in what seemed an excess of courtesy.

“A major general, two colonels and a major awaiting you, Sir Nicholas. You need reinforcements at your shoulder.”

The sun was shining through the big stern windows, lighting up the cabin and flaring on the scarlet and gold of the Army. It was very impressive.

“Come in, Sir Nicholas. Let me make you known to Major General Manvers, his staff and Colonel Thackeray of the 61st South Gloucestershire Foot.”

Not a fashionable battalion, being so high numbered. The probability was that Thackeray was to lead the soldiers he was being given. Nick took pains to acknowledge Thackeray, wishing to set off on good terms with him.

A mutter of courtesies, a pair of servants bringing in trays, and they sat to the great table in the largest cabin, the Admiral, naturally, at the head.

“The plan is, gentlemen, to fall upon a small harbour on the Barbary Coast and to utterly destroy it, razing fortifications, releasing all slaves, prizing all of value, blocking the harbour, if feasible. It is to be an example to the Moors, a warning to keep clear of our interests in the Mediterranean. Specifically, it will enable our sutlers to bring in the foodstuffs a large army in Spain will need. We are also to recall that we typically have more than six thousand soldiers here on Malta, who also require feeding. Thus, this is to be a warning to the Moors to behave or die. I would have wished to have landed at Tripoli or Tunis or Algiers itself, but that would demand more troops and guns than we currently possess. If need arises, we shall put them together, because we have the additional ships now. Since our remarkable success at Copenhagen, the Navy is far better served for vessels than it was. I believe I need not remind you that Sir Nicholas played a major role in that remarkable event.”

It was obvious that the Army was unaware of that fact, but they showed willing to be polite.

Nick was called upon to stand and lecture, placed his sketch of the harbour on the table and explained his proposed attack.

“What if they have a field battery that can deploy onto the headland and bring the bomb ketches under its guns, Sir Nicholas?”

“Then I should look for the bombs to change target and destroy the battery in the minutes it will take to set up, sir. There are no made roads or tracks visible on the headland, so the battery, if any such should exist, will not arrive at the gallop.”

The Major General felt he should contribute something.

“What size are these bombs, Sir Nicholas?”

“Thirteen inches in the bore, sir. To throw a bomb of just less than one hundred pounds, fuzed to explode at or just above ground level. Should need arise, the bombs can instead load one hundred of one pound lead shot. Rising to a height in excess of three thousand feet, the shot can be most disconcerting to marching infantry. Each bomb vessel has two mortars.”

The soldiers agreed they would not wish to come under that fire.

“How accurate are these mortars, Sir Nicholas?”

“With no more than a slight wind and current to give a calm sea, I have known bombs to be accurate to the yard at four cables, sir. I had the privilege to command a bomb for a few months in my early career.”

That was remarkable, they all agreed.

“So, Sir Nicholas. We have your bombs, dropping onto fortress and batteries, all observed by the gunbrig here, who will no doubt signal overs and unders and such. Having silenced the enemy guns, we are to land, supported by the batteries of the two great ships of war.”

“That is my intent, sir. The professional, trained soldiers to take the lead, assisted by my landing parties of sailors from the ships. The trained volleys of the redcoats may be relied upon to clear the town, I believe.”

The soldiers agreed and believed it was damned clever of the Navy to recognise the fact.

“Better we should have our own ship to land from, Sir Nicholas. That way we have our boats and will not delay your tars in coming ashore.”

Nick was happy to agree.

“That decision does not rest with me, however, gentlemen. Admiral?”

There were two old sixty-fours, now allotted to the Transport Board and available in harbour.

“My battalion numbers a bare six hundred men, Admiral. Can your transports carry so many?”

“With ease, Colonel.”

“Then, sir, my sole question is ‘how soon’. When can we sail to indulge in this most excellent conquest?”


Chapter Three

“Four days hence, gentlemen, the Transport Board needing the days to place rations and water aboard their troopships, and to scrub them down, having last been used to bring in bullocks on the hoof from Tetuan. The mess decks, it would seem, have something of an agricultural odour to them.”

The First Lieutenant and Master laughed. Both officers agreed that was nothing out of the way for soldiers. They were used to wallowing in ordure, they were certain.

“Six hundred muskets, sir. Capable, shall we say of three volleys to the minute when being practical. Set them ashore on firm ground then perhaps four a minute, but storming ashore and then advancing at the run, they must be slowed from their best.”

“Nearly two thousand musket balls a minute, Mr Passingham. At fifty yards distant, that is heavy fire. Concentrated in the streets of a small town, they will be hard to stop. The Moors particularly are in the habit of using the blade when possible, preferring to come to hand-to-hand, where they are agreed to be fierce. Controlled volley fire must be able to stop them and then drive them back. I do not know if the 61st has experience of warfare or whether they have been wholly in garrison these last years.”

“Whichever, sir, they must remind themselves of their skills, and quickly.”

Nick suspected that was easily said.

He sat to dinner at the General’s table that evening, Colonel Thackeray also invited, managed a few sober words as the decanters circulated.

“Ireland for six years, Sir Nicholas, followed by a twelvemonth at the barracks in Gloucester and then out to Malta in ’03. Expecting a seven year stretch here, as is normal for an overseas posting, so to return to England, and hopefully our own barracks in the Year ’10. Busy for the years of the Irish uprising, of course, but little enough to do since. Our first venture out of the Malta garrison, and welcome it will be to stretch our legs and smell powder! I shall be made major general in two years, in all probabilities, and will take my half pay then. A cottage on my brother’s estate will do me well – a quiet, rural retirement is all I desire, Sir Nicholas!”

Not entirely a fire-eater, Nick concluded. He suspected the bulk of the work would be done by the majors and captains, hoped they were a little more ambitious.

“Are you well up for officers, sir? Or are there perhaps vacancies to be filled?”

“Short of ensigns, to be sure, but otherwise I have at least two officers to each company. Not so many families in Gloucestershire, you know, Sir Nicholas, and we are unwilling to accept lesser bodies into our ranks. You hear of some very mere lesser folk being taken into the mess in some regiments, but we tend to demand a proper background for our people. None of merchants’ and doctors’ sons being accepted for us, sir!”

Nick said nothing of his own family, simply accepted that the bulk of companies set ashore would have only one lieutenant to assist the captain. He was none too concerned about ensigns, they generally being no more than boys who had a lot of learning to do, if they were willing. It seemed likely that the South Gloucestershires might not be the most useful of allies in the assault on the Moors. Such being the case, the Navy must work around them.

“Mr Passingham, a word with Peg, I think. Call him up to the cabin.”

A brief explanation of the plan for the assault, Peg glancing at the little chart they had produced and agreeing that all seemed well.

“At the end of the inlet, Peg, some five or six cables from the mouth, there is a narrow extent of flat land that might carry a road or track along the coast, possibly only joining to the western part of the town, but perhaps connecting to an actual road between the larger cities. I would much like the chasers to interdict that roadway.”

“Well within range for ball, sir. Impossible for grape. We could certainly ensure that troops did not make an orderly withdrawal, sir.”

“Good. I would like you to take personal charge of the chasers, having an eye for such things and being well able to select a target.”

“I will do so, sir. It will give the opportunity to train the gunlayers that little bit more, sir. One can never train such men too much. Both gun captains will be capable of making gunner’s mate, sir, and quite possibly stepping up further in short time. A valuable exercise for them.”

It was a duty necessary to Nick’s own reputation. It must be the case that a warrant officer could say he was one of Bloody Nick’s creations and be welcomed as one of the best with no questions asked. To have served aboard Hawke must be automatic acceptance as one of the most desirable subordinates. Promotion to admiral was on the horizon and must be a consideration in every action taken.

“Are you well up for stores, Peg?”

“The Master Intendant has been very good, sir. Hawke has made a name for herself as a profitable ship, sir. We have brought in any number of prizes which the yard as a whole has benefitted from over the past few years. In consequence, we are to be sent out with everything we might need to bring back more for them, sir. Add to that, of course, there is Captain Mangold who believes he owes you everything he now is. I am told, sir, that he is on good terms with one of the greater merchants, is soon to wed an elder daughter with a most substantial dowry. He is a happy, and honest, man, sir, will always remember who he is indebted to.”

Nick shook his head, almost in despair. He had encouraged the Admiral to promote Mangold solely because the captain was the most efficient of administrators who would build up the dockyard at Malta to be one of the best in the Navy. He had acted from purest altruism, the good of the service his sole consideration, and yet Mangold thought himself obligated, believed his promotion was nothing other than interest at work. The old ways of corruption were so embedded that nothing else was expected now.

It was a matter of some dismay. How could the Navy ever be made better if such was the opinion of every officer?

“No matter, Peg. We must make the best of it. We sail in two days. I shall permit larboard watch ashore tonight, starboard tomorrow. Make your own decision for your people. Mr Middlewick will decide for the other idlers.”

That meant that Peg could permit his trusted people to go ashore on both nights, gave him leeway to cement their loyalty to himself and possibly add to their effectiveness as a favoured group in the ship. Ordinary seamen and landsmen might well come to work harder to join the gun captains and make their way up to quarter gunner and gunner’s mate, if they saw them as a particular elite.

Hawke was a gunnery ship, renowned for her rapid and precise broadsides. That demanded the best of her people to serve the guns.

Peg left the cabin, was replaced by Captain Colquhoun, wondering if he might be given some assistance in his dealings with the shore authorities.

“They are playing games, sir. The Army says, with some justice, that I am in the domain of the Navy and should go to the Marines for powder and ball and new muskets and all I require. The Marines will have nothing to do with me, pointing out that I am from a regiment of the line. As a result, I cannot lay my hands on the stores I must have, sir!”

That required a ruling, probably from the Captain of the Fleet, the fitting out and replenishment of ships being his prime function. Nick took Colquhoun with him to beard the gentleman in his den.

Captain Dymoke was both sympathetic and irritated.

“We have taken this very question as far as Their Lordships and Horse Guards, Sir Nicholas! We received a ruling last year and the yard must be aware of it. Sea Soldiers fall wholly and solely under the domain of the Admiralty. The Army has been so good as to lend them to us and we must take full charge of them while they sail in our ships and garrison our fortresses. We pay them, victual them and supply all their other needs, including their scarlet coats. I shall speak sternly to the Marines this very day, Sir Nicholas. If you have not received your full requisitions by noon tomorrow, sir, then you must inform me instantly, and I shall reap havoc among their ranks! I shall not have it, sir!”

Nick kept an admirably straight face, made his thanks and took Colquhoun away, instructing him to be unstinting in his demands.

“You must make up your stores, Colquhoun, ordering sufficient to make up your ordinary reserves, which have been sadly attenuated this past year due to the refusal of the quartermaster’s stores to make up for ordinary expenditure. Remind them that Hawke is a crack ship and her sea soldiers must not be seen in faded pink rather than their rightful scarlet. In the same way, her muskets must be of the best, not worn out by long service, barrels and butts tarnished by the salt airs.”

“Most certainly, sir. I shall make those very points, personally, at the highest level.”

“Excellent! Moving on a little, Captain Colquhoun, have you made the acquaintance of Colonel Thackeray?”

“I have, sir. I was able to speak to a cousin who is one of his captains, and, naturally, was invited to dine in the South Gloucestershire’s mess. A distant cousin, one might add, but nonetheless family and useful. The good colonel spoke to me in the mess after dinner. He is aging, sir, and perhaps no longer a tiger of aggression. He was a fraction concerned that he had been thrown into the proximity of the notorious Bloody Nick. I believe he sought reassurance.”

“And did you soothe his troubled breast, Captain Colquhoun?”

“Did I hell, sir! I dredged up all of the old tales and assured him they understated the case. I assured him you were hungry for prizes and promotion and thought both were best attained on a mound of skulls. Massive enemy losses and a huge butcher’s bill was Bloody Nick’s definition of success, the Admiralty approving of both as evidence of a captain’s zeal. I absolutely persuaded him that good taste had precluded the newssheets from publishing the details of all your doings.”

“Good taste? Newssheets?”

“Yes, sir. I know one precludes the other, but evidently he is not so awake to reality. I was told this morning that the poor man is unwell – a touch of Malta Dog, I believe. He may be forced to hand command across to his senior major.”

“Well done, Captain Colquhoun! I am sure we all owe you a debt of gratitude. What is his major like?”

“Not entirely bright, sir, but dedicated to the regiment. He will wish to see another honour on the colours.”

“Cleverness don’t matter. I can do his thinking for him. I need a man who will push forward as hard as he can.”

“I much suspect he will do, sir.”

If true, that was almost the sole worry dealt with.

They watched as the troopships were tied up at wharfside and the soldiers were marched aboard. It was commonly said to be a measure of the efficiency of a battalion, the ability to run troops in an unending flow up the brow and down to their quarters a statement of the officers’ capacity to manoeuvre men in the field.

“Another delay, sir. Men coming together on deck, not knowing where to go. That is the third company in a row that has come aboard and found none to tell them where they should be. The major from the wharf is trying to come aboard now, sir, but he cannot force his way past the unmoving line of men at the side… It is not the most edifying of sights, sir.”

“Higgins, ask the trooper what the problem might be.”

The flags ran up to the mast, were rapidly answered.

“Beg pardon, sir. ‘Army incapable of distinguishing between larboard and starboard. When offered left and right instead, showed difficulty in making distinction.’”

“Ah yes, Colonel Thackeray did tell me that his officers came from the best rural families.”

“They are moving again, sir.”

“Let us count our blessings. At least they have not turned around and gone home. There must be a boat drill before we sail, gentlemen. Our boats will stand off while they are attempting to get their people over the side. We may be able to save some from drowning.”

It took three hours to get the soldiers aboard and settled into their messdecks. They were another hour in running their stores aboard. They ate their dinner quite quickly and then were called to man their boats, the troop ships having shifted a cable offshore.

Each trooper had eight longboats under tow, was able to set a hundred and fifty soldiers ashore at a time. It would require two waves to land the full battalion.

Some of the soldiers ran down the side and others let themselves down on ropes, more slowly. A few simply fell as they attempted to climb over the bulwarks. The watching boats tried to pick up the unfortunates who landed in the water, and succeeded in grabbing the majority, mostly before they had drowned.

“We have lost at least fifty muskets, sir. Eight bodies have been collected so far.”

“Row them to the wharf, then send the empty boats back to pick up the second half.”

The troopers returned to the wharf after four hours to fill up again.

“Flag, sir. ‘Delay sailing by one day. Boat drill for soldiers, all of tomorrow.’”

“Acknowledge, Higgins. Inform the squadron. Senior officer, South Gloucestershires, to report aboard Hawke at soonest.”

The Yeoman thought it wiser not to laugh.

“Thank you for coming across, Major. Have you a sufficiency of muskets or must you indent for more from stores?”

“I have sent to stores already, thank you, sir.”

“Good. I trust you have made allowance for tomorrow’s losses?”

“I have informed the men there will be one hundred lashes for anyone who loses his musket, sir. They may drown, but they will not come back empty-handed.”

“So be it, Major. I must demand four repetitions of the exercise tomorrow, sir. The men must be competent in their boats.”

“Allowing for four hours to complete one landing, sir, that means working into the hours of darkness.”

“Allowing two hours instead, means completion of the exercise in daylight, Major.”

“Difficult, sir – my men are not used to boats.”

“That is why we are rehearsing, Major, so that they may become used to them.”

This seemed a complex concept. The Major was of the opinion one rehearsed skills only when they were already learnt.

Nick had to accept there was a degree of logic to his stance. Remarkably little of good sense, he thought, but certainly an adherence to the meaning of the words.

“Let us commence the day with a compromise, Major. After breakfast tomorrow – in the morning, that will be – let the men parade at wharfside. On the land, that is, not on the ship, and then proceed to enter the boats as quickly as they can from the lower level. Having mastered that, and learned to sit as well, then let us return them to their ships where they may descend the sides to the boats, unencumbered by musket or pack. In the afternoon, repeat the process, but this time laden. Finally, before darkness falls, let them attempt the procedure at the run, at the pace one would hope to see in time of battle.”

The Major wondered if he could detect sarcasm, but decided in the end it was no more than the ordinary arrogant sneer of the Navy. He had no wish at all to debate a point of honour with the big and angry seeming post captain. He was not the man to issue one’s challenge to.

“Might it not be possible for the men to land directly from the ship to foreign soil, sir?”

“Probably not, Major. I expect the wind to be directly foul, blowing from offshore towards the ships. Thus, it will be necessary to put the men into small boats which may row them inshore.”

Genius struck.

“Ah! Captain, it occurs to me. The boats might tow the ships into the inlet!”

“The ships are old line of battle two-deckers, Major. They are of about twelve hundred tons displacement, a little more or less. That is a great mass for small boats to tow, exhausting the oarsmen quite possibly before they had brought the ships in. Was it possible, I would do it.”

“Ah. A great pity, sir. Is it certain that the wind will be foul?”

“There are no certainties at sea, Major. The likelihood is strong that the wind will be a sou’westerly. If it is not, then we shall certainly bring ourselves into the inlet with all celerity. The chances are it will not be what we want. We must be ready for the most likely event, sir.”

“So we must, Sir Nicholas. The regiment must be present at the battle if it is to win it. No other consideration may prevail. None at all! We shall commence at dawn, sir, taking an early breakfast so as to waste no daylight. I shall inform the sergeant-major!”

Nick regretted that he could not have spoken directly with the senior warrant officer, an obviously competent fellow, nearing forty years old and ramrod straight in the back still. He looked just like the boatswain, was equally necessary to his regiment, and almost certainly was fuming at the incompetence displayed that day. It would have been wholly wrong to have addressed him – orders must come to him from his own commission officers, all of whom were senior to him, in theory at least.

The Major left, Spithead nightingales whistling in his honour, and Nick called Mr Passingham into his cabin.

“Never fewer than two of our boats present during the day, Mr Passingham. Two hours on duty. We must not let too many drown. We shall be in sight and distant hearing of the Admiral at all times. Remind the mids they must not swear too loudly and obscenely – the old gentleman don’t like it.”

“Foul-mouthed brats! Were we so at their age, sir?”

“I do not know, Mr Passingham. I was never a mid.”

Passingham had forgotten that. It was hard to remember that his captain – so courteous a gentleman in his everyday existence – was through the hawsehole.

“Not to worry, sir. I shall speak to them, Mr Middlewick at my side. If my words do not strike a chord, the sight of his rattan cane will. Are we certain we need the Army, sir?”

“We have got them, Mr Passingham. I am not at all certain that I should have asked for them – I had not envisaged quite such a degree of simple incompetence. The trouble is, that having asked for them, and been given what I asked for in full measure, I can hardly turn round again and refuse them. We have them, and we must use them. Let us pray for a fair wind!”

The second day of rehearsals was less of a shambles. Fewer men fell in the water, and almost all of them were pulled out alive. It was unfortunate that one of the two deaths was of a new and popular ensign, third son to a County family and expected to make his name in the wars.

“Instead, sir, he merely made a splash!”

Nick laughed, straightened his face, shook his head reprovingly.

“Please do not say that where the Army may hear, Doctor! I do presume he drowned, by the way?”

“He did, sir. There is water in his lungs. A bruise on his temples, where he fell and hit his head on the side of the boat as he went down. I suspect he was unconscious as he went in, had no chance to save himself. He was wearing high riding boots as well. Full of water and no doubt dragging him down. Foolish of him – he would have done far better in a shoe or half boot. Less likely to slip as well.”

Nick commented on the riding boots, the Major showing upset by them.

“He bought them here, only last month, Sir Nicholas. He thought them remarkably smart and wore them by choice when possible. He was only very young!”

“Bad lack to the lad, Major. Still, no more than a boy. His loss will do little to affect your efficiency.”

“It may well improve it, sir. He still had a great deal to learn and was picking it up only slowly. Not the brightest of boys, but most likeable.”

Nick forbore to comment further. The boy seemed to him to be typical of his regiment.

“Sailing order, sir.”

“Take her out, Mr Scott. Higgins, ‘squadron to sail in order specified’.”

All should have seen the order at the Admiral’s flagstaff, and should have sufficient sense to follow Nick’s example, but an actual order at the yardarm could only reinforce the message.

Newark set all sail in a vast hurry, doing her best to make the crack frigate’s five knots by the harbour mouth. Being so much greater a hull, she failed, but made a good showing nonetheless.

The pair of troop carriers wallowed their way across the harbour, making sail as well as they could, but they were manned at merchant levels, lacked the mass of bodies to perform their manoeuvres.

The bombs and small craft fretted behind the troopers, forced to maintain their place in the line and making a show of taking in reefs. Growler, last in line, was happy to conform to the slower vessels, being unable to make any speed herself.

Clear of the harbour and they fell into a proper line, Newark and Hawke dropping down to the pace of the old two deckers, both resigned to the needs of the Transport Board.

“Thrush and Bluebird to take station as per orders.”

The pair of schooners peeled off, larboard and starboard, out to the limit of signalling, at liberty to chase down and identify any sail they spotted, provided they returned immediately with a report.

“What did I see young Ellery smuggling aboard Thrush, Mr Passingham? All done carefully in the night, so as not to be noticed.”

“Oh, he has picked up an old French three pound long gun, sir. Brass and no doubt perfectly straight. He has tucked it away in his bows and giving him the means to tackle any French frigate he may come across!”

“Better more aggressive than less, but I must hope he will not kill himself, or not without sending word first.”

“Agreed, sir. He is still young, and it is his first taste of independence. He is within reason reliable, however, sir, and that is a remarkably fast little schooner. I am more concerned about Trowbridge in Growler, sir. He has been made when he did not expect to be, and quite possibly did not wish to be. He will not run from a fight under any circumstance, sir. He will feel he must prove himself, against whatever odds. He is capable of killing himself and his whole crew just to make the point that he is as bold as any other officer.”

Nick was forced to agree that was a possibility.

“Problem is as well, Mr Passingham, that if he takes on a fight against the odds, and wins, then he will be promoted again, and most likely employed as captain of a sloop where he might well face the identical problem.”

“He might well be forced to more and greater acts of daring, sir, just to prove himself to himself. I am sorry for the poor fellow – I had not considered such a problem for the man promoted as he has been.”

“And me, one might say, Mr Passingham. The eyes of the fleet inevitably follow us, for we are to a great extent claiming to be better than the ordinary run of mankind. We are marked men, you know, Mr Passingham.”

“Honourably marked, sir. It is to a great extent envy, sir, for most of us wonder whether we could match your achievements, and generally doubt we could. Every captain with a favourite lieutenant wishes him to be picked to fill a vacancy on your quarterdeck, sir, knowing just how great the chance is of rising at your heels.”

“Flattering, Mr Passingham. One of these days I must make a list of all who have fallen at my heels. The number is not small.”


Chapter Four

“A full moon after four bells of the First Watch, sir. Cloud-free sky. We will be some three miles offshore at that time. Wind is fairly much set in the southwest, as expected at this season. Strength is variable at about three of the new scale. A slight lop, the sea not expected to get up, sir.”

The master, Scott, made his report with a casual certainty in his voice, as expected of his position. Masters were not there to have doubts. Nick responded immediately.

“Thank you, Mr Scott. Higgins! Growler to come within speech.”

The squadron was making six knots, properly in line, Hawke to the front, each vessel distant two cables. Growler, to the rear of the fighting ships, had half a mile to make up and two knots in hand if well sailed.

“Fifteen minutes, sir, at very best.”

“So I calculated, Mr Passingham. Less than twenty will be doing well – that is an unhandy tub of a sloop.”

Passingham took up his telescope, observed carefully.

“Setting a pair of jibs flying, and a staysail at high, sir. No additional square sails, which is wise. I do not think his royals would give him anything. A competent seaman… There go his stun’sails, sir, after setting the fore and aft. Best use of a smallish crew. He is sailing her well.”

“As expected of him. Some years as a master’s mate and a topman before that. He should know how to sail a ship. What do we know of his master?”

“Not a lot, sir. Mr Scott, did I not see you having a drink with Growler’s master last week?”

“You did, sir. I knew him years back. We were mids together in the old Juno. Years on the blockade made his career stagnate, sir. He only made master last year. Competent, sir – year after year on the inshore blockade made him well alert to his trade. He told me had a deal of respect for Mr Trowbridge – always alert, forever worried he was not sufficiently experienced for the job and hence well on top of it.”

“Good. Let us give him another opportunity to excel.”

“Eighteen minutes, sir.”

“Thank you, Mr Passingham.”

Trowbridge brought his sloop tight to Hawke’s stern, closer than Nick was sure was wise, easily within earshot.

“Mr Trowbridge, take Growler to the opening of the inlet and make a first, quick survey of the harbour under moonlight. Do not remain more than fifteen minutes. Return to Hawke as soon as you are sure of all you have seen. Remain in company until full dark then exercise your discretion.”

“Aye aye, sir!”

That was all the response Nick had hoped for. No questions, no clarification.

“I have hopes for that gentleman, Mr Passingham.”

“The correct answer, sir, no doubts, no wavering.”

Growler returned early in the Middle Watch, sending a boat across rather than trying to heave to within shouting range in the night.

Trowbridge sat in Nick’s cabin, accepting a cup of coffee, apparently relaxed, the evening’s duty nothing more than routine.

“Managed to take a clear view down the inlet, sir. A busy town, full of lights, people in the streets we could see. Small craft tied up on the eastern shore, perhaps six or seven of little coasters, mostly single-masted, feluccas and barca longas. A few warehouses there and a bigger building, a sort of barracks perhaps. The western shore, a made wharf, stone and timber, at a guess, unable to see clearly. Tied up, a pair of two-masted traders, hundred tonners, perhaps, and something bigger, unclear what exactly, sir. Riding to anchor, in a line, four of galleys, two of them very big.”

“Readying to sail, would you say, Mr Trowbridge.”

“Not tonight, sir. Not enough lights.”

“Good. Did you take a look at the fortress?”

“Seaward side of the town, sir. Couldn’t pick out her batteries. A large castle, most likely Spanish built, centuries back. Space for a big garrison. Very busy. Gates to the town wide open, lights in plenty. Might have been a night market there.”

“Did you see batteries or fortifications on the eastern side?”

“Nothing visible, sir. The fortress, sir, is about a hundred yards inland of the mouth of the inlet. Guarding out to sea, not against attacks from the land. I drew up a quick sort of chart, sir, with the places and moorings marked out as well as I could. I reckon, sir, best might be for one of the bombs to target the castle and the other to go for the big galleys. Hit them, sir and you block the fairway – nothing will squeeze out past them.”

“Thank you. A useful recommendation, Mr Trowbridge. Let us row across to Etna and Stromboli and give them their targets now.”

Nick’s presence would ensure that Trowbridge’s instructions would be followed to the letter.

“Hawke will set off a blue light, which will be the signal to open fire. Growler will be in position to see inside the inlet and will signal your hits. Growler will also signal any change of targets as necessary, as well as calling the boats in as soon as it is practical.”

The instructions were repeated on each bomb before Trowbridge returned to his gunbrig and took her to a place immediately off the mouth of the inlet.

Then they waited for the dawn, hoping nothing would choose to sail during the night.

An hour before first light they heard activity aboard the troopers as the soldiers were fed and then paraded on deck, next to their boats. They would board their landing boats with the dawn, as soon as they could see to step over the side. They were under strict orders to remain silent, not to scream if they fell, their officers seeing nothing untoward in such an instruction.

Twenty minutes before Nautical Morning Twilight and Hawke commenced the slow tack that would bring her across Growler’s bows, her broadside placed to strike at anything that had chosen to leave harbour with the morning sun.

“Blue light, Higgins.”

It was a signal and so must be made by the Yeoman.

The first mortars fired within five seconds. A count of ten and then the second followed, the great shells soaring up and over the headland and down onto the invisible targets inland.

Higgins began to call out the responses from the spotters.

“Growler to Etna, ‘short one cable, offline left fifty yards’.”

“Stromboli, ‘over fifty yards, online’.”

“Etna, ‘range correct, offline right twenty yards’.”

“Stromboli, ‘under one cable, left one cable’.”

There was a delay of a minute or so and then four more discharges.

“Etna, hit, sir!”

“Stromboli, alongside.”

“Etna, left fifty yards.”

“Stromboli, over one cable, right one cable.”

Five more minutes and two more discharges from each mortar tube and they were hitting three out of four. Stromboli was ordered to shift target to the moorings on the eastern shore while Etna continued to bombard the castle.

“One large galley sinking, sir. Second on fire.”

There was a satisfactory plume of smoke rising.

“Abandoning the castle, sir. Armed men and civilians running from the main gates. Growler can see soldiers formed up in the edge of the town, sir.”

The wind was dead foul. Hawke and Newark could not enter except under tow.

“Boats to enter the inlet and take the castle. Hawke and Newark, landing parties to boats. Soldiers to land first.”

Higgins called out again, reporting signals from Growler.

“Etna to change target, sir. Dropping first bombs to the edge of town… Hitting soldiers, sir. General retreat. Target castle again, gunners observed at battery to waterfront. Guns under shelter of the walls, sir. Bombs missing. Bringing down the walls, sir.”

It was unclear whether the battery was still manned and able to fire. They had to attack.

“Soldiers to go in.”

The boats from the troopships dug their oars in, their crews straining at the looms. They were heavily laden, crawling into the mouth of the inlet.

“Landing parties away! Robbins!”

The captain’s barge was brought to the entry port, Nick running down to his place in the sheets, McKay and Bunyan scampering to get in front of him, captain always to be last into the boat.

“Bring us close inshore, Robbins, direct line for the battery.”

Eight boats from each trooper, loaded with soldiers, would make an attractive target. The gunners ashore might not even notice the single boat stretching out in the shallows.

“Soldiers useful for something, sir!”

Nick was not entirely certain that was food for a joke. He was less so as the Moors opened fire with three great brass guns.

McKay scrambled into the bows of the barge, stared to call a commentary.

“Can see the battery, sir. Two guns on their sides, stone falling off the walls above them. One more unmanned. Three reloading, sir. Slow. Crews are short of men. They ain’t running, sir. Bombshell in the water to their front, sir… ‘Nother one up on top the walls above them. Scattering rubble out and down. Gunners are getting up again and back to the load.”

“Signal Growler, ‘Etna hold fire’.”

A slight delay and acknowledgement from Growler. A last bombshell in the water, perhaps half a cable distant from the barge. Two of the brass guns fired, massive stoneshot into the middle of the flotilla of boats.

“Hit one boat, sir. Gone, nobody even floating. Was it a ship, they’d have sunk it for sure. A mass of boats spread out a bit, they only got the one. Lucky they ain’t firing grape.”

The battery was set on a stone platform, perhaps ten feet above sea level, a rocky shoreline to either side.

“Bring us in as close as possible, Robbins. We shall have to run the last few yards.”

Grounding in two feet of water, the bow crunching onto rocks, men tumbling over, into the shallows and onto dry land, Nick running to their head, where he belonged. Then fifty yards, skipping from rock to rock, trying to stay upright, a clatter sounding as at least one fell, scrambling to the rear of the guns and roaring as they ran at the gunners.

A few pistols fired, most of them with wet priming and useless.

“Into them!”

Nick whirled the great sword up and over his head, his trademark, expected of him now. He swiped at a convenient head, covered in some sort of turban thing, not one of his seamen, splashed blood and bone in satisfactory fashion, ran at another, a gunner holding a rammer, transfixed, horrified, mouth open, not even trying to shield himself.

The gunner down, gouting blood, he took a breath, looked about him.

“All down, sir. Them what ain’t running, that is. Ain’t got no flagstaff here, sir.”

“Semaphore. Boats to land at wharfside. Too rocky here to be practical.”

There was a pathway leading back into the castle, blocked by the collapsed wall. They had to pick their way slowly along the shore to the wharf, scrambling up onto the roadway behind.

“Fifteen minutes wasted, Robbins.”

The surviving soldiers were all ashore, a half of them formed up and marching into the town, volleys crashing, all tidily together. The other half were running in a wild charge, out of control.

There were sailors aboard every vessel along the quays, some fighting aboard the pair of surviving galleys.

“Newark’s boats over on the other side, sir. Working their way through the houses there. Hawke’s running out, sir. Larboard broadside. Pointing inshore on the east, sir. Shooting.”

The ship was firing inland.

“Can’t see bugger all, sir!”

A second broadside and then silence.

“Signalling, sir… Can’t read it, wind’s blowing the flags away from us. Dropping the jolly boat, sir. Officer. Rowing hard.”

Nick waited a good twenty minutes for the boat, exchanged shouts with Passingham as soon as he was within range.

“Column of horse and camels and carts, sir! Breaking camp and coming this way, until we broke them up. Might have been three or four hundred men. Long muskets.”

A trading caravan, perhaps? Nick had heard of such things. It did not sound like military. Four hundred musketeers, irregular tribesmen with rifled guns, must be a danger.

The wind was dead foul. Even if he could bring the boats back, it would take a morning’s labour to bring Hawke into the inlet where her guns could protect the town.

“Signal Newark’s people to prize everything they can, burn the rest, fall back to the boats within one hour. Runners to go out into the town and along the wharf giving the same order to our people. I will try to find the officer in command of the soldiers myself. Courtesy demands an explanation. Robbins, take half our party into the castle. If there is a magazine within sensible reach, set a match to it. Use your own discretion. Bunyan, McKay, with me. The rest of you split these guns, throw the shot in the water. Do what you can. Signal Growler to call the bombs to be ready to bombard the town.”

Everything at a rush, responding to need and hoping people would be sensible when faced with a change of orders.

He trusted his own officers, was convinced that the Army would make a cock of it. They had got everything else wrong, would no doubt be consistent.

The town was a tangle of mud-brick houses, low and sprawling, the few streets following no logical pattern. There were corpses in the roadway, some few of them in scarlet, the bulk local civilians, men and women equally, a few of children. Most of the houses on the seaward side were silent, screaming coming from some few, probably where the soldiers were amusing themselves. It was a sack. He made no attempt to discover what was happening.

He was not used to running, panted his way along what seemed to be the main street. He could see a knot of uniforms ahead.

“Major!”

“Sir Nicholas! All complete, sir. Most tidy. Lost the one boatload coming in. Apart from that, very few dead.”

“Hawke has seen about four hundred of probable tribesmen armed with long rifles on the outskirts of town. We have broken them up with the guns but they appear to be coming on nonetheless. Best to destroy the town and pull out, Major.”

“Those Bedouin people, Sir Nicholas? Heard of them. Nasty!”

Nick had not heard of Bedouin, but he had a degree of respect for the Moors as fighting men. There was no gain to a battle with them.

“Fall back to the quays, Major. We shall prize all of the vessels of any size, so simply get aboard the nearest to you. Pull your men out as quickly as possible, setting fire to all behind you.”

“Will do, sir. A few minutes to get orders out to a rearguard – can’t fall back without one of those, you know – and the men will be moving.”

Nick assumed the Army knew what it was doing – it had fallen back from any number of places during the wars, should be experts at the retreat.

“I shall be at quayside, Major. We shall wish to demolish as much as possible of the harbour installations as we go.”

That sounded more formal than simply setting fire to any woodwork they could find.

The soldiers responded slowly to the call to retreat, most being more interested in whatever they were doing to the civilian population.

Nick stood to the stern of the largest vessel in the western harbour, a three hundred ton xebec, two pole masts fore-and-aft and the tall foremast square sailed. She was laden, low in the water, with what they had yet to discover. He cast his eyes over the other seven vessels they intended to take out, all of them small but potentially useful as stores or saleable to the Maltese merchants. There was no great sum in prize money, he suspected, but the merchant community would turn a profit from them and be grateful to the Navy.

Passingham shouted from the front of the line.

“Two hundred soldiers aboard. Leading three prizes fully laden.”

“Take the three out, Mr Passingham.”

There were more soldiers slowly jogging down the roadway, showing no particular urgency.

“Rearguard in sight, sir. Leapfrogging back in two sections. Shooting, sir.”

“Mr Harding, Mr Peasley! Take the remaining prizes out. I shall collect all remaining soldiers.”

Four more small merchantmen eased out from the wharf, setting sail rapidly as they reached the deeper water.

“Fire two red lights, Robbins. Wake those scarlet-coated dickheads out of their slumber!”

“Take more than a pair of rockets to do that, sir.”

The lights soared into the sky and a few of the soldiers pointed at them. A wide-awake sergeant began to bellow and some of the redcoats ran. The rearguard picked up its pace, made a respectable trot down the street and a few of the stragglers realised they might be left behind and put on speed.

Five minutes and the Major came aboard, leading the rearguard.

“Moors in sight, sir. Shooting.”

“Take us out, Mr Prettyman. The last of the soldiers are aboard. Robbins and Bunyan, light the fuses.”

The two ran ashore, bent over a knot of quickmatch, blew hastily on their tinder, set the fuse to burning, ran back and jumped hard aboard. Seconds later there was a first explosion as a half-barrel of powder blew in a godown on the wharf. A dozen other charges followed aboard the remaining small feluccas and in two further warehouses and a pair of ships’ chandlers. Flame and smoke flared into the sky, and fires began to roar their way through the dry buildings and their contents.

“Grain and beans and some ships’ stores, sir. Should burn something fierce.”

A few soldiers came running out of houses further up the main street, finally dragging themselves away from their activities indoors, out of sight. Some were still heaving up their cotton trousers.

“A long jump from wharf to the ship’s side, Sir Nicholas.”

“So it is, Major.”

“I much fear they will not make it, Sir Nicholas. My heart is not broken at their fate, sir!”

“Nor mine, Major. They may pay the price of their vile pleasures. Impossible to keep discipline in a taken town, but it would seem they have condemned themselves. They might try to surrender. I would not recommend it, myself.”

“Agreed, Sir Nicholas. Swimming is their sole resort, and it is a long, long way to safety. They are no loss to the regiment, or indeed to the human race.”

They watched as perhaps a dozen of the stragglers tried to swim and disappeared, one by one, under the waters of the inlet. As many tried to hide away and a very few attempted to raise their hands and were cut down in the street.

“Thirty of them, thereabouts, Sir Nicholas. Killed in action.”

“Even so, Major. I am pleased to see no sailors amongst them.”

“One would not expect such among your followers, Sir Nicholas. I am more than a little shamed that such should be discovered in mine. It is a reflection upon the regiment, I fear. I shall discuss the matter with Colonel Thackeray.”

Nick waited until the last prize had left the inlet, holding his own xebec within hearing range of Growler.

“Mr Trowbridge! Etna and Stromboli to open fire on the town. Twelve rapid rounds from each mortar and then pause and assess the damage. At your discretion, fire at aimed targets or come away.”

Trowbridge raised his hat, too busy yelling orders to say anything. The great, hundred pound shells began to burst in a bare three minutes. The fires already raging at the waterfront began to spread through the town.

“Call for a boat from Hawke, Robbins. This day’s action is over.”

A few minutes saw the captain’s barge and normality restored.

Passingham greeted Nick at the side, having managed to return before him, as a good first lieutenant should.

“Minimal losses, sir. Two landsmen dead, four wounded, taking small craft along the waterfront, some of their owners objecting. Other than that, we were behind the soldiers for the most part. Highly successful from our point of view, sir. Newark reports similar figures, sir. No losses from the bombs or Growler, naturally. Schooners have yet to return.”

“Very good. Thank you, Mr Passingham. Growler to report on state of the action.”

That was a deliberately vague order, given to test Trowbridge.

“Growler, sir. ‘Request discontinue action. Town heavily afire. Garrison running.’”

“Affirmative, Higgins. Etna and Stromboli, cease fire and close on Hawke, forming line to stern. Growler, bring up the rear. Shepherd prizes. All prizemasters, conform to Hawke, passage to Malta. Newark, lead convoy.”

The signals were sent and variously acknowledged, not all of the prizes possessing signal flags. In most cases a midshipman or master’s mate waved his hat. Three of the smallest had no warrant officer aboard and made do with hopeful shouts.

“Mr Passingham, take a boat and tidy up. Ensure that each of the prizes has a navigator aboard or has orders to remain in sight of Hawke at all times. Discover who has command and bring me their names – we need to know who on the lower deck has shown initiative.”

The Afternoon Watch saw an orderly convoy setting sail in two slow lines, heading north to Malta. The schooners joined and reported an empty sea and watchkeeping resumed.

Nick sat to his reports, John Digby writing them out in his best hand as each page was completed.

“I was ashore and in action for less than three hours, John Digby. We shall be writing reports for at least twelve!”

“Yes, sir. We have no returns from the troop transports, sir. We know they lost one boat, almost certainly with its crew and all of the soldiers aboard. We must send a separate report to the Transport Board to cover that, sir. The Army as well has yet to notify us of its figures. Do they report through you, sir, or separately?”

“Courtesy says a copy of the report to me. They were instructed by the General to accompany the Navy to the chosen harbour and there reduce it, the landing to be in the hands of the Navy. Vague orders, deliberately so. The verbal, I understand, was to obey the Navy unless they showed incompetent. I am not entirely certain I blame the General for giving his battalion commander a way out if my orders were like to kill them all. Had Colonel Thackeray been present, I should not have been so pleased, but his Major is a fire eater and entirely to be trusted when the cannon roar.”

A boat brought a copy of the Army’s report next day, together with a most polite message from the Major.

“Total loss of one boat and nine sailors and a lieutenant and twenty-eight men to gunfire. They had packed the better part of forty men aboard a thirty-foot longboat, Mr Passingham!”

They shook their heads in unison.

“Casualties in action ashore. Dead, one captain, two lieutenants, an ensign and thirty-nine rank and file. Wounded and returned to the transports, one captain, three lieutenants, four ensigns and two sergeants and twenty-six of private soldiers.”

“High figures for a battalion of a very bare six hundred, sir.”

“The bulk of the dead from the undisciplined rabble who indulged in the sack, and they are no loss at all to the whole of humanity.”

“Seventy-two dead from their total, and half as many wounded. The sunken boat accounts for the high proportion of dead, of course. Their officers mess took particularly heavy losses.”

“In the lead and fighting at hand to hand with Moors. I do not doubt they killed some hundreds of the pirates, but they are warriors who will not be put down easily. A good thing to give them the message that when the need arises we can beat them at their own game, that we too are fighting men. My report will offer praise to the soldiers for the example they set.”

Passingham listened to all that Nick did not say.

“Had they maintained a rigorous discipline, sir, advancing in their companies and firing their volleys, as we had planned, would they have lost so many?”

“Hush, Mr Passingham! Merest speculation, sir. No doubt the officers had good reason for leading a wild charge rather than a disciplined advance. I am sure their report will demonstrate the necessity, and mine will ask no questions. In the end, we won, and that is all the Admiral wishes to hear.”

Passingham managed a smile.

“We took few losses, no damage to our ships, lost one small boat and a handful of sailors. In return, we destroyed a castle and its battery of great guns. We burned out the town on both sides of the water. We took nine prizes, several of them deep laden, and set fire to more than a score of small traders. We sank two large galleys and set two others ablaze. We burned out the waterfront, on both sides, with substantial losses of property, and bombarded the town, setting much of it alight. We caused thousands of Moors to abandon the town and flee into the desert. We killed at least a thousand of Moorish soldiers. All in all, sir, we achieved our aims and have created an example that the whole coast may fear.”

“No report of slaves recaptured, Mr Passingham.”

“Newark found the barracks on the eastern shore, sir. The galley slaves were kept there. Nearly three hundred of them. All dead. Killed by their gaolers rather than allowing them to be taken back.”

“Murdering bastards! No mercy for Barbary pirates!”

“None, sir. But we have overall a great success.”

“So the reports will say, Mr Passingham, and they will contain no falsehoods. We may wonder, you and I, whether we achieved anything other than to make the Moors angry – but that is for far wiser men than us to determine. The Admiral and General must surely be satisfied.”


Chapter Five

“A most successful raid, Sir Nicholas. A pity that the slaves were lost, but one cannot prevent such actions when dealing with savages. They are primitive murderers, no more, no less!”

The Admiral spoke more in sadness than anger, not pleased to condemn a whole nation of humanity, but fearing he must do so.

Nick agreed. It was time that the civilised countries of the world banded together to wipe the Moors off the face of the Earth. They had terrorised the Mediterranean for too long.

“When the wars are over, Sir Nicholas, then it will be time to return civilisation to this part of the world. We cannot do it now.”

There was a murmur of agreement from the Flag Captain and Captain of the Fleet. They had a sufficiency of enemies just at that moment, could not set armies ashore on the African coast.

The Admiral turned to more entertaining business.

“General Manvers is most pleased with us, Sir Nicholas. He says, and I quote, that it was ‘a very respectable butcher’s bill, showing how hard a fight it was’.”

Nick stood open-mouthed in surprise, composed himself to seek confirmation.

“He is saying that the fact that his losses were high proves it was a good victory? That implies that if we had taken the town and killed the same number of Moors with no losses to ourselves, we would have done less well?”

The three burst out laughing, nodding vigorously.

“Exactly so, Sir Nicholas! A bloody fight is the best sort, or so it would seem. I do not entirely understand him, but I do not expect to make a lot of sense of anything soldiers say. He has sent his reports off to Horse Guards – I have seen a copy – and they make much of your leadership and of our general efficiency in destroying a ‘dangerous little harbour full of pirates’. He has requested that a number of young officers be sent out and has recommended the Major to be made Colonel, without purchase, in place of Thackeray who has been sent home on the Sick and Hurt List. All very tidy!”

“Well, sir, Colonel Thackeray will be no loss. The Major – I never did find out his name – at least is a fighting man. Stupid, mind you, but if you show him an enemy he will advance upon him. One can ask little more of a soldier.”

“Exactly so, Sir Nicholas. I see from your report that you are happy with Newark and the bombs and most pleased with Trowbridge and his Growler.”

“He has an effective little brig there, sir. He carried out his orders and showed a little initiative as well. I am not to say he will set the world afire, but he is wholly reliable and could be sent off on his own to carry out a set of orders. More than that, I do not ask of a lieutenant-in-command.”

The Admiral showed agreement, pleased that Sir Nicholas thought the right way.

“No more do I, Sir Nicholas. I shall make him Commander and leave him in Growler for a year, and if he shows well still, will give him something bigger to work with. There is always a need for competent small ship captains to go out and perform minor but not insignificant tasks. He may never reach post captain, but he will most likely pick up a thousand or two in prize money and will have eighty or ninety a year in half-pay at the end of the war, which will be comfortable for a man in his circumstances.”

“A lot more than he might have expected as a seaman, sir. He could buy a small inn and enjoy a prosperous existence in small town or village, sir. I do not doubt he will consider himself well-rewarded.”

There was a distinct feeling of virtue, a deserving man looked after.

“Four days in harbour, Sir Nicholas, then to store and water and take the convoy to Gibraltar, yourself and Newark and the two schooners. There should be another to pick up and return here. A convoy or two will only be fair in the eyes of the rest of the fleet. There will be other work afterwards.”

It seemed reasonable. Nick left in company with the two senior captains.

“Have we received mail, sir?”

Dymoke answered in the affirmative.

“I have a body for you as well, been here two days. A boy sent out from England as a captain’s servant. Can’t remember his name offhand.”

“Martin, I believe, sir. Son of a fellow officer, died in my company on the Slave Coast. His lady wrote me begging a place as captain’s servant for him. Fortunately I am still here at Malta to pick him up.”

“Very much so, Sir Nicholas. The mother had the good sense to send him by way of Wickham and he has a packet of mail with him.”

“Good. Only the second since leaving England. Too damned long!”

They agreed the postal service was a disgrace. It suffered for being in the hands of profiteers rather than being run as a service by the government.

Martin appeared aboard Hawke and showed himself to be a little boy and nothing else. He had studied his books and claimed to know the mathematics of navigation and to have learned the first chapters of Norrie. Nick gave him to Scott to test while he sorted through his letters.

“Ha! My lady definitely with child, McKay. Due in a bare two months from now, trying to compare dates in the letters. All else is well. Three of the maids and one dairy girl with child as well. No signs of fathers. I make no comment! Do tell Robbins.”

“Here, sir. I heard. Can’t imagine how these things happen, sir. Don’t know what these young girls think they are doing.”

“I am sure you know nothing about them. Either of you. Nor Bunyan.”

“Aye, well, sir, if one of them comes out as hairy as a monkey, we’ll know for sure.”

“You are irresponsible! All three of you.”

“Sailormen are we, sir.”

Nick gave up. The questions of paternity might or might not be resolved when they came home again.

“Nothing else, except the damned income tax has risen again. Bonaparte is like to bankrupt us!”

Scott brought Martin back to the cabin, nodding his satisfaction.

“He can wear a midshipman’s coat, sir. Highly competent for his age.”

“Good. It makes too many for the rate. We can argue that later. Much preferable to have no captain’s servants, now that Micallef has reached ten years.”

They settled to three full days of idleness, half the crew ashore at any given moment, the Marines ashore bringing stray bodies back at all hours of day and night, mostly dead drunk, in two cases simply dead.

“Landsmen, sir. No especial loss.”

“Can we replace them?”

“Not officially, sir.”

“Do it the other way then, Mr Passingham. More important to keep our numbers up than to obey silly regulations.”

An Admiral’s favourite could get away with much.

The convoy was made up of empty storeships returning home, loaded only with a hundred or two of the wounded and sick, men unlikely ever to be fit for service again and so returned to their native soil. They would be put out of the docks gate with their pay tickets and Navy and Army would wash their hands of them. They might be one mile from home, or one hundred – officialdom had no further interest in them, having done its legal duty.

“It is not good enough, gentlemen, but we can do nothing about it. After the wars, it may be possible to change the nature of the Navy, but we must be content to fight just now.”

They sailed uninterrupted, except by the stores heaving to every morning to conduct their burials.

“Gibraltar, sir. Nothing in sight in the harbour. The guardship and a pair of seventy-fours and a couple of small sloops. No convoy.”

The Admiral – a new man, unknown to Nick – shook his head. There had been no convoy for Malta and none was expected in the immediate future.

“An expedition gone south, to tidy up the Mauritius, which is long overdue, and I suspect that may have snapped up all of the available storeships, Sir Nicholas. I have the escort for your stores here and expect to see nothing more for the next three months, at least. The Mediterranean Fleet has its own vessels allocated, as always, but they are less often to be seen here these days.”

“I am under orders to bring back any convoy here and waiting an escort, sir. I do not think I should reasonably wait for three months.”

“No. I shall order you back to Valetta, Sir Nicholas. You may have the pleasure of explaining to Collingwood that his expected supplies have all gone to the Mauritius campaign and he must feed his fleet as he can from his own resources. Rather you than me, sir!”

The Admiral thought that to be a great joke.

Nick achieved a smile – the Admiral had showed witty, lesser folk must laugh.

“I would wish to sail as soon as practical, sir. We have a respectable wind just now and should make use of it. Have you any particular course you might wish me to follow, sir?”

“No. I have no information of anything happening in my waters that might need your services, Sir Nicholas. It is good of you to make the offer. I shall send you the simplest of orders – simply to make the best of your way back to Valetta, while keeping an eye out for anything the French may be doing. That will give you any leeway you may need to go in chase of anything interesting you may come across.”

It was generous of the Admiral to word his orders loosely and gave Nick an indication that he was recognised as a senior man and capable of initiative. There was a good chance his name was being talked up as a future, active admiral. He made his thanks and returned to Hawke, waiting for the sailing flag to be raised.

He called Ellery and Plowden across to Hawke, sat them in his cabin with a glass of the good Marsala. He poured a refill before getting to the meat of the afternoon’s business.

“There is no return convoy, as you will have noticed. We are therefore to make good time on a direct return to Valetta, but with encouragement to pick up any Frogs who might be playing games in our seas. To pick them up demands seeing them first.”

They finished their second glasses and looked hopeful. McKay filled them brim-full on Nick’s nod.

“So, I would wish you gentlemen to use your speed and sweep our path, ranging from the African coast to the Balearics, thereabouts. Mr Ellery north of our mean course, Mr Plowden south. Finding anything of interest, an immediate return to Hawke, the message to reach me at soonest. French or Morisco, inform me.”

“Is Spain definitely an ally, sir?”

“God alone knows the answer to that, Mr Plowden! I think it fair to say that the bulk of Spaniards are not our enemy. More than that, I suspect nobody knows, including the Spanish. From all Admiral Collingwood has told me, the Spaniards of the north and east of their country are at war with France. Those further to the west are perhaps more inclined to seek advantage for their own provinces. The southern parts are less decided and include some who want peace with everybody – and one can hardly blame them for that. The problem is that the Spaniards in the north also want independence from Spain, or many of them do, and some are inclined to take French aid to achieve that overriding aim. Add to that some few who are simply brigands and want only personal gain.

They considered that statement and as a pair emptied their glasses a third time in fifteen minutes. McKay did the honours.

“How precisely does that affect us at sea, sir?”

“That, Mr Ellery, is a damned good question. It would take a better man than me to answer it.”

“As there are few better men than you at sea, sir, we may assume the question to be unanswerable.”

“Hear him! Hear him!”

Plowden was somewhat the worse for wear.

Nick decided they had exhausted the topic and sent them off with instructions to make immediately for their patrol grounds on receipt of the sailing order.

“What say you, Mr Passingham?”

“Young Plowden has no head for his liquor, sir. Half a bottle should not do that to a man.”

“You may be right at that. I was more concerned about the Spanish.”

Passingham, who had also drunk his half bottle of fortified wine in a quarter of an hour, shrugged his shoulders, waved his arms expansively.

“Buggered if I know, sir! I can only suggest we come within signalling range and ask them their intentions if we happen to meet up with any. If we are very lucky, they will show hostile.”

“You may have  a point there, Mr Passingham. I might rather like to lead a Spanish four-decker into Valetta with the Union Flag over the Spanish.”

Nick had matched the three glass for glass. It was as good a way as any of planning for an indeterminate future.

There were tunny boats at sea, and making good catches which they were happy to sell against English gold pieces. They came across stores sailing for the Mediterranean Fleet, all saying that the sea lanes were clear of Barbary pirates and French alike. They saw a neutral American heading west, well laden, and debated stripping her crew of deserters before choosing to send her off to Boston unharmed.

“We are well up for men just now, Mr Passingham, and I am sure I recognise the quartermaster at her wheel. I would have to flog him as a known deserter and I have no wish to do that. Let them go, on this occasion.”

They raised their hats to the Jonathan and sailed away, ignoring the ill-mannered ship’s boy who bared his arse at them as they parted.

“Their master has thumped his ear for him, sir, in case we take offence and change our minds.”

“Ship’s boys do tend to be horrible brats, Mr Passingham. I expect he is a deserter too.”

A swift passage, the wind reliable, and they returned to Valetta, Nick to explain to an indignant Admiral why he had no convoy under his lee.

“The Mauritius, sir. An expedition sent from England to meet up with another from Bombay and to finally reduce the islands. It would seem they took all available stores with them. Gibraltar expects to see nothing for the next three months at least.”

“No paychest?”

“No, sir.”

“No gold so that I may have a chance of buying in the flour and meats I need if the Fleet is to be fed?”

“No, sir.”

“Then how am I to maintain the Mediterranean Fleet and the Malta Garrison?”

Nick hoped that was a rhetorical question. He certainly could not answer it.

“The stores you brought back from your raid will feed us for a week or two. They were laden with grains and onions mostly. There may be no alternative to sending out another expedition to the Barbary Coast, though I have no great wish to do so just now. For the moment, I must recast all plans. Water, Sir Nicholas. Yourself and Newark. Your schooners have other work and I shall take them from you. It is likely that I will have a task for Newark as well. You should top up all stores, and powder and ball, Sir Nicholas. I may need your speed and power within two or three days.”

It was not the best of news. There was a distinct feeling that the Admiral was considering a desperate ploy, one that Nick might well want no part of.

“It’s not what you want that counts, Mr Passingham. It’s what you get that’s important. Go and speak sweetly to the Master Intendant and see what you can come up with. Take Peg with you. Between you there is a chance you will pick up something interesting.”

Passingham wanted more practice powder. He did not know what they could offer in exchange.

“We did not have the opportunity to collect anything interesting on the shore at Little Algiers, sir. I doubt I have anything to offer.”

“I believe I saw a boat return well-laden, Mr Passingham. I expect Peg may be able to surprise you.”

Passingham returned with a lighter, called the ship to quarters and all lights out and ran nearly two tons of practice powder up the side.

“How, Mr Passingham?”

“Damascus steel blades, sir. Peg had eighty of them, picked up from the castle. The Ordnance had no more powder than this to spare and have in effect given us an IOU for as much as again at a later date. The next convoy will see us properly looked-after, sir.”

“Well done. Be sure to make use of the powder at soonest. We can still improve our gunnery.”

“We can always improve our gunnery, sir. It is still not as quick as I would like.”

It was the right attitude. Nick was increasingly pleased with Passingham. He must lose him before too long, as only fair to the man. Then he must bring on yet another young man, unless he could pick up an older, unpromoted, unlucky gentleman who could remain with him for years, much as Simpkins, who he had picked up in Bombay had done, or would have done had he not hit his head. He must speak to the Admiral at some point, making that request.

“Robbins! When next you go ashore, can you keep your ear to the ground? Not a word from those bloody intelligencers and they still have a claim upon us. It is not natural they should have ignored us.”

Robbins shook his head.

“Not quite, sir. You might say they have got the notion, somehow, that we topped one of their blokes for trying to do the dirty on us, and that we might be more than willing to do the same to a few more if the occasion should arise. A bit nervous-like, you might say they are, sir.”

“Is that safe, Robbins? Will they not put a knife in your back as the sole means of protecting themselves?”

“Might be they’ll think about that, sir, but then they got to do McKay and Bunyan at the same time, and make sure they don’t miss one of us, which ain’t going to be that easy. Safer to leave us alone and expect us to return the compliment, sir.”

“Can you trust them to do so?”

“Intelligencers, sir? Trust? The two words don’t go together. I reckon they can see what’s in their own best interest, sir. Most likely, that is. Problem might arise when they send a new man out from London. Never know what might happen then.”

Nick had to leave the matter unresolved. He worried there was a chance he might lose his three men, and that would be a disaster. They were old friends now and he doubted he could ever fully replace them.

The Admiral demanded his presence, calling for Dampier as well.

“I am sending you off to the Italian coast, towards Venice, Captain Dampier. Sir Nicholas knows those waters and can tell you of them. There is something going on around the Seven Islands. Find out what the Frogs are doing and put a stop to it, if you please. Vague instructions, deliberately so, as I know you will be able to think your way through whatever is going on. For you, Sir Nicholas, a voyage as far as the island of Cyprus where you will pick up a merchant convoy that is laden with grain bought from Russia. It is en route for Athens, to feed the Turkish garrisons of southern Greece. You will take it and bring it to Valetta. It will not be prize – how can it be? But it will be sold to the merchants here, who will in turn pass it onto our victuallers. The ships’ captains will have chosen to sell to us rather than to the Turks, which will be unusual, them being Turks themselves. They will be encouraged – strongly – to sail to England, where they will no doubt find trade in the ordinary way. The intelligencers are sure of their information and have dates for when the ships are due off the southern coast of Cyprus.”

Nick waited but Collingwood had no more to volunteer.

“Will the convoy be escorted, sir?”

“Not by national ships of war, no.”

“Private ships, sir?”

“Probably. They may be galleys out of the Barbary states or more familiar privateers with French letters of marque. If Frog, then we are fully justified in destroying them and taking the convoy. If pirate, then we may have to be a little more plausible. We must take the grain, Sir Nicholas. The Fleet needs it. Without the rations, I will have no alternative to sending the great bulk of my ships of the line back to England, as unable to feed them on station. That would be a disaster. If the grain ships go before a Prize Court, we may be tangled up in lawyers’ writs for the next two years. So, you will bring them in and I shall declare them Droits of Admiralty, and there will not be a penny of prize money. Eventually, the Admiralty may cough up a grant in lieu – but that is not necessarily likely. I am robbing you, Sir Nicholas – and Captain Dampier will stand witness to that fact – that is why he is here. I can only beg your pardon, sir.”

“I am not a poor man, sir. I can afford such a loss. My people will not be pleased, but they serve as well. If a grant should come, they will be paid out first, which is only fair. Can I be made familiar with the intelligence reports, sir?”

“They will be sent across to you, Sir Nicholas. You will decide when and where to sail, based upon them.”

“What do you know of Cyprus, Mr Passingham?”

“Nothing, sir. Never been there, don’t know anybody who has.”

“Mr Scott?”

“I know less than Mr Passingham, sir.”

“Right. Well, we know where we stand. Have you a chart of the island, Mr Scott?”

“Not as such, no, sir.”

“Then, go across to the Flag and ask for one. They probably won’t have one either, but will feel obliged to find something somewhere. What of the winds in that part of the Med?”

“At this time of year, sir, should be blowing out of Asia. Predominantly easterly, I might expect. Probably, that is. Might well be a lot of north in them, sir.”

“Not a lee shore, you would think.”

“Not if we are looking for a convoy on the southern coast, sir. I do not quite see why we might be, sir. If it is a convoy carrying Russian grains, then it will have passed through the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles, which are well to the north. Bound for Athens? No reason to drop south of Cyprus, or even to pass within fifty miles of the island. I have my big map of the Mediterranean, sir, which will suffice to pick out a likely course for such a convoy.”

They adjourned the discussion while Scott ran for his map. A few minutes sufficed to assure them that Cyprus was not logically on the convoy route.

“I think, Mr Scott, that I might wish to have a word with the flag captain.”

A few minutes with the flag captain led to another interview with Collingwood.

“God damn and blast all intelligencers! Three possibilities, Sir Nicholas. One, there is no convoy but they know of a French squadron off Cyprus. Two, there is a convoy and they have been paid off by the Turks to send you distant from it. Three, and least likely, there is a convoy and it is calling at Famagusta en route. How much have you offended the intelligencers, Sir Nicholas?”

“Mortally, sir.”

“So… Let us assume there is a trap off the south coast of Cyprus. Be a good fellow, Sir Nicholas, and sail off there and spring it. Chances are they won’t have any great force there. Most likely small craft full of soldiers. You can deal with them, expecting an ambush. I shall send two of the other frigates, which is all I have to hand, and a sloop or two, to Athens and then to sail east towards Stamboul, hoping to find the grain convoy coming the other way. I shall tell the intelligencers I have sent you off to catch their convoy off the south of Cyprus. No need to alert them to your real job. With even a little luck, we shall pick up two or three thousand tons of grain while you do some no good to the French. That should be a most satisfactory outcome, sir!”


Chapter Six

“There are no unaccounted for French two- or three-deckers at loose in the Mediterranean. The Spanish have not lost track of any of theirs, or so we are told. There is always a chance of a frigate or of sloops sneaking out of harbour – no blockade can be perfect. What we can say for sure is that it is in the highest degree unlikely that we shall meet anything greater than Hawke.”

There was general agreement from the officers assembled in Nick’s cabin. Unfortunately, as he knew well, there would have been a chorus of approval whatever he had said. His officers were a capable group, except when it came down to criticising their captain. Without exception, they believed him infallible.

“However!”

They leant forward in their chairs, agog to hear what he had discovered.

“What if the Frogs have put money into Turkish hands?”

They instantly considered that question and decided it would be typical of both parties. Turks were renowned for their disloyalty and venality. They loved bribes. The Frogs were fundamentally dishonest – as was well known – and would have no hesitation in buying Turkish admirals.

“A squadron of Turkish two-deckers, sir? I believe they have no three.”

“It is a possibility, Mr Passingham. I suspect a whole squadron would cost a great deal, but one or two might be well possible. It is not uncommon for Turkish captains to turn rebel, to take an island and declare it independent. Paid by the Frogs, such a man might well set out to sea to attack us, ourselves innocently believing the Turks to be neutrals.”

They shook their heads in grave dismay. It was only too possible.

“What do you propose, sir?”

“Subject to discussion here and now, I would intend to make for Cyprus and there discover the winds and then proceed either north or southabout the island to reach the shores and then proceed inshore to examine the south coast, from east to west or west to east. Accepting that there may be a squadron of Turks, or a number of French frigates and sloops, the wind gage must be essential. The Admiral suggested it is not impossible there may be a battalion or two of French soldiers laying up for us in small craft, and we must also consider that as an offchance.”

“And, sir, at night, lay out to sea, so as not to be sneaked up upon.”

“Indeed so, Mr Passingham. Is it not ‘snuck’, by the way?”

That unwise question diverted them for a good ten minutes.

McKay ended the futile discussion by bringing in bottles, immediately much more interesting than the vagaries of the English language.

“So, gentlemen, a toast to your very good health! We shall take the wind gage and proceed, in daylight, along the southern coast of Cyprus. We shall load ball in the long guns, grape to carronades. In case of a flotilla of small boats with soldiers, then ram a net of grape on top of the ball. Chasers to use their own discretion. Swivels to the fighting tops, and four or six musketeers to each. Those musketmen may well be ship’s boys, who can be trained up with the muskets and the lighter carbines we also carry. It will make good use of the boys, and, desirably, keep them further from harm’s way. If we are boarded then I would prefer to have the boys at a distance.”

That was agreed to be desirable. The boys would fight and would hardly survive in a boarding.

“Captain Colquhoun, I would be obliged to you if you and your sergeants would train the boys in the fast loading of the small arms. That is a soldier’s skill, I believe.”

Colquhoun agreed it was and he would be most happy to assist. He much feared his soldiers were too often no more than passengers and would be pleased indeed to play a more useful role in the ship.

Nick assured him he was much valued aboard – far more than Marines had been in the past.

“Your ensigns, too, have shown remarkable well, sir. Indeed, all three contribute to the life of the ship.”

That had amazed the whole wardroom. The ensigns had been expected to be wholly useless, being inexperienced boys who had never desired to go to sea, and in one case had not wished to leave his mama’s apron-strings. They had, however, made themselves useful and had taken an active interest in the ship. All three had landed in the recent affair at Little Algiers and had shown bloody swords at the end of the day. Nick’s report had recommended that they all should be made lieutenant, though he had heard no response from the General.

“A source of amazement to us all, sir. The three have taken to the German flute recently and intend to amaze us with their virtuosity. I will say that, surprisingly, they display some slight talent.”

“Entertainment is always valued, Captain Colquhoun. I shall be delighted to hear more music aboard Hawke.”

They put to sea with no change in their orders and no further information, genuine or spurious, from the intelligencers. Robbins had been told by three different sources that the French were ‘up to something’, but none of his informants knew what. In return he told them in detail of Hawke’s orders to beat up the Moorish coast well to the east of Benghazi and to interrupt the supply of grain to Alexandria in retaliation for the killing of the British envoy in the previous season. It had seemed a logical response, and he had been well paid by the French Army people who valued highly his closeness to Nick.

“A full case of best brandy, sir, which will buy any number of informants when next we go ashore.”

“Well done, but be careful, Robbins. If the Frogs come to suspect you, they will kill you out of hand.”

“Try to, anyway, sir. With McKay and Pilgrim Bunyan at my shoulder, I take a lot of killing, sir.”

“Do not be too confident, Robbins. They are wicked men you are dealing with!”

Robbins thought he was at least as wicked as any Frog. Besides, it was fun playing the game with them.

The wind was set well in the north in the eastern parts of the Mediterranean. Mr Scott was happy it would stay there for some few days and worked Hawke northabout the island to the shores of Anatolia and then a distance to the east, bringing her head around south of west to follow the Cypriot coast.

“Inshore fishermen, sir, in plenty. Small traders, feluccas and barca longas and such – slightly different in configuration to those we see in the Western Mediterranean - and the caique, of course, which is fairly much unique to these waters. Nothing bigger than fifty or sixty tons, sir. All unarmed.”

“As one would expect, Mr Passingham. Nothing in any way suspicious. The coast is trending sou’westerly hereabouts, then becomes much more east-west from Larnaca to Limassol according to the map. A pity we do not yet have a definitive chart of the region.”

“Mr Scott is drawing all and taking positions as close as he can. He will send all to the Hydrographer on our return to Malta.”

“Every little will help, undoubtedly. What do we know of Cyprus, again?”

“Very little, sir. It is essentially Greek, but has a substantial Turkish element to the population. It is only weakly held by the Turks, quite why I know not. The French are supposed to have invested an amount of money in purchasing influence here. They may, or may not, have a military presence on the island. British traders associated with the Levant Company have a presence in Nicosia and Famagusta and the Levant convoys always make contact here. It is a commonplace, apparently, for Greek bandits to locate themselves in the mountains and to prey upon Turkish officials and, often, upon the Turkish farmers of the north coast.”

“Uncontrolled and chaotic, in other words. A fine place for the French to stir up trouble. I do not doubt there are pirates along the coast.”

Passingham agreed there were pirates to be found throughout the Aegean, often including Turkish warships gone into rebellion.

“Most untidy, but with the great advantage that none can tell what is actually happening. Should we write a report stating that Hawke was attacked by Turks on the pirating lay, then there will be none in Stamboul or London to say for certain we was wrong.”

Passingham thought that to be very wicked, but essentially agreed.

“On deck. Foremast. Mastheads in a cluster, distant to the west. A convoy, most like.”

They had persuaded themselves that the grain convoy from the Black Seas could not exist, at minimum was not to be discovered off Cyprus.

“Mr Martin, up with a telescope, report all you see. As high as possible.”

The boy was on watch and the nearest to hand. As such, the duty was his, despite his new status.

They watched him run up the shrouds and reach the topgallant mast and then up and to stand on the yardarm, balancing his best, clasping the very top of the mast, dropping to a squat to grip with legs as well. He extended the telescope and grabbed again to regain his balance, put the tube to his eye, one-handed, and began his report, shouting as loud as he could, a shrill squeal.

“At least eight of two-masted ships, and one with three. The big ship has square sails to fore and main, a big fore and aft to the mizzen. She is a ship of war and wearing a flag which I cannot make out.”

He leant over, raised his other hand to adjust the focus, slipped forward and came tumbling off his perch. He flailed out, tried to grip the main yardarm, succeed only in pushing himself out almost horizontal in the air, falling on his back. Another second and he landed across a gun, the crack of his spine breaking audible across the whole deck. His corpse slowly slid off the barrel, crumpled on the deck.

“Doctor Probert!”

The Doctor was already running, reached the body and lifted a flopping arm.

“He is dead, sir.”

That was inevitable.

Nick turned to Micallef who had run up on deck on hearing of a convoy.

“Take the master’s glass, Mr Michael. Make a report on the convoy.”

The boy ran, ignoring the party of seamen who were lifting the corpse to go down to the sailmaker. He was calling down inside two minutes.

“Nine of small polacres, sir, under the guns of a ship-sloop. It is an old-fashioned rig and is wearing a green flag. I do not believe it is the Turkish flag, sir. It is of twenty or twenty-two guns. The polacres are high in the water. They are not fully laden. Course is due east. They are offshore by four miles. They are making sail but are holding together. The sloop is also making sail and is closing the convoy.”

“Well seen. Come down now.”

Passingham was waiting for the call to clear for action.

“That does not sound like the grain convoy, sir. Not at half-laden.”

“No. More typical of a troop carrier than a merchantman. We must find out. All hands. Clear. Load all. Small arms to tops. Marksmen to tops.”

They had decided the boys would be much heartened by the designation, would not sulk for thinking they were being sent out of the way of harm.

The soldiers appeared and formed their ranks on the quarterdeck. Six of them stepped to the rail and took up long-barrelled rifles with sickle-moon butts, slowly and precisely loaded them.

Captain Colquhoun raised a hand, gave his best smile.

“Picked them up in the raid, sir. Ball as well. Small calibre but accurate over a cable, sir. Beautifully made pieces. Damascus steel, the barrels. Slow to load but utterly precise, provided the hand that fires them is competent.”

Nick nodded slowly.

“I was shot by something like that not so far from Venice, a few years since, Mr Colquhoun. I carry the scars across my chest. Pick out the most profitable targets, sir. Officers, obviously, but also gunners or steersmen or other valuable hands.”

Colquhoun passed the message to his sergeant and then grinned as the three ensigns ran up on deck.

“Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, is it not, sir?”

The boys each carried a cross bandoleer of six heavy pistols and wore a greatsword to their shoulders. They had evidently delayed, making their loads.

“Let them take the lead if we have a boarding, Mr Colquhoun. We are only young once.”

“I suspect that may be very fortunate, sir. I don’t think I could stand being that young a second time.”

“Look back in amusement, Mr Colquhoun. We survived being that age. I am not entirely certain how, in my case.”

“Impregnable, so I was, sir. I enjoyed myself, I must admit.”

“Me, too. Crazy!”

They laughed and stood back, both in a place to watch others do the work while they satisfied themselves their orders were being carried out. As always, they were observed and the naïve showed satisfied that their officers had not a care in the world, talking and laughing together.

The curious enquired if they were at war with the Turks, received the answer, ‘not yet’, and thought it was funny.

“On deck! Foremast. One of the polacres has soldiers showing on her deck. Chasing them below now, sir. Ragged-arsed and no sort of uniforms, but carrying muskets not long rifles.”

“Who is that, Mr Passingham?”

“Young Meux, sir. Isle of Wight lad, which is uncommon at sea for some reason. Bright youngster and I have my eye on him. Only ordinary as yet. Volunteered, I am told, off a rowing boat in Portsmouth. I reckon it may have been his dad’s boat and getting the boy out of harm’s way on the Island. I suspect it may be a lass found her waistband growing tight and him not wanting to be wed young.”

“Robbins?”

“Dunno, sir. I’ll get the word to you.”

If the young man was criminal, they might not wish to promote him. Was he merely careless, well, so was many another sailorman.

“It sounds much as if there may be soldiers, disguised as Moors but still carrying their issue musket. I don’t know which I might prefer to fight, Mr Passingham.”

“Stand off and batter, sir. No prizes here. They may be expecting us to believe in cargoes of grain, and so coming close to make prize of them. Four or five hundred muskets at fifty feet would do us a lot of harm.”

“They would, too. Was I the Frog running this business, I would make sure that two or three of them was set up as fireships, just to make sure.”

The mention of fire was sufficient to make Passingham flinch.

“No closer than a cable, sir. Shoot by sections. Four or five balls apiece and we can wipe them out in ten careful minutes. What of the sloop, sir?”

“Old fashioned and valueless. She may well be a Moor, hired on for the purpose. Prize her if she chooses to haul down her flag, though watching carefully for treachery. Never trust a Moor! If she chooses to make a fight of it – and they are brave men generally – then sink her at a distance.”

Scott enquired what sail would be considered appropriate.

“Two-reefed courses. Retain tops’ls and t’gallants. Which said, we could perhaps use another jib, for wanting to be handy and keep our distance in the fight.”

“Staysails might be better, sir.”

“Your decision, Mr Scott. I want speed and agility, sir. Attain it as seems best to you.”

“Convoy is shortening sail, bunching up together, sir. Sloop seems to be signalling.”

“I do not believe we wish to understand what they are doing, Mr Passingham. Stand off, holding the wind and put a ball across the sloop’s bows. If he wishes to talk, let him send a boat.”

The sloop responded to the warning shot with a ragged broadside, possibly demonstrating miscommunication.

“Nothing more than a six pounder, sir.”

“Chasers! Reply to the sloop.”

They were closing the convoy slowly and the sloop could be argued to be crossing the ‘T’. Equally, it could be said that Hawke was closing before presenting her broadside.

“Depends on who is writing the report, Mr Passingham.”

“It does indeed, sir. She has put nothing aboard us yet, but we are still at no less than five cables and she has but small guns. Chasers firing, sir.”

“Under by fifty yards. Larboard gun over, but hit in the foremast rigging. Trivial damage. I might expect better of them at the range.”

“The gun captains are saying something to each other, sir. I think they may be squabbling. Lieutenant Paisley is going to them now, sir.”

They watched as the reloads were made and the guns were run out and then fired, separated by ten seconds as normal.

“Hit towards the stern. And the same, sir. Do the Turks use a quarterdeck as we do, sir?”

“I do not know. I presume so. I cannot see how one might command a sailing ship elsewhere than close to the wheel. Whichever, there has been a respectable shower of splinters this time around. Mr Scott, bring us round for the broadside after the next pair of shots.”

Scott acknowledged and Nick called out to the gunners.

“Starboard broadside to my command!”

Hawke turned, the guns coming on. Nick waited for the ship to settle, raised his arm.

“On the roll… Shoot! Broadsides!”

The carronades were not yet in range, their crews swearing as they waited idle. A six pound ball came whipping across, missing the wheel, ripping Passingham’s head clean off his shoulders. Blood spurted in a great fountain as his heart continued to beat for a few seconds before it realised he was dead.

McKay appeared with a towel, cleaned Nick’s face and wiped out his mouth as he spat Passingham’s blood on the deck planking.

“Lost four soldiers as well, sir. She’ll not be firing any more.”

“Hold fire!”

The sloop had been hit by almost all of three broadsides, the better part of sixty twenty-four pound balls. All three masts were gone and she was over on her side. There were bodies in the water but few of living men.

“Had she been a Frog, she would have surrendered. A ball to the unengaged side and the flag down. The Moors fight. Foolish fellows!”

“Boats to the rescue, sir?”

“No, Mr Scott. I have heard of Barbary pirates killing their rescuers, fighting to the last. They can look after themselves. They are no more than four miles off the coast and there are fishing boats inshore.”

“Greeks, sir. They will not come to the aid of Turks.”

“Their business. Not mine. It is a Turkish island and they must run it as they wish.”

Nick shook his head, turned back to immediate business, ignoring the hands tidying up Passingham’s body, including one chasing the head as it rolled in the scuppers.

“Chasers! Sink the convoy. Long guns, double shot with ball. Wait my command.”

At one or two cables a double-shotted twenty-four pounder would cause brutal damage to a small ship, ripping out great sections of her planking. Nick had announced his intention to sink all of the merchantmen.

The starboard chaser fired, precisely into the stern of the nearest polacre. The larboard gun matched her.

“Rolling, sir, into the trough. One of those shots went right the way through, sir, out of her bottom. Maybe both.”

“Change targets!”

Men began to run up on deck of the sinking vessel, far too many to be crew.

“Bring her broadside on, sir?”

“Do so, Mr Scott. Lieutenants will fire by sections! Shoot! Broadsides.”

The contradictory-seeming command signified that the lieutenants could fire at will.

“Soldiers under command, sir, three ships distant. An officer trying to put them into ranks for volley fire.”

“Chasers! Aim at the third ship, with the soldiers on deck. Ease her, Mr Scott, bring the chasers on.”

They waited a matter of seconds.

“One in the side, scattering splinters, sir. Second skimming the deck, through the middle of the company. Must have knocked down twenty men between them, sir.”

Second shots were even more accurate, ploughing through the deck itself. Sheets of blood ran down the sides.

“Guns loose on her deck, sir. Only four pounders but rolling over the wounded.”

“Change targets!”

They were passing the first polacre. An unwise hand fired a musket at them, was met by the swivels and sharpshooters from the tops. Captain Colquhoun’s sergeant bellowed.

“Front rank will fire!”

A corporal could be heard singing out the reload commands.

“Butchery, sir. Would have been us if we had tried to prize those vessels. Looks like a full company aboard each, sir. A battalion of about five hundred.”

“Continue the action.”

Nick stood tall, showing unmoved, cringing inside himself. He watched as one after the other the nine small ships were smashed, two of them catching alight, four of the remainder foundering, bottoms or sides shot out. Three remained after a bare thirty minutes of action.

“Bring us around, Mr Scott. Chasers to bear.”

“Hardly practical, sir. Broadsides would be simpler.”

“Make it so. All guns reload. Single shot ball. To my command in sections.”

A delay of nearly twenty minutes as Hawke worked her way into position.

“Mr Holbourne. Take aim. Shoot.”

Quite correctly, Holbourne delayed almost a minute, waiting on the roll before firing his seven guns. The shots clustered tidily together in her waist, ripped her side open to the sea and an almost immediate sinking.

“Mr Tyndale. Aim. Shoot.”

Another delay and then the second went down.

“Mr Paisley. Ready. Shoot.”

Less precise, the heavy balls hitting further forward than was desirable, but all well together and ripping the bows wide, gaping open. The small ship foundered quickly, men jumping into the sea in their dozens.

“Boats, sir?”

“No, Mr Scott. They are inshore, may make their own way. No rescue for Turks – too great a risk.”

Nearest land was still at least two miles distant, but Scott had no wish to fill the ship with soldier prisoners, made no objection.

“Worm and house the guns. Discontinue the action.”

The carronades complied, their crews sour for never having fired a shot.

“Course for Malta, Mr Scott.”

Nick gave thought to replacing Passingham, but his lieutenants were all too green. None could take over as premier of one of the greatest of fifth rates.

“As expected, sir, it was an attempt to destroy Hawke. Nine small merchantmen, mostly polacres, one of them a xebec, and a sloop which appeared to be a hired Barbary pirate, but might have been an old national ship, a Turk. It was under an anomalous flag, Turkish green but not the national colours.”

“It could have been anything, in fact.”

“It could, sir, but not admitting to being a Turkish national ship, and hence not a specific act of war by the Ottomans.”

Collingwood was pleased by that discovery. He had a sufficiency of enemies in the Western Mediterranean, did not need war in the East.

“The convoy carried about five hundred men, sir. A battalion some two or three years out of France, perhaps. Not in uniform, but carrying what appeared to be issue muskets, not the typical long rifle. They also showed military discipline, our style, sir, falling into ranks on command. I was much of the opinion they were French army, sir.”

“Clearly so, Sir Nicholas. You sank them all. No prisoners?”

“No, sir. We were unable to discontinue the action to save the survivors of the first sunken polacres, and the last pair were among those whose bottoms were ripped out by our broadsides. They sank rapidly, before we could get boats to them. Add to that, sir, there was the possibility they were Turks or Barbary pirates, who are known to cut the throats of their rescuers in their horrid barbarity.”

“Accepted. It is impossible to offer our concepts of mercy and honour to mere savages. You acted correctly, Sir Nicholas. Additionally, if they were French, then their army will have something to say to the intelligencers who borrowed a battalion and had nothing to give back again.”

“That was also in my mind, sir.”

“But, and rightly, not in your report. That brings us to your butcher’s bill. Just one unfortunate gentleman and four sea-soldiers.”

“A single six pound ball, sir. High across the quarterdeck, and having the supreme bad luck to hit my premier. Knocked his head clean off his shoulders, sir!”

Collingwood shuddered.

“Blood everywhere, I must imagine.”

“Blinded me until my man came up with a towel, sir.”

“Seen that, myself, Sir Nicholas. Never been that unfortunate though. Ruins the uniform!”

“Utterly, sir. Impossible to expunge the stains. It did the deck planking no favours as well.”

“Yes. Never scrub that out. You will want a replacement, I believe. Flags tells me your lieutenants are all young and green.”

“Very much so, sir. Good lads and enterprising, but they lack the experience to stand directly at my shoulder. It would, if I might make the suggestion, be useful to me if the gentleman was to be an older man, one with a good few years on the quarterdeck. I do not need an enterprising firebrand, sir – I have them. I would like a fountainhead of knowledge, a man who has been there and done that and can provide the professional background my youngsters lack and can benefit from.”

“I could find a dozen of that sort, Sir Nicholas. Men who have been unlucky to be in the wrong place for promotion in their youth and have learned their trade from top to bottom. Not the obvious people to man a frigate, yet possessing such a fund of knowledge as is rarely come across. Rising forty, still lieutenants, never seen prize money and with another ten years of service in them before going to penurious half-pay. Any one of them would dearly love to be put aboard a known prize-taker, and would work their guts out to stay there having been given the opportunity. I shall have a good man at your side by tomorrow, Sir Nicholas.”

Nick made his thanks, prepared to be sent off, was surprised by a final comment from the Admiral.

“Was I you, Sir Nicholas, I would never venture ashore here without a pair of men at your shoulder. We do not know whose intelligencers arranged this nasty business, but they will be even more upset with you having failed in it.”


Chapter Seven

“Lieutenant Mothersole, sir, reporting to join.”

There was a West Country twang and Nick noted the name to be pronounced ‘Muth-zul’.

“Welcome aboard, Mr Mothersole. I presume you are senior in the rank.”

Nick assumed the new man to be close to forty, quickly assessed him. He was poor, his best, reporting uniform well-worn. No more than medium height, thinning ginger hair, freckled, lean but strong-seeming, alert, eyes roaming over the deck, watching, judging, looking for anything and everything out of the ordinary. First impressions were all good.

“Seventeen years a lieutenant, sir. Made when I was one-and-twenty, and full of ambition, but always in the wrong place since. Most recently, sir, I missed Trafalgar for my ship being in watering.”

“Hopefully, you will do better aboard Hawke, Mr Mothersole. We do tend to run into trouble not infrequently. Come down to the cabin and I shall discuss your duties with you.”

McKay brought in glasses, but not the bottle, serving notice that Hawke was not a hard-drinking ship. Mothersole noticed, took the message on board.

“First and foremost, Mr Mothersole, Hawke is not a flogging and starting ship. The starter is not permitted and the cat is discouraged. I will flog a villain – and hang a coward – if the need arises, but I much prefer not to. Stoppage of rum or cleaning the heads seems to work for most of the people. Not all, I will admit that, but the bulk of our criminals do not need to be beaten.”

“I have served in flogging ships, sir, and in those where the cat is almost never seen. I do not know that overall, the one was superior to the other for the conduct of the people. Such being the case, sir, I can see no virtue in the lash. Particularly, sir, I find this business of beating the last man off the mast to be no more than a desire to be cruel. I much suspect that many of the floggers are such because of the personal pleasure they derive from the lash.”

“Well said. Pigott of Hermione was certainly such a one. A vile man!”

“He was indeed, sir. All I have heard of him says so.”

“Good. Your three lieutenants are young. They have much to learn, although all have worked well and have deserved their early promotion. You will see one to be through the hawsehole, and the same of the master’s mates. I very much like to bring men on where I can, following my own example, as you will know. We lost a young midshipman recently, on the same day as your predecessor, so the gunroom is a little subdued. The boys are competent and will rise quickly, I hope. Speaking of which, boys, some few of the ship’s boys are gutter rats, come aboard in Pompey not entirely at my wish but shown within reason well. One of them is ordinary now and the others will rise soon. As a result, we are morally obliged to accept more if they will come – we know they can make good.”

Mothersole was amazed. Boys were taken from the orphanages in his experience, never from those running wild in the streets.

“That was my understanding until these lads came aboard in a snowstorm, begging to serve and get out of the freezing cold in their rags. I could not find it in me to refuse them, to drive them away, and thought I was a fool to take the risk of bringing thieves and vagabonds aboard. Now, I know they are just boys.”

“I am amazed, sir, but cannot object.”

“Good. Take yourself off to your wardroom now, Mr Mothersole. I wish you the best of good fortune aboard Hawke, sir. I am sure you will do well aboard my ship.”

Mothersole walked out on deck to see his trunk and bag disappearing below to his cabin. There was a hand, an older seaman, waiting for him.

“Beg pardon, sir. As how I were servant to Mr Passingham…”

“I have not brought my own man with me. I would be pleased if you would work for me.”

“Yes, sir. Glad to, sir. Brend by name, sir.”

Brend ran off to follow the trunk down to the Premier’s cabin. Mothersole placed himself next to the Officer of the Day, introduced himself, began the process of getting to know people and ship.

The only thing to be said against Mothersole was that he was unlucky. That could be a nuisance, the people taking against him for being a Jonah. Nick called for Robbins.

“The new First, Robbins. His luck has just changed for coming aboard Hawke. Seventeen years now he has had bad luck. Now it has turned to the other side and he is due good luck to compensate.”

“That only makes sense, sir. I’ll make sure the word is passed. They’ll like that because they will know he has made no prize money, so he must be due some now.”

Very welcome, that would be, for the people also taking their proper share.

The Levant convoy came in, heavily escorted, and left with a dozen of hangers-on, local traders and a pair of victuallers going home empty, making use of the protection available. Nick was much in favour, having no wish to go out as their escort. He was much entertained when the frigates sent to Athens appeared ushering in a dozen of Russian grain carriers. Word was sent to him that the convoy had been found to include four French ships and so all had been brought in to establish their bona fides. They had not been prized, as such, merely taken in for examination.

“Even if some are found to be neutral and are sent back to their owners, sir, it will cost us nothing and may well have starved some of the Turks waiting for them. A definite gain!”

The flag lieutenant was delighted with the outcome of the attempt by intelligencers, nationality unknown, to do the Navy down.

“Now, sir. Orders for you. You are requested to read them and I have the verbal.”

Nick sat down with a single sheet of paper with very few lines inscribed upon it.

“I am to work my way along the French coast from the blockaders off Toulon unto the Spanish border, discovering the source of convoys going to the French armies in Spain. I am to cause all traffic to cease, forcing the victuallers to go by land.”

“Yes, sir. Not merely to interrupt the traffic by sea, but to end it. The Spaniards have commenced what they call a ‘little war’, bands of mostly infantry armed with muskets and little else who attack French traffic on their highways and assault small garrisons while running from any large forces. The effect is that the French must guard all traffic. They must proceed in convoys along the roads with at least a battalion marching with their carts. No despatch rider is safe without an escort of fifty troopers. If we can close the sea lanes to the French, then they will have the devil’s own job to resupply their people in Spain.”

Nick could see the logic, and did not like it.

“What do the French call it? The ‘guerre de course’, I heard it named in the Sugar Islands. Everything down to the littlest drogher carrying five tons of sweet potatoes to be taken and burnt. The livelihood of even the smallest merchants to be destroyed. On land it is known as ‘scorched earth’ I believe.”

“Precisely, sir. You comprehend, as the Admiral said you would. There must be no French traffic with Spain other than by land. None at all. You will have Mr Trowbridge in his Growler to assist you and will be at liberty to bring in small craft that may make gunbrigs. It is hoped you will create a little flotilla, sir. The Admiral will buy in anything that is at all suitable, to be commanded by a young lieutenant or even an able master’s mate, if such can be identified. You will in many ways have an independent command, Sir Nicholas. It is expected that you will be some months on station.”

That was a pleasant thought. A wide degree of freedom to carry out his own plans in his own way. It was one of the benefits of becoming senior in the rank and well-known besides.

Nick made his thanks and called for McKay.

“We still have a bottle or two of the Marsala that met with your approval, Lieutenant.”

“That will be most welcome, sir. I will admit to hoping you might have.”

Nick smiled his best and made happy conversation about very little, all the while trying to discover just why he had been awarded such a degree of freedom. Sent off with a little squadron to make hay along the French coast – it was a rare act of generosity for any admiral. Collingwood was highly respected by almost all – every senior man had some enemies in the nature of things – but few suggested that he was inclined to give a great deal of leeway to his subordinates. He generally gave good orders, but he expected them to be carried out according to his own ideas.

“What was that quote, now, Lieutenant? ‘They have made a desert and call it peace’, is it not?”

“Yes, sir. Tacitus, I believe. One of the ancients, anyway. It seems to be what the French are doing in Spain. Butchery!”

And it might be what Hawke was to do on the French coast, the Admiral preferring that it should be achieved by Nick’s squadron rather than by his fleet.

“Unpleasant. I presume I have the liberty to pursue beyond the border with Spain?”

“Yes, sir. As far as Barcelona, by all means. Do beware of the coastal guns to be found in the forts the French have taken, sir. This is an excellent wine, sir. May I be so impertinent as to beg the name of your wine merchant?”

“Not from me – I don’t know it! I will be very happy for my man to tell you. McKay!”

The Scotsman came in, having heard every word from the quarter gallery,

“Don’t know his name, sir, but more than happy to lead you to him. We could, Sir Nicholas, do with picking up another dozen or two oursels, you will know, for people being in the habit of drinking it.”

“Take Robbins and Bunyan with you, and you as well, Lieutenant, if you wish.”

They left four-strong, the flag lieutenant enquiring if they never went ashore alone.

“Full of nasty intelligencers, sir. Malta hums with them! Falling over each other’s feet, so they are, being so many of them, and much inclined to put a knife in the back of any they take a dislike to. Being as we might be said to have trodden on their toes ourselves, sir, it behoves us to take a little care when ashore.”

“Wicked men, these French!”

“They are too, sir. Not, I would say, that the English sorts are a lot better. They do tend to cherish a grudge, sir.”

That raised the matter of why their own people might have a grudge against Sir Nicholas’ men. Not a question to be asked, however, not by the wise man who did not wish to be told too much. Ignorance was often a far happier state when it came to official enquiries after the event, which had taken all those senior by surprise, they having carefully preserved their innocence.

“What do we see along the French coast, Mr Scott?”

“From the Rhone delta, sir, to Agde and Sete and as far almost as Narbonne, a series of lagoons and canals paralleling the coast, giving sheltered sailing just a little inshore. Shallows off the coast making it difficult waters for a ship of our size.  A lot of boat work, sir. Landing parties to be kept busy. There will be batteries and small forts along the coast, and I believe the entrances to Agde and Sete are both heavily gunned. Narbonne has its forts as well. From Toulon to the Camargue is shallow water and, again, any number of armed towers.”

“Toulon to the Rhone is blockader’s territory – we must not go poaching there. Call Mr Mothersole, if you please. We must sit down to think our way through this.”

Mothersole did not know the coast west of the Rhone, but he had put his time in on the Toulon blockade.

“A coast that cannot easily be approached by a two-decker, sir. Shallows and vicious seas when the winds whip them up over the sandbanks. Gunbrigs the best for those waters, sir. Drawing less than a fathom, the ideal. Mark you, sir, when they get inshore, the pickings are not worth the effort. Nothing much bigger than a barge, often flat-bottomed and able to run themselves ashore in the shallows and then push off again when we are gone. The towers as well will carry two or four of great guns, eighteens or twenty-four pounders, well able to drive off a small ship. A hostile coast, sir.”

“Further to the west, from the Rhone to Spain?”

“Much the same, I am told, sir, but the blockaders did not venture that far. I am told there are powder mills along that coast, the small craft commonly carrying ten or twenty tons of the stuff and not to be shot at carelessly.”

“They would make a big bang, would they not, Mr Mothersole.”

“That they would, sir.”

“Good. We must wait on Growler’s return from her little convoy run and we shall sail when she has watered. The Admiral has given us permission to prize small craft that might make tenders to work the shallows and to be commanded by a master’s mate, or lieutenant if a little larger. Such being the case, we may well need to make up two or three hands to replace them. Keep an eye out for the best. Which of the mids might step up early?”

After four days aboard, that was a deliberately difficult question.

“None this year, sir. The Lilly brothers and Mr Michael, Micallef, that is, are too young and inexperienced by two years. Nutbeam and Naughton the same, except that they might just be finagled up in eighteen months, Nutbeam the more especially. Albright and Carter still need a twelvemonth before we can do more with them. Those two will make good lieutenants, sir. We could use another boy or two in the gunroom, sir. A three years midshipman and a pair of captain’s servants would bring them into a proper progression where we could push up one a year, sir. It would make us up to eight mids, which is well over our number.”

“I will speak to the Captain of the Fleet this day, Mr Mothersole. Have we any hands who might be pushed across to the gunroom?”

“Not as mids, sir. I have my eye on a pair who might be put up to master’s mate as soon as they are made able and have a year in the rating, but they would be out of place with the young gentlemen.”

“Your decision as First Lieutenant. I shall not gainsay you, Mr Mothersole. Name landing parties who can go off in the boats, four of say, eight men, led by a petty officer or a strong AB. Have a word with Peg as well, to provide them with combustibles and slow and quick match.”

“Ah, yes, sir… The Gunner, Peg – by way of being an unusual sort, sir?”

“Out of the ordinary, certainly, Mr Mothersole. Good at the job, and if we ever need to hit at a distance with the chasers, quite outstanding. We overlook minor peculiarities in the poor fellow. He is not mad and nor is he a menace to discipline, so he simply is ours.”

“So be it, sir. The breadroom, sir?”

“Ah, Jack Nastyface. Now, he is mad. Utterly insane – no mere talking to oak trees for that fellow. Wonderful to be seen in a boarding, for carrying a cutlass in one hand and a great carving knife in the other and right at the forefront of the fight. Give him space if you happen to be nearby – he will cut up everything within a fathom of him – Frogs, you, me, the ship’s cat, the binnacle if it gets in his way. He will carve his way forward, yelling and hooting and swearing most foully, and then, when it ends, he will hide his face in his hand and run back to his breadroom and safety. Actually, I suspect I might be safe, provided he saw it was me. He is my follower, devotedly so. I believe it may be because I am kind to him, poor fellow. Between ships and in the Peace, I took him home to my estate at Wickham where there is a room for him and regular meals. He could not look after himself if set ashore and I cannot find it in me to abandon him, for it is not his fault that he is mad.”

“Then you are a better man than me, sir.”

“Not necessarily, Mr Mothersole. Perhaps I merely have the money that permits me to show kindness. It is easy to give charity when a guinea or two means so very little. I have been lucky with prize money, and luckier still in my wife – she is a wonderful lady, as all will say who meet her. She is with child, must soon be brought to bed, and I am not present again! It can be hard to be a seaman!”

Mothersole did not know what to say. His dealings with the fair sex had been few and exclusively commercial, living on his pay as he did.

Nick made his way across to the flagship, found Captain Dymoke in his working cabin, where he might be discovered for twelve hours of every day, including the Sabbath. He was responsible for ensuring that the whole Mediterranean Fleet had water, rations, powder and ball, and everything else it needed, as well as trying to find the men to work the more than one hundred ships of war and ration carriers. He was overburdened and rapidly going grey.

“Sir Nicholas. What can I do for you, sir?”

“If possible, sir, I would much like a midshipman with three good years under his belt. A lad I can make up to master’s mate in a few months and who can provide a good example in the gunroom. More easily found, I suspect, a pair of captain’s servants who can fill the gaps as the existing mids climb the ladder.”

“A request that is more easily met than most I face in here, Sir Nicholas. What would you say to a pair of three years mids instead of just one? Captain’s servants can be provided by the dozen – the Fleet swarms with them just now. Bridlington, 74, is going home, her bottom almost rotted away and not to face another winter at sea. I am to spread her men around the fleet, the half of them who are not needed to work her home in a convoy, and there are some few of her warrant and commission officers who want a berth.”

“Taken willingly, sir. It will place me above complement in the gunroom, but that is no great worry.”

Nick did not mention he would be three in excess of his number, let Captain Dymoke assume what he would.

“Good. I will send you a good pair of youngsters, and the captain’s servants who are merely young.”

“Thank you, sir. I came across a remarkably good Marsala, just recently. Could I send you across a couple of bottles?”

“The one you gave to Reynolds, the flag lieutenant?”

“Just so, sir.”

“The man tells me it is the finest he has ever come across. I would be most pleased to relieve you of a bottle or two!”

It was neither bribery nor corruption, Nick told himself. He liked Dymoke and was glad to do him a minor favour. He sent Robbins across with four bottles immediately. The boys arrived the following morning.

“Eccles, sir, coming aboard to join, if you please.”

“Hempstead, sir.”

Nick happened to be on deck as they arrived, naturally greeted them, although he would not normally go out of his way for mere midshipmen.

Eccles was short, a bare five foot tall. He still had time to make his growth, being no more than fourteen or fifteen at most. Hempstead seemed a little older, somewhat taller and broad across the shoulders and chest; he was going to be a powerful man.

Both seemed alert, eyes flickering about the deck. Each was nervous, which was to be expected, suddenly sent to join Bloody Nick on his Hawke. Both must know there was a strong chance of promotion, and possibly prize money, and a somewhat greater than average likelihood of death. Men sailing on Bloody Nick’s quarterdeck won laurels or wreaths more frequently than was common in the Fleet.

“Welcome aboard, gentlemen. You come with good reports. I have every hope of seeing you as master’s mates inside the year, and then your future will lie in your own hands. I am sure you will have the opportunity to shine. I hope you will grasp it with both hands. Mr Mothersole will see you now.”

The First Lieutenant called for hands to take their trunks below, sent them off to get into working uniforms. There was much to be done. Less than an hour saw them with working parties high above the deck, checking, and where necessary greasing, every block in the foremast.

A boat from the Flag brought the two promised captain’s servants, very little boys and nervous at being sent away from the safety of the almost immobile flagship. They knew they were going to the busiest of frigates and the fact that their careers would greatly benefit was of little solace to them. They were off into the unknown.

Snooks and Midgely were met by the Premier and set to their places in the gunroom. They were assigned as his doggies in the first instance, to run at his heels and take messages to any part of the ship, finding their way about and being moderately useful for a few weeks.

“Neither is more than nine years old, sir. Both will be putting on their midshipman’s hat within six months! They will make lieutenant at sixteen, which is much to their advantage, I know, but it will be a hard six or seven years for such little boys. It is not right, sir.”

“I know, Mr Mothersole. Their parents send them off to sea, perhaps because it is the best they can do for them. Often they are the offspring of lieutenants who wed unwisely, relying on promotions that never came. Many are children to widow ladies. Some few I have known with both parents dead and sent off by a guardian who could not afford to keep them. Ours is not a country that cares for its children. It is a great shame!”

“It is, sir. The more so because of the chance they will die in service. Too many of the boys catch ill, sir, the diet and cold lying killing them. We really should do better, sir!”

Nick agreed, more and more convinced that when his sea-going days were finished, which might easily be at the end of this ever-lasting war, then he would do something for the orphan population. His purse was not bottomless, but he was sure he could build an orphanage and find local gentlemen who would assist in paying for its running. It would give him an activity, which he would need. He much doubted he would plough the sea in time of peace – it would be so boring without the spice of action. That meant he must discover activities to keep him busy.

He wondered how the run of the mill gentry coped with idleness. He was effectively the owner of two estates, but he did not see how they would take more than a very few hours of each day. The agents would do the great bulk of the work on both.

It was a pity he was no musician – that could have provided hours of enjoyment.

He must talk at length with his lady on his return.

“Growler making harbour, sir. Admiral’s flagstaff signalling ‘Captain Growler to report Captain Hawke for orders’.”

That was annoying. Nick had not finalised those orders in his own mind, far less put them into writing.

He shrugged. There must be a discussion, Trowbridge to offer his opinions on their task and the pair of them to formalise what the orders should be. Trowbridge was a Commander now and could discuss his orders with only the single rank between them. It still seemed strange that the rank was now the bald ‘commander’ rather than the old way of ‘master and commander’. Times changed, even in the Navy.


Chapter Eight

“Captain Trowbridge, a pleasure to see you again, sir, and a step up as well.”

“A bare twelvemonth from master’s mate to wearing a commander’s coat, sir. Don’t know whether I’m coming or going, changes happening so fast! I believe I owe you some thanks, sir.”

“What you are, you have made yourself, Mr Trowbridge. You owe me nothing. I was glad to name you in my report, but I could not have done so had you not performed so well. You have not met my new premier, Mr Mothersole.”

Trowbridge smiled, a rare event for so grave-minded a young man.

“In fact, sir, you are wrong there. Mr Mothersole was a lieutenant on my first ship, and, if I recall, had a hand in pressing me.”

That was potentially embarrassing, was passed off as all three laughed, taking care to be amused.

“So I did, sir. Winchester, 74, and off Swanage in Dorset when we came across a smuggling lugger limping along with a boom fallen across her deck. We took her, and her cargo, and pressed every manjack aboard her. I recall Mr Mothersole as a boy aboard her, uncommon in professional smugglers.”

“Unusual sort of thing, that? My limited knowledge of smugglers says them normally to be well kept, generally in the best of repair.”

Trowbridge shook his head.

“Some bad bastard had sliced the ropelifts half the way through, sir. Must have happened while loading in France, longshoremen swarming over the old girl. Captain had had a falling out with his own master, I know, and was thinking of going off on his own. It never pays to argue with the big men, sir.”

“You were lucky to survive that. Luckier still to join the Navy.”

“You might say that, sir. Ten years from a ship’s boy of fourteen to commander in my own sloop. Sixteen years at sea, all told. I have done well, sir.”

They laughed and drank a toast to his promotion.

Nick outlined their orders and asked if Trowbridge knew the coast at all.

“Seen Sete, sir, from a distance. An inland lagoon and passages to the sea. Fortified. The harbour is big but none too deep. A deal of small traffic. Running a fireship in there might do some good, sir.”

“And for the rest, the canals and lagoons parallel the sea and provide sheltered passage along the coast, gentlemen. I do believe we can make a nuisance of ourselves there. Do either of you know where the powder mills are?”

They did not, but had been told they ran barges along the canals, bringing in saltpetre and brimstone from Marseille. Charcoal and more saltpetre came from the inland parts.

“Where does their brimstone originate, do you know?”

“A deal of it from the Two Sicilies, sir. Smuggled – with the knowledge of their rotten government!”

It was impossible to bring the Two Sicilies into any sort of order. The monarchy there was vicious and its government was distinguished solely by the scale of its corruption.

“Obvious that it would be, gentlemen. If one looks for an evil in the Mediterranean, the Two Sicilies is where to find it.”

“So, our first aim must be to discover what is happening along the French coast. The second is to stop it. When can you be ready to sail, Mr Trowbridge?”

“A day to make up water and victuals, sir, and a visit to the powder hulk, and Growler will be ready. I am only a little under for powder, but it sounds as if we may need rather a lot, sir. Two full days, sir, as I would like to send the people ashore, half and half.”

They agreed to make it so.

Nick took the opportunity to send the Hawkes ashore, content they had not seen a paymaster since their last break and would have too little cash to hand to get into too much trouble.

“Not, that is, Mr Mothersole, that some few of them will not manage to be brought under arrest. Even when utterly penniless, some will manage to kick up a ruckus.”

“Well, sir, they are high-spirited young men, the bulk of them, and too much aware that Hawke is cock of the walk in Malta. They will think it entirely reasonable to demand all others to doff their hats when a party of Hawkes walk by. There will be fights across the whole waterfront, I do not doubt. The Marines will double their patrols as soon as they hear there are Hawkes ashore.”

Nick accepted that as highly likely.

“The trouble is, of course, that they will see the Marines as reasonable targets for their mirth. Standing tall with their black hats so visible – they are bound to try to knock them off.”

“Captain’s table for the morning, sir?”

“It is my habit to delay till the Afternoon Watch, to give them time to sober up and allow them the ability to think. Many a man will indulge himself in foolishness when drunk who would be the epitome of good sense when sober… What I mean to say, Mr Mothersole, is that they have big mouths when still full of gin and get themselves into trouble which I cannot ignore in front of an audience.”

The First Lieutenant fought for a straight face and gravely agreed.

“The drink makes too many good men run off at the mouth, sir. It may be argued, however, that it merely allows them to say what they ordinarily think. The man who calls his captain a bloody old fool may always be of that opinion, but generally too wise to express it.”

“They can think anything they wish, Mr Mothersole. It is what they say that I must take notice of. Bringing them to discipline in the afternoon means I can be mild in my punishment. Too often, a morning hearing must demand a dozen lashes, and myself to seem a weakling if I do not call for the cat.”

“That is the true problem, sir. The men watching will have their own notions of right and wrong and will be upset if you do not react properly, as they see it, to an affront to your dignity. When the aim is to use the cat as infrequently as possible, then a delay while they sober up makes good sense, sir. The problem will arise if they choose to assault a Marine officer. There will be outrage ashore, and on the flagship, if you do not treat that with a rightful severity.”

Nick shrugged.

“If they touch an officer, it must be court martial. There is no alternative, as all well know. I can do nothing for them in such a case. If they do not hang, they will be lucky to get away with five hundred lashes. If a man stands before me accused of assault, even though the officer is no more than a Jolly, then my hands are tied.”

“His soon will be as well, sir – behind his back as they put a noose to his neck.”

“Not ‘they’, Mr Mothersole. ‘We’, for almost of a certainty he will be hanged on his own ship, as an exemplar to his own people.”

That was almost certainly true. The Navy was rigid in its belief in the public example of virtue, and of the rewards for evil.

“I expect the Boatswain will speak to them, reminding them of the path of wisdom, sir.”

“Mr Middlewick is very good, and the men respect him and have an affection for him as well. But, ‘when the beer is in, the wit is out’ is an old saying and still true. It is a great pity we must give the people leave and the opportunity to relax.”

“Perhaps one day we shall have steam machines to do the work, sir, instead of unreliable people. Our lives would be far easier in such case.”

“I do not doubt we shall, eventually, Mr Mothersole. The world is changing and one reads of new inventions every year. But not, I much trust, while we still sail wooden ships. I do not want a boiling steam kettle over a furnace full of hot coals in my holds, thank’ee!”

“Aye, a storm at sea and the ship lost of a certainty, sir, and the men with a choice between drowning and burning to death. Not for me, either. They say there will be iron ships one day, sir. When they eventuate, then we may talk sensibly of steam engines.”

Nick agreed, wholeheartedly.

“The First Lord – St Vincent, in his day – told me of iron barges on the Severn, to be seen under a great iron bridge there. I do not doubt he was right – he was never a man to be wrong. I do not quite know how they float, however. I must go there and see them, one day. When this everlasting war comes finally to an end, there is much I must do, in company of my wife and children.”

Mothersole had had no opportunity to attain either and felt his own solitude. When the war ended, assuming it ever did, then he would be old beyond settling down to wife and hearth. He would see no promotion now, was beyond the age when that was a reasonable expectation, but even a few hundreds in prize money would make his lonely old age far more comfortable. A cottage of his own rather than a single room in a boarding house would be far the better. A small garden to dig in, a meat dinner two or even three times a week – so much more comfortable than walking the Portsmouth seafront every day and living off porridge and bread and cheese and sleeping in a single cold and damp room.

“Yes, sir. What exactly do we have in mind for Agde and Sete?”

“It could have been worse, Mr Mothersole.”

“I have known it so, sir, but even so, we shall sail a dozen hands short.”

That was so, but could be ignored. The complement of a man of war was far greater than the simple number of men needed to sail the ship. They could always allow for losses. It was by no means unknown for a ship to reach harbour after a long commission with a bare half of her official numbers aboard. If, however, they intended to fight hard, then the extra bodies were necessary.

“We will perhaps come across the odd body on the Spanish coast, Mr Mothersole. Prisoners from prizes often, in my experience, become volunteers, with only a little of persuasion. We can make up a mere dozen. We shall return to Malta to water and may pick up some of the missing men then.”

Mothersole was unconvinced. No fewer than eight hands had gone off together, offered a few hours work setting up the rigging on a merchantman, so he had been told. The pay offered would have kept them in beer money for months. They had not been seen the more and the brig in question had transpired to be a privateer that had set sail at first light.

The eight had been marked with an ‘R’ against their name – they were designated as deserters.

Four more were held in the cells onshore and would be put to trial. Three had relaxed for a few hours in a whorehouse and had jumped out of the window and tried to run when it came time to pay. They had timed their flight badly, falling into the arms of a patrol of Marines, who they had tried to fight. The fourth, known previously as a steady hand, was said to have chanced his arm in a robbery, had been taken up by unexpected passers-by who had seen the assault and intervened. He had claimed that the so-called victim had accosted him lewdly and he had done no more than punch him away; he would be fortunate indeed if the court found for him.

“The four will hang, sir, almost of a certainty. If they do not, they will be broken by a massive flogging. We will not see them again.”

“No more we shall, Mr Mothersole, unless we, and they, are remarkably lucky. What have we on the list for the captain’s table?”

“Only three, sir. Came back drunk and disorderly – making a great noise and would not be calmed. All three landsmen from Hambledon village – came aboard at Portsmouth, I gather.”

“And still landsmen. They have made small attempt to learn their new trade. How did they come to have money?”

“One is a cousin to Midshipman Carter – also from the village – and borrowed two shillings of him, saying that he and seven others were to celebrate a birthday. He thought that thruppence each would do no harm. The money was split between three only and bought the worst of local gin. They came back raving drunk.”

“We can hardly blame Carter for that. He will know better next time. Speak to him quietly, advise him to be more alert to trouble next time. It is nothing to mark up against him. For the three, I much regret that we may be forced to tickle their backs. Give the boatswain’s mates a word in advance. They are not in the habit of making up a cat, for needing one so rarely. I am not to decide the case against them before I have heard all that is to be said, but it is as well to be prepared.”

Summary justice aboard ship did not always follow Judges’ Rules.

The people assembled in their rows and listened to the hearing as First Lieutenant and Boatswain brought the evil-doers forward. They nodded and muttered agreement as it was shown they had borrowed money under false pretences to fund their sinful indulgence in alcohol. Getting drunk was one thing – they had all done that at one time or another. Lying to obtain money - from a relative, moreover, and one who was in a place to be harmed if he was thought complicit in their misconduct – was not acceptable. It was at best ill-mannered, at worst showed a contempt for family. It was simply wrong. That was not the sort of thing an honest sailorman might do. They looked to their captain to stand for the right.

“Disgraceful! Dishonest! Almost beyond belief that you might treat a member of your family – and a warrant officer – so. You three have shamed the whole ship by your wicked misconduct. Two dozen apiece, and you, John Carter, as leader of this shocking conspiracy, are also stopped rum for sixty days and will clean the heads as your sole duty for the whole of that period. You will receive a dozen on any day when the heads shall not be acceptably clean. I am shocked that any of my people should stoop so low. You shall be watched, John Carter, and can expect a fitting response to any further transgressions!”

Carter did not know what a transgressions was. He was rapidly informed that he could expect a beating if ever again he stepped so much as an inch out of line.

Nick watched, apparently unmoved as the boatswain’s mates laid on their dozens, interested only, it seemed, to ensure they did their duty with strong right arms.

“It should have been more, Mr Mothersole. A lot of the people would expect fifty for that degree of dishonesty. The law is plain, however. A captain may only award a maximum of two dozen. More than that demands court martial. It may be a law that is more ignored than enforced, but I will not be a flogger. Had we taken Carter to trial, then his cousin, Midshipman Carter, would have come out looking foolish at best, which would do his future no good at all. I have made a compromise. I do not doubt I shall be forced to flog him again. It is not a satisfactory outcome.”

“It is not, sir. I do not doubt we can find a solution. John Carter’s name is on the list for duty with the boats. He will be well to the fore of any landing or boardings we may make.”

“Very good. We offer him the opportunity to redeem himself. If, most unfortunately, he should fall in battle, well, better him than another man of greater virtue.”

“Precisely so, sir. We are short-handed and must protect our most useful people.”

It was for the good of the ship, and that justified any minor illegalities also involved.

The ships sailed in company, at a proper two cables distant and cramming on all sail conformable, Growler in fact having to rapidly set royals to keep up with the faster Hawke.

“Beg pardon, sir, but I suspect Growler is overpressed for sail, keeping up with us at this pace. Might be better for her was we to take in a reef or two, sir.”

“At your discretion, Mr Scott. I had forgotten just what a slug she is.”

They rediscovered that Growler could make eight knots on the most favourable of winds, was generally quite pleased with six.

“Typical enough of a Baltic trader, sir. Built heavy to run the northern seas early and late in the season – hence the name, of course.”

“I had thought her to be called for an original owner’s pet dog?”

“No, sir. Far more likely the ice floes, of the north, the free-floating, smaller sort that come in with the tides and rattle and rap along the bows and sides in a sort of low, rumbling noise. Many of the Baltic traders ship a false bow, of sorts, early and late in the season, to protect them against the ice. Others, like Growler, are simply built from stronger timbers that serve the purpose but do tend to slow them. It makes Growler a useful bark for us, in some ways, sir – I do not doubt she would take a frigate’s broadside and swim still. Running inshore, she might well ignore one or two rounds from fortress guns.”

“Well, she is earmarked for our inshore work, Mr Mothersole. It is good to see she is well set up for the purpose. No doubt that is why the Admiral – who is a surprisingly wise gentleman – gave her to us.”

Mothersole also thought that was possible.

“What course have we in mind for the French coast, sir?”

“I had hoped to make that decision when we closed Corsica, in fact. If we pick up local traders, then we might discover where the coast is busiest these days. In the absence of such information, then best we make towards the Spanish border at Perpignan, I believe. The wind will generally have some westerly in it at this season, thus to make it easier to run along the coast as far as the Rhone and the marshes there. We may take a look, make a decision, then run a southing and return to our chosen first place of action.”

“Close inshore at the marshes, sir? They have a name for the recurrent fever.”

“What, the African and Indian and Sugar Islands mal-aria? Is that to be found in France?”

“It is, sir, and in Italy, where there is a place of marshland called Maremma, as I remember, and, we must not forget, there are those who do not scruple to call the marsh ague of Norfolk and Suffolk by that name.”

“Good God! Let us speak with Dr Probert. He will know if it is the true fever or merely a pallid imitation. A remarkably wise man, and one whose courage is out of the ordinary. You have heard that Hawke came into Pompey with the Black Death aboard, towards the end of ’07? The brave Doctor, and another poor soul who did not survive, came aboard, knowingly, with their medicines and did their best to aid the stricken. He chose to remain afterwards, as did the two loblollies who also stayed at the sides of the afflicted, nursing all devotedly.”

“Did they now, sir? That explains much. I had seen the loblollies to be held in the greatest affection among the people and had wondered why. If ever a better piece of meat comes out of a cask, it is set aside for their mess, with the agreement of all watching, which is uncommon, and if they appear in the galley at smoko then there will always be a tobacco pouch open to them with the invite to save their own for later. I had wondered if there was an unseemly reason – though they are not handsome fellows so it would be unlikely. If it is but healthy respect, then I am much the more pleased. For the good doctor – well, one expects much of the medical man and is rarely disappointed, but that was conduct above and beyond the call of duty.”

“So it was. Did I tell you of the fellow I came across in my previous commission? He is serving the convicts in Botany Bay now for turning his sick berth into the merest shebeen!”

Nick told the tale, still indignant, finished as Dr Probert entered the cabin.

“Ha! Just the man, sir. Will you take a glass, Doctor? We were about refresh ourselves.”

McKay appeared, disapproving. He could not like his captain ever drinking at sea. He had known too many to have consoled themselves with a nip or two and come wholly undone, the more for those officers who had come through the hawsehole and were more solitary than most aboard ship.

“A fine glass, sir. The true Marsala.”

“So I have been repeatedly told, Doctor, I rather like it myself. Now, sir, the marshes of the River Rhone – I believe they are called ‘Camargue’. They have a fever, I am told…”

“They do indeed, sir. Our old friend, the recurrent fever, in fact. I have greatly increased my stock of bark, having been tipped the wink by the Physician of the Fleet. It would seem the miasmas are strong in the marshy lands, even those in France. It is, of course, warmer down on the southern coasts of France, but I had always supposed the recurrent fever to be a native of tropical climes.”

“Mr Mothersole tells me of the marsh ague to be found in Norfolk, which is a cold old county, I recall. I wintered in King’s Lynn and found that to be the bitterest of locations when the wind was in the east.”

“I have read of the marsh ague, and there is reason to suppose it to be recurrent, sir. Whether that makes it the true recurrent fever, I know not. I have not been told whether it responds to treatment with bark, which would give a definitive answer.”

That was certainly an interesting speculation, but the matter in hand was the protection of Hawke’s people from every sort of fever, true or otherwise.

“It would be wise then to stand offshore when in those waters, at evening especially.”

“Correct, sir. There is an easy indicator, sir. The miasmas are worse at those times when the mosquitoes are biting their hardest. Some factor obviously influences both to be at their most unpleasant at the going down of the sun. I think it is fair to say it is far safer to be onshore when the mosquitoes are quiescent. They are a most useful guide, sir.”

“Excellent. That is well-worth knowing. If possible, we shall simply give those marshes a wide berth, but we might have to pursue a Frog there - unlikely, as there seem to be few harbours in those particular parts.”

“Being so unhealthy, even the French have a sufficiency of sense to keep clear, it would seem, sir.”

They were, naturally, unwilling to give the French so much credit, but it was not impossible they had learned over the years to steer clear of those parts.

“What do we know of the current state of Corsica, Mr Scott?”

“Little, sir. There is violent unrest still upon the island and at any given moment it is unclear who governs it. I think it is fair to say that the bulk of towns are under French control. It is possible that the wilder inland parts are held by rebels. Quite who and what those rebels are is impossible to say. There is little reason to suppose they favour England, sir. Indeed, many of them will not even have heard of England – it is not a part of the world renowned for learning. Thus, sir, if we meet fishermen, it is not necessarily true they will either know what is going on or will care to inform us.”

“Not perhaps a source of information for the war with Spain?”

“The bulk of them, sir, will not have heard of Spain. I am reliably informed that those who have heard the name, will not know where it is.”

“So… Buy fish from them and offer them rum but do not necessarily believe anything they tell us?”

“That seems a reasonable summary, yes, sir.”


Chapter Nine

There were fishermen off the Corsican coast and in reasonable numbers. Nick thought them still to be too few, bearing in mind the infertility of much of the island. Even goats were in thin numbers ashore and fish must be much desired in their diet.

“A poor land, sir, and the timber mostly a sort of thorn, generally short and much twisted and knotted, not the sort to make hulls with. I do not doubt they build all the boats they can, sir. No money to buy hulls from across the seas. If they had more boats, they could sell fish and buy better, bigger hulls and more of them. They are locked into a vicious circle, sir.”

“Bad luck for them. As I recall, there is little of value on land. Sardinia has its mines and produces an amount of wealth to sell overseas, but Corsica, I have been told, lacks almost all minerals. Its main export must be its people, and they will lack skills, for there being none at home to teach them.”

Mothersole agreed, was inclined to be sorry for the Corsicans.

“They may have a few who might wish to volunteer, of course, Mr Mothersole. The island is claimed by France so they are, in theory, our enemies. I shall record any who join as Royalists, fleeing persecution.”

“So they are, sir. Without question.”

It seemed the Royalist cause was lost on Corsica. They found none willing to volunteer, though some few knew of others who had done so, and had never returned to their homes.

“The few who speak a known language have no knowledge at all of the outside world, it would seem. A dozen at most who have made voyages to the Eastern Mediterranean and speak the trader’s tongue, and they know nothing of what is happening in the wider world. Their fish make a pleasant change, however, and cost very few shillings for a feed for the people.”

“The patent stove makes frying far easier, sir. It was used to be a nuisance, holding the pans over an open fire, but it is now simpler and burns far fewer fingers.”

It was progress, and led to a healthier set of men, which allowed them to grow stronger and more efficient in their daily toil.

“No gain to spending more days on this coast, Mr Scott. The wind is sou’westerly, so we should be able to hold a course to the north of Barcelona, I believe?”

“Probably, sir. I am not at all sure there is a long time in this wind. It feels fluky. It is as well coming towards the equinox and the uncertain airs associated with that time of year. I would not be at all surprised to find the wind backing, sir, and taking a far more southerly aspect before eventually settling in the east for a week or more. My advice, sir, would be to make a northing to the Rhone and proceed westwards along the coast before working our way well to the south, distant from the leeward shores. I do not like the feel of the weather just now, sir. It would not surprise me was we to be faced with a most unpleasant set of gales this next few days, sir, and the wind coming from any point of the compass.”

Nick was surprised by the degree of uncertainty in Scott’s voice. He generally knew exactly what was about to descend upon them.

“Mr Middlewick!”

The Boatswain appeared at the run, alerted by the sharpness of the call.

“The Master and I do not like the weather, Boatswain. It don’t feel right. I would wish you to make all ready, preventer stays and such to hand. Topgallants to the deck immediately. A second hand to the wheel.”

The Boatswain gave a quick acknowledgement and ran. He did not know if the captain was right, but he must make ready for a hurricane.

“Mr Snooks!”

The little boy ran forward.

“Go below and inform the Purser, the Surgeon and the Gunner that there is an expectation of severe weather and they must make ready.”

“Aye aye, sir!”

The boy ran. He had learnt very little about the Navy in his short life, and shorter career, but he was quite certain that when given an order he must obey at top speed.

Word spread and the watch below began to appear, the more skilled men trickling up and making their way to their place of duty to put all to rights and ensure that nothing would go astray in a gale.

“Set a pair of hands to assist Jemmy Ducks, Mr Mothersole.”

“Done, sir. The chicken are going below now, as is the goat.”

An hour and Scott assumed a smug look as black cloud began to build high to the west.

“Might be no more than a thundershower a-building, sir, as is not uncommon at this time of year, but I do not much like the looks of it, even so.”

“Course?”

“As near due west as we can make it, sir. We are too close to Corsica to be happy with the winds those clouds may be carrying.”

“Make it so, Mr Scott. Take the helm.”

“Thank you, sir. I propose to strip the topsails and three reef the courses. Mizzen bare for the moment, but we may well set a staysail there if we have difficulty holding a course. Hawke is a strong-built ship and will be better for showing an amount of canvas to the storm.”

“Very good. Call me on deck if I am needed.”

Nick went below, announcing there to be no emergency, no cause for panic by doing so.

“A pot of coffee now, McKay. May not be the chance later. Tell Jacky to pack up the kitchen.”

“Which, he’s doing that now, sir. Robbins and Bunyan and meself are battening all down in the cabins, against the offchance. Likely to be bread and cheese tonight, sir, but we got a good helping of that manky stuff you like – the runny cheeses, that is – and they can go with love apples and olives and we bought a good biscuit what is Italian not the English twice-baked and Jacky says as how it tastes good and don’t break the teeth.”

“Sounds like the makings of a good meal. I do not doubt I shall enjoy it.”

No doubt he would, but McKay was not at all convinced he should – it was not the food of an Englishman.

“When we go home, Robbins, we might perhaps wish to take seeds of the love apple with us, to grow in the succession house at Wickham. Pineapples flourish there and so should the warm weather love apple.”

Robbins could see the logic, but was not himself entirely convinced. He did not need to be. The lord and master hoped it might work and that was good enough.

“Capstan at work, sir. Preventer stays going up.”

The heavy ropes needed be heaved taut if they were to assist the stays in holding the masts against a storm-force wind. It was hard labour, demanding all hands and only to be entered into if there was a strong certainty of heavy weather.

“Might be a freer hand than normal when it comes to the rum issue, sir?”

“No. Not a sensible idea when the ship will be pitching and rolling and every chance of sober men falling and taking an injury. Shout young Hampstead to run to the cook to boil up an extra issue of cocoa now, from the captain’s store. The men might like rum better, but cocoa is far the more healthy for them.”

“Don’t know as how the people are too much interested in what’s healthy and good for them, sir.”

“Then it is lucky they have a captain who does care, is it not, Robbins?”

Robbins said no more, resigned to losing the argument for rum.

Nick returned to the deck, showing himself as casually concerned, letting it be known there was a blow coming but that he was no more than ordinarily worried. It was his ship, the responsibility was his, but there was nothing to panic about. The people knew he was no great sailor, no master of ship and ocean; they followed him for his other skills, and for the money he so often had put in their pockets. Scott ran to his side.

“Wind is just a little south of west, sir, enabling us to put a good deal of north in our course. We shall not run aground on Corsica while this wind holds. It is backing slowly, sir, a fraction more to the south each hour. With even a little of good fortune, we shall find ourselves off the Rhone and with a wind afterwards to take us comfortably into the west, into the Gulf of Lions.”

“Good. We will be busy when we get there. We must be ready to take advantage of the storm. The bulk of small traders will be less robust than Hawke and will have run for shelter. The days after the storm should be busy as they try to make up for lost time.”

Scott was more concerned to bring Hawke through the gale that was building. He had no fear of the ship sinking, but losing a spar was always possible and might do enough damage to force them into Gibraltar or back to Malta. The owner would not be pleased with him if they were made to run before they could make hay among the French traders.

Nick remained on deck, vaguely feeling he should be there, his presence supporting his officers, all of whom were on duty against need. He wondered if he might not be the least among them for actual, practical seamanship. He could calculate a position more quickly than any, he did not doubt, but that was for having the trick of numbers, of being able to calculate quicker in his mind than most could on paper; there was no virtue to that, it was inborn, a matter of luck. While every officer had a theoretical six years as a midshipman behind him – even if the actuality might be no more than four – he had leapt his way from the lower deck to lieutenant to command by virtue of a strong right arm and being in the right place to kill Frogs and Spaniards. He had not had the schooling in the sea that they had benefitted so greatly from. He wondered what it would be to have the background of a man like Cochrane – a fighting man without equal, and one of the finest seamen afloat.

He laughed – Cochrane was renowned for his misfortunes, never had two pennies to rub together, had captured fortunes and invariably lost them. Bloody Nick was rich and intended to stay that way.

He did very well as he was.

He saw the Gunner on deck.

“Is all well, Peg?”

“It is, thank you, sir. Checking the great guns, sir, to ensure that all have been double-breeched properly. It is not that I doubt Mr Scott and Mr Mothersole, sir, but I like to know all is well with my guns.”

“And so you should, Peg. They are, as you say, your guns, and you must take care of them. I can always sleep sound on Hawke, Peg, for knowing that you have charge of the battery.”

Peg flushed an elegant pink and retired to his fastness below deck. Nick shook his head and wondered if he was not abusing the poor fellow, knowing how much he valued a compliment and even a passing kindness. On balance, he thought he was not. Peg had asked to come back to the sea with him, had made himself a follower. While he showed a liking, he could not be resentful of the way Nick behaved. In any case, Peg was the best of gunners and the ship benefitted much from his presence. While that was so, anything that kept him happy was legitimate… Within reason, that was.

His attention was drawn to movement on the racks. Young Honeyman was there with a small party, working among the boats.

“Doubling the lashings to the boats, Mr Scott?”

“Checking, sir. There was a rope’s end waving in the wind. Come loose, somehow. I sent Honeyman and a pair of men to see what was what… Nearly half a glass ago, that was, too, sir. I suspect he has found a job needing be done and, being the young gentleman he is, has immediately set to and is completing it. I do not like him being exposed to this growing wind in such a fashion, sir, but if men are to work there, then he must stay with them.”

“A little more than three years in, is he not, Mr Scott?”

“He is, sir. Suffers from the normal problem of lads who have grown up on a flagship. Too little seatime. He will be well worth making to master’s mate in his fourth year, but he needs experience now. Williams the same, sir.”

“Good. He is coming down now… Mr Honeyman!”

The midshipman ran across.

“What was the problem on the racks, Mr Honeyman?”

“The French boats, sir. Being better made, from hardwood, not fir, they were shifting a little under lashings meant for lighter boats. Some of the light ropes used had frayed and one had already come apart, sir. We have replaced all, sir.”

“Well done. I am glad to see you using your initiative, as an officer should.”

Scott nodded his approval.

“Nothing like a storm, sir, for bringing out the best in youngsters, where there is a best, that is.”

Nick thought the statement through, decided it made sense.

“That is a deep black squall bearing down on us, is it not?”

“It is, sir. I suspect the first of some few. The quartermaster has his eye on it, sir and is bearing up on it. No need for me to shout orders while he is wide awake.”

The wind howled and rain lashed in upon them.

“There it goes, sir. More often than not you will find lightning inside these Mediterranean storms. They whip up fast and hard, and blow over just as quickly. Three strikes, do you see, one to the foremast and two on the main, and the patent lightning conductor doing its job, as always. A wonderful invention, sir!”

Nick agreed it was, wondering how it worked. Was it explained to him, he probably would not understand. He was no natural philosopher; he was not even one of these modern scientists he sometimes heard talked about.

The squalls came in, one after another at anything from three to ten minutes apart, a violent but short-lived storm, clearing by the end of the glass. They left behind a confused, vicious sea, causing Hawke to pitch and roll in a manner previously unknown to her. Some few of the people, and more than one officer, hung over the leeward side, communing with the contents of their bellies. Even Nick, who had a cast-iron gut, felt a little uncomfortable.

The sea eased and the wind turned, as predicted by Scott,  into an easterly, and they clapped on sail and headed inshore, towards the shallows of the Gulf of Lions. The topmen turned to the easier task of stripping the preventer stays, far quicker than setting them in the first instance, and the gun crews removed the doubled breechings. A bare hour and the ship was again in fighting trim, to Nick’s pleasure.

“I am never happy when we cannot present a broadside with just ten minute’s notice, Mr Mothersole.”

“Agreed, sir. The time following a storm is just when we might hope to come across a disabled Frog and we must be ready for instant action.”

That sounded suspiciously pious to Nick, but he made allowance for Mothersole’s many years on the quarterdeck, pandering to captains who far too often were aware they stood second only to God on their ship.

“Where is Growler?”

“Well downwind of us, I do not doubt, sir. No doubt Captain Trowbridge will work her back towards the coast, sir.”

Just minutes before sundown the lookouts shouted a sail to the northwest.

“Mainmast. Distant, two pole masts. Lateener. Almost due north. Course westerly.”

“Turn towards, sir?”

“No. Hold course. No change at all. With luck he will think himself unnoticed.”

“Being the smaller vessel, he may persuade himself he is the less likely to be seen, sir. If he holds his course, we may collect him with the dawn.”

“Far more likely we shall never see him no more, Mr Mothersole, but we must show willing. Wait a glass until full dark, then turn our head due north. Lead to the chains in readiness. How far are we offshore, would you estimate, Mr Scott?”

“I would place us a good forty miles distant from the shallows, sir. An inconstant wind after the storm, but we are making close to five knots. I would estimate us to be eight hours distant from perilous waters, sir.”

“Good. Cast the lead every glass of the Middle Watch until we find bottom, then as frequently as makes good sense. Certainly let us be made aware of the depths from the Morning Watch on.”

Scott wrote the instructions on the slate in the binnacle, drawing the officer of the watch’s attention to the orders. He in turn would inform his relief.

“A captain’s servant to act as runner to the leadsman, rather than shouting his depths, Mr Scott. Shouting in the night carries far across the water. Do not ring the bell, but pass the word in speaking voice. The men may sing and dance as usual – we need not concern ourselves about noise until the Middle Watch.”

Fiddle and trumpet commenced soon after, the men amusing themselves as usual.

“Not a great chance of seeing that Frog in the morning, sir?”

“None at all, to be reasonable, Robbins. Just announcing that we are open for trade. Not a leisure cruise in the sunshine but looking for blood, you might say. We are to scour these waters clear, Robbins, not a sail, not so much as a pram dinghy to run between here and Spain. As well, we are to actively look for tenders – master’s mates, even midshipmen to command half a dozen men and poke their noses into every cove along the coast, taking and burning most wickedly. Every last loaf of bread going into Spain will be carried by land, and will be open to the Spanish irregular bands who are said to infest their country.”

“The boys will like that, sir. They will all be young Captain Morgans, buccaneering their way through the Mediterranean.”

“Some will not survive the endeavour, naturally, but for those who do, it will be the best of experience prior to command.”

Robbins knew he was to pass the word, to inform the lower deck of what was going on and why.

“There is a wicked, bloody war starting in Spain, Robbins. The French are killing and looting without mercy – we have seen that already, you will recall.”

Robbins nodded.

“Now the Spanish are up in what they are calling ‘little war’, ‘guerilla’ or some such – I do not know their language. They are killing every Frenchman – or woman or child – they can lay their hands on, and any Spaniard who does not join them is their enemy, it would seem. Their country is running with blood! The Admiral says the like has never been seen in our lifetimes, though he said the Thirty Years War in the Germanies was in some ways like to it. More than one half of the people in the Germanies died in their war, so it is said.”

“’I’ll take thee to the war, my love, in High Germany’ – an old song, sir. Heard that sung time and again when I was a boy, sir.”

“So did I, man! Never gave it a thought, but you are right at that. A cruel war to come in Spain, and we are to play our part. Nothing to go to Bonaparte’s armies by sea.”

“So be it, sir. I might even sing the old song myself tomorrow, sir. Just to remind the lads of the old wars.”

McKay had different songs in his background, listened with interest to the Southerners before suggesting they did not know what music was down in their pampered lands.

“Needs a barebones land to bring out the soul of the folk, sir.”

“With the barbarous bagpipe as evidence for that, McKay?”

“There is a lonesome beauty to the pipes, sir, for those who can appreciate such.”

It was fortunate, they suspected, that McKay had never learned the instrument. They doubted they would wish to be educated in the beauties of the pibroch.

It occurred to Nick that he had met surprisingly few Scots aboard his ships. He wondered why.

“We run faster than the English, sir. It takes an unusual pressgang to catch a Scotsman.”

“Much to be said for a diet of oats, it would seem.”

Nick came on deck well before dawn, having felt a change in the motion of the ship.

“What did the last lead give us, Mr Holbourne?”

“No bottom, sir.”

“Give me another cast.”

Snooks ran down with the order, came back with, “‘by the deep, eight’, sir.”

“Tell the leadsman to cast as normal, Mr Snooks. Wait for his next depth.”

“We are well offshore, sir.”

“Not uncommon to find shallows well out to sea off the mouth of a big river. The Rhone carries sediment sufficient to have formed a delta, so a strong chance of mudbanks out for many miles, Mr Holbourne.”

“Didn’t know that, sir. Makes sense when you consider it…”

Snooks appeared at the run.

“Beg pardon, sir, nine fathoms, sir.”

“A reef in courses and topsails, I think, Mr Holbourne. I am not of a mood to sail inshore at any speed tonight.”

The topmen ran up, needing no light to work by, all long experienced in the ship.

Hawke slowed noticeably. Nick made a mental bet he would see Scott inside five minutes. No matter how deeply he had been sleeping, the Master would be alerted by the change in speed.

“Good morning, sir.”

“’Morning, Mr Scott. Eight and nine fathoms.”

“Well offshore by the feel of things, sir. I shall just have a look at the bottom, sir. We should be picking up mud, I believe.”

Scott gave a low-voiced call to arm the lead and walked forward.

“What did the Master mean by that, Mr Snooks?”

The little boy was at least half asleep, staying on his feet more by luck than intent. He had not the faintest idea of what Scott had said, still less what it might mean.

“Beg pardon, sir. Don’t know, sir.”

An admission of ignorance had not, as yet, brought the boatswain’ cane into play. Admission that he had been dozing on his feet might well bring pain.

“Very well. Better far to admit to ignorance in your early days at sea, Mr Snooks. It would be amazing if you knew much at all just yet. The Master will smear tallow across the lead so it will bring up traces of the bottom when it is recovered. That will give him some extra knowledge of where we must be. He will expect to discover mud, which will suggest we are off a river that brings silt down to the sea. If he finds sand, or coral even, he will know we are elsewhere. What is the river, by the way?”

“Rhone, sir, which comes almost due south alongside the mountains of the Alps and Switzerland. I have seen it upon the globe in my father’s library, sir. Just north of it, sir, is the Rhine, which runs north and then west to the German Ocean. I wondered often why the two were named almost the same, just a vowel different.”

“A good question, Mr Snooks. I have no answer to it.”

Holbourne shook his head as well.

Scott came back, displaying mud on his hand.

“Thick and dirty, sir. Riverine mud. We are off the Camargue, distant some miles, I doubt not.”

“Take us inshore and to the west, Mr Scott. I wish to take a look at the coast and at this canal and set of lagoons that allow for barge traffic a little inland.”


Chapter Ten

“All hands! Clear and load ball, all long guns. Carronades load grape. Lookouts ready.”

Tyndale had the watch, tended to be over-detailed in his orders. Every hand aboard had cleared for dawn quarters a hundred times at least. There was no harm in repeating the orders, but no gain to it either.

Nick wondered if the young lieutenant was inclined to be too nervous, to worry too much that things could go wrong if he did not command them in detail. He must remember to ask Mothersole’s opinion of the youngster, and of his suitability to rise in the naval world.

“Lookouts aloft!”

Nick glanced to the east. In his opinion dawn was another three minutes distant, at least. It did not matter, but again might be an indicator that Tyndale was too anxious, was not the stuff that captains were made from. He heard breathing immediately behind him, knew that Mothersole was at his shoulder, saying nothing for not needing to.

“On deck! Foremast. Distant one mile, a felucca of sorts, two pole masts, lateens, course west along the coast. Perhaps of sixty or seventy tons. Making sail.”

“Run her down, Mr Tyndale. Chasers, warning shots!”

At a mile, they would do well to put their watersplashes within a cable of the fleeing lateener. Even so, they should be frightening to peaceful merchant sailors.

Two loud bangs to wake the morning, ten seconds apart, a single splash a bare fifty yards abeam of the small coaster. The starboard gun sent a ball skipping along the surface, third bounce just off the bows, no doubt causing near heart attacks among her crew.

“Rare to see that, sir. The ball needs to meet a wave just so for that to happen. Lateens dropping, sir. She has no wish to argue with roundshot of that size.”

“Bring us close alongside, Mr Tyndale. Mr Allbright, take four men and board the felucca. Report all details to me at soonest. Mr Michael, your boat.”

Micallef’s boat was alongside as they came up to the coaster and Allbright jumped down the side with his four men without further order.

“Well done the boy, Mr Mothersole. Each has two pistols and a cutlass or boarding axe, as preferred. Mr Colquhoun, if we take anything greater, I shall ask that four sea-soldiers may go across as well, so that we may reduce the number of seamen leaving the ship. Muskets and a blade of choice, if you please. In the case of a respectable prize, perhaps a dozen and one of your ensigns.”

“Aye aye, sir. May I beg to correct you, sir. All three of my young men have been made lieutenant without purchase, the General pleased with their conduct at Little Algiers.”

“As he should have been, Mr Colquhoun. The young gentlemen did very well. Not surprisingly so – from all I had seen of them, I expected an out of the ordinary showing.”

The three were within earshot and showing delight at the compliments. Colquhoun, his back to them, raised an eyebrow, almost oversetting Nick’s gravity.

Nothing showed in the captain’s voice as he responded that he, too, had been pleased with his young men.

It all helped to build the young gentlemen’s self-belief, necessary if they were to become effective officers.

“Felucca is inching closer, sir. Mr Allbright at the rail.”

The midshipman brought the little vessel within shouting range.

“Beg to report, sir, felucca has a French name, Marie Galante, but none of the men aboard admit to speaking any Frog. I do not have their tongue, sir. She is unarmed. Cargo is in barrels, seeming to be sweet oil, in the after hold, sir. Forehold is wheat in sacks. Crew of just five men.”

Even twenty tons of wheat would be welcome in Valetta in the absence of the stores convoy.

“Take her in, Mr Allbright. Wheat is short in Malta just now. Wait for my report to go with you. Have you your bag with you?”

“In the boat, sir. I brought it in case.”

“Well done. Mr Scott will give you your current position and a chart with your courses marked in. Make all speed. I will suggest to the Admiral that he should buy her in and send her back to me as my tender, with perhaps four of four pound guns aboard, and, hopefully, a dozen more of hands.”

An hour and the felucca was gone, her crew stood on Hawke’s deck looking almost tearfully at their livelihood as she disappeared to the southeast.

“Do any of you speak English?”

Two discovered that they did. They had been mute in the company of a part-grown midshipman, but a huge captain was persuasive.

“You may volunteer to sail in this frigate, if you wish. If not, you remain as prisoners, in the hold, chained, on half rations. We will not return to port for at least three months, possibly six.”

The five volunteered, instantly.

“Excellent! Read them in Mr Mothersole. We shall make up our numbers in no time!”

“Close the coast, Mr Scott, in easy sight of the canals and lagoons paralleling the shore. I would like to get an idea of the nature of the problems we face.”

Nick stepped back, listening to the buzz of conversation on deck, amused at its complimentary nature. The sole topic of discussion was of how he had managed to catch the felucca, obviously the one they had spotted the previous evening. It was crafty seamanship to have worked out a course to do so in the dark hours. There was a general agreement that it had to be because of his quickness with number, his ability to work the mathematics of finding a position with such ease and speed. They knew he was no intuitive seaman, so it had to be science rather than art which had brought them in the way of making a handy little capture.

“Never realised what a clever chap I was, Mr Mothersole.”

“Funny, sir, how they will not believe in pure luck. You and I both know that it was no more than chance that brought us together this morning, but they are convinced it was policy on your part, and if so, there must be an explanation of it.”

“Coincidence explains a great deal, Mr Mothersole, but, as you say, they do not believe in it. I do. How lucky it is that one man may take prizes while another does not. So often it is no more than that – purest chance makes one man rich while another stays poor. The one happens to be in the right place at the right time. The other comes along an hour later and discovers an empty sea. Pure joss! But why should I object to that? The dice have rolled my way too many times for me to complain.”

Nick wandered below to his cabin and ate the breakfast McKay put before him.

“A useful little prize, sir?”

“Almost valueless, McKay. She will make a tender, I do not doubt, and let us whip up more of her kind. Add to that, twenty thousand loaves of bread for the garrison are not to be sniffed at – it will feed them for half of a week. The oil will be sold to the local merchants and they will make a profit and be thankful to the Navy – but not a huge gain to them. Pick up another score of the same and we will make a substantial difference. It is a start to what we must do.”

The coast was generally low, with lines of rolling hills a little inland, none of them of great size or steepness. It was not unattractive farming land, lightly populated by English standards, busy, the fields all occupied and coming towards the local harvest.

“Grape vines in plenty, sir, and cornfields. Wine and bread, which should make a comfortable life for the people. Within reason warm as well. Some windmills. I would expect they put nets out on the lagoons. There must be eels at least in those waters. Villages are distant apart. Noticeable, sir, that not all show signs of sea fishing. They do not all have boats. I wonder why?”

It was a good question.

“Winter storms in these shallows would raise some wicked seas, Mr Mothersole. I do not know their fishermen would be long-lived. Too much mud for there to be lobsters or crabs on this coast. I suspect they are content to work the lagoons and to make a living as bargees along the canal. What do you think of that little village to the west?”

“No fewer than six windmills, sir, in the outskirts of the village. A stone quay on the canal, with warehouses behind it. Houses at some little distance from the mills. A wall of earth, quite broad and some few feet high separating the houses and cottages from the working area… That says powder mills to me, sir. There is a stone tower, as well. I can see guns in a battery at the foot of the tower, and musket ports in the walls. With your permission, sir. Masthead! What can you see of the battery onshore?”

“On deck. Four great guns which I would say was they Frog thirty-sixes, as they call them, what is actually like forty pounds in proper weight.”

The French poid was heavier than the English pound by some ten per centum, at least as regarded that used by the French Navy. It was said that the measures used in the greater towns all varied from each other, which no doubt explained why Bonaparte was busily inventing some new system of weights and measures, not being content simply to reform the existing ways which had been adequate for centuries.

“Four great guns in a land battery, Mr Mothersole. On the inland side of the canal.”

“Yes, sir. That canal, sir, is not narrow like the English sort, nor is it shallow. If you look at those two barges tied up at quayside, sir, they are keel boats, not flat bottoms.”

Much peering through telescopes and they agreed that to be true. They would need a full fathom to float in.

“We will not get a landing party across that waterway, silently and unseen in the night. Four guns says forty of gunners, at least, and probably a company of infantry to man the tower. A hundred of muskets and blades, behind stone walls. That is not my idea of an evening’s fun and gig, Mr Mothersole.”

“Nor mine, sir.”

“Let us give the matter some thought.”

They sat at Nick’s table and drew a little sketch of the village and the mills. It did not make the problem seem simpler.

“The broad canal acts as a moat, sir. We cannot cross it other than by swimming. That would put us to face a hundred soldiers with no dry powder.”

“That is not a game I wish to play, Mr Mothersole. No. We do not swim. In any case, few of the people can swim. The great majority think swimming to be impious in a sailor. When our time comes, we must go gracefully, not try to prolong our existence by splashing in the water. It is a belief strong in the coastal men especially.”

Mothersole confirmed he had heard the same. There were moral objections to swimming, and practical. Was their ship to be sunk in mid-ocean then swimming was pointless, for there being no land to swim to and the only ships likely to be the enemy that had just destroyed them.

“And if run aground, the chances are there is a storm and waters so rough that no man could live. Perfectly true, Mr Mothersole. Suffice it to say, we are not about to swim to our battle.”

“Run the boat ashore and then carry it across the hundred or so yards to the canal, all silently in the night, sir?”

“Perhaps not, Mr Mothersole. We might do that with the jolly boat, but not with the longboats. Highly impractical. Too big. Too heavy.”

They were silent for a few minutes. Nick called for coffee.

“Only one solution, sir.”

Nick sipped from his hot cup, using the excuse to remain silent.

“We must work our way back east some few miles, sir, and take a sailing barge on the canal.”

“So we must. Do the barges run in the night, or only in daylight hours?”

The sole answer was to look for themselves.

“Suck it and see, in fact, Mr Mothersole!”

Mothersole had heard the catchphrase in use and had wondered of its origin. Nick kindly explained to him, the blame for its adoption by the ship lying with him.

“Ah, I see, sir. It is amazing how these things occur, and once adopted remain forever, the joke as fresh on the hundredth time as the first.”

Mothersole did not find it funny, leaving Nick sorry for him. Poor fellow lacked a sense of humour.

“Work our way east, I believe, Mr Mothersole. This wind has a deal of south in it, so it is practical.”

It would be slow, but was well feasible.

They gave Mr Scott the good news and saw him nod gravely.

“We will need two tacks, sir, no more, to bring us south of the shore and out of sight. Then a course due east is practical. You will wish to hover between villages, sir, to take a barge out of sight both east and west. It may perhaps be done. The villages are further apart than those on our own south coast shores.”

“Three boats. A score of soldiers, including Mr Colquhoun’s riflemen. Forty seamen as the landing party. A boat carronade mounted, against need. Take a sailing barge and pile below, out of sight.”

“If she is unladen, sir, that is highly practical…”

“Laden, it will be far less so. I am forced to agree with you, Mr Mothersole. The men must then sit on the deck. It cannot be a daylight onset. Do they draw their barges by horse, as we do in England, or are they sailing craft? With this wind, they can make good progress, but generally we are looking at a westerly and they have no scope for making a tack… They must generally be horsedrawn.”

“It is France, sir, and the people generally very wicked. I would not be surprised to hear they had gangs of convicts harnessed up for the purpose.”

It was possible, Nick was forced to admit.

“Where is the towpath? On which bank?”

If it was on the inland side, that created another set of problems. It might well be impossible to reach the horse before its attendant had climbed aboard and fled inland to raise the alarm.

“Best we take a look at what is what before we commit ourselves to any course of action, sir.”

Mothersole was saying that any attack might be impossible, that they should not announce plans in advance of assessing their feasibility. Nick tended to agree with him.

The easterly wind was dying away, slowly, falteringly veering again, presumably to work its way around to a proper westerly, as was right for the time of year.

“Half a day spent working our way east, Mr Scott, which might be three days in making our way back west again. Bloody Frogs!”

How it was the fault of the French, Scott was uncertain, but he had no general objection to cursing them.

“On deck. Mainmast. Barge in sight, sir, on the inland waterway. Sailing barge but under tow. Men on the towpath. Four of them, hauling her off a long rope, sir.”

“Take a glass up, Mr Carter. Tell me what you can see.”

The midshipman ran, began a detailed report.

“Big barge, sir. More a flatboat than a barge as such. Single mast, lug sail, furled the now. One man to the tiller. A boy sat besides him. Four men tugging at a rope, sir. Riding high. Empty, sir. No armament. Barge has fore and aft holds, each to carry perhaps twenty tons, possibly a bit more. Barge is well-kept, sir.”

“Where is the barge?”

“Midstream, sir. Towpath is on the inland shore.”

They could not take the barge. The towing party would scatter and run well before they could get to them.

“Come down, Mr Carter. Mr Scott, resume our westerly course. We can do no good here.”

Nick was not at all pleased. He had wasted time that would have been better spent using the favourable wind. Now, Hawke must crawl her way along the coast, beating up into a westerly wind and lucky to average a knot in the direction she wanted. There would be no gain to holding inshore.

“Course for Barcelona, Mr Scott. Make a southing and then a leg northwest.”

“Like to end up off Cartagena before we can make our northing, sir.”

“So be it. I have wasted the easterly wind, now we must pay the price.”

Five days later they sat off Barcelona, peering at the forts, all of them showing the French flag as well as something they presumed was the banner of the new kingdom of Joseph Bonaparte.

“Hold well offshore, Mr Scott. Those great Spanish guns will throw a ball some six thousand yards. Huge great hundred pound shot, at that.”

“On deck! Foremast. Gunboats casting off. Under sweeps. Single gun, mounted to the bow. Big.”

“The oared boats will not leave the environs of the harbour, Mr Scott. They are not sea-going. Something like our forty-two pounder mounted. They have taken one of our frigates before now, no doubt would like to do so again.”

They kept well clear. It might have been possible to drop within range of the gunboats and engage them with the chase guns, but there was very little profit to doing so. They were valueless as prizes and easy to replace. It was wiser far to simply sail away, ignoring them as vulgar, underbred brutes, not worth shooting at. It might annoy them.

The coast north was dead, possibly literally so. There were no fishing boats, no coasters, no signs of life in villages that were commonly roofless, burned out and abandoned.

“The French have butchered this land, sir.”

“It seems so, Mr Mothersole. Why? What is the benefit to this King Joseph of lands that have no population, produce neither foodstuffs nor taxes?”

There was no answer.

Nick had a suspicion in fact that the desolation might have been contributed to by the Spanish themselves, indulging in a vicious, merciless civil war. There were so many different factions that it was easy to imagine consecutive bands of rebels marching across the countryside, slaughtering each other and any poor fools who thought to hold neutral.

“Those who are not on my side, are against me, Mr Mothersole. When one defines one’s enemies so simply, mass butchery becomes a little more comprehensible. We may consider the example of Ireland, less than ten years ago, where I am told there was some considerable slaughter on both sides. Of course, the period of the French Revolution was distinguished by an amount of indiscriminate butchery, a habit that Bonaparte may have retained. I do not like to say so, but one might consider our own actions ashore at Little Algiers recently. We certainly did not set an example of restraint there. Whatever, it has happened and it is exceeding unpleasant to observe.”

Mothersole agreed, which he would have done whatever conclusion Nick had come to. He was an excellent seaman and knew well how to run a ship, but he did not believe he was present to tell his captain he was wrong.

They passed the border with France and saw an empty land still, nothing in sight for some twenty miles north until they came to a relatively recent earthworks fortalice.

“Battery, sir, and barracks. Several hundreds of soldiers. The earthworks are not yet grassed over fully, so not more than two years old at most. Not intended to be a permanent fortification, do you think, sir?”

It might well have been a hurried makeshift, erected in response to Spanish irregulars breaking the border, raiding uncontrollably.

“Take a look for me, Mr Holbourne. Not just what is there, but why.”

It was asking a lot of the young lieutenant, but, if he was to be promoted, then he must have  a lot to give.

“Horse lines, sir. There is a cavalry detachment present. Possibly a full regiment, cavalry being smaller in number than infantry. There is a battery pointing out to sea. No more than twelve pound guns, sir. Four of them. The walls inland are about ten feet high and have a firing step and there are gun positions at intervals of twenty or thirty yards. I would say they are no more than four pound guns mounted. Short barrel. Twelve of them. There is a double gate on the northern face, with a stone-built guardhouse. An invading army would sweep over it in passing, sir. Marauders in small bands would find it a hard obstacle.”

“Good. Very clear and concise, Mr Holbourne. Stay there a while and try to get an idea of numbers.”

Mothersole was pleased with the report.

“That boy has a good eye on him, sir. He saw what was important and reported it first. A cavalry detachment is of direct interest to us and will affect any consideration of a landing party.”

“Exactly so. A bright youngster and should rise in the world.”

“I concur, sir. A low-lying shore and we could bombard, sir, with a good hope of doing considerable damage. Only the smallest of wharves. It is not a trading harbour.”

“Ignore it, Mr Mothersole. No need to give word that we are particularly interested in this coast. Let us pass by and make no fuss as we go. With any luck, they will not send a rider to Perpignan to inform them of a British frigate busying itself hereabouts.”

“Mr Holbourne, what have they by the way of warehouses near the wharf?”

“Two of them, sir, and neither more than wood-built and small places. They would not have any great deal of stores in them.”

“A good chance of coasters bringing a weekly supply of rations, Mr Mothersole. They might try to live off the land locally, but that would be difficult over a period of time. It seems to me they would have to purchase rather than loot from the farmers in their own country.”

“Agreed, sir. Assuming two hundred and fifty horse and as many again of infantry and gunners, then there would be a substantial tonnage of fodder and foodstuffs required. I am inclined to think they would send rations up by sea, sir.”

“Very good. Let us proceed down the coast, well inshore and looking out for anything at all. If they are to be forced to send all by land convoy, they will need a location to start out from. Perpignan, or Sete or Agde seeming the most obvious locations. Can we see the state of the coastal highway, if there is one?”

They called to Holbourne, asking an opinion of the road.

“Drovers’ road, sir. Wide and with a stretch of green on either side. Got to be a hundred yards wide, sir. Poor land on either side – rough pasture, sir. No signs of a crop being taken regularly, sir. Not ploughed fields. A thin herd of horned kine, sir, would be my guess.”

Holbourne would seem to be a country boy by background.

“So, sir, the victuallers to comb the inland, buying in animals and crops and sending them down to the coast. Salters and biscuit bakers there, together with coopers, and then to send small ships along the coast. Shallow waters and small craft is my opinion, sir. Might be they send some herds along the coastal road. Not too many, for there being no signs of a slaughterhouse at the fort. Would they try to walk beef cattle into Spain?”

It seemed an unlikely project.

“Few of freshwater creeks running into the sea on this coast. I do not see this as a land to support hundreds of cattle slowly walking by. I would expect to find convoys making up at the ports, Mr Mothersole.”

It made logical sense and gave them an idea of what to look for.

Nick called Holbourne down and congratulated him on his clear and sensible reports.

“Thank’ee, sir. The coasters, sir, will they hug the coast or do as we did and make a southing in order to beat up to Barcelona?”

Nick smiled his best. He could not answer the question and realised he should have asked it of himself.

“We are to take a look at the two main ports of this coast, Mr Holbourne, and catch them and very likely burn them out there.”


Chapter Eleven

“Convoy, due east along the coast, sir. Six small craft and what looks like a privateer in escort, sir.”

Nick put his pen down, with pleasure, and accompanied Midgeley to the quarterdeck.

“You should always make your reports in form, Mr Midgeley. Preface them with, ‘beg pardon, sir, Mr Whoeveritis says there is…’. It is not your message, so you must tell me whose it is.”

“Yes, sir, or is that an aye aye, sir? You are telling me what to do but not ordering me to do it now.”

“Good question and I am not entirely certain myself. What I would say is that if in doubt, say ‘aye aye’. You may not be entirely correct, but you will never go too far wrong with that response.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

Nick noted that Midgeley was a bright lad and would no doubt be beaten frequently for being too clever for his own good. Captain’s servants and midshipmen were better for avoiding wit and humour, or excessive intellect.

“What have we got, Mr Peasley?”

“Small convoy, sir, well inshore and just starting to realise they are in trouble. They are huddling together and the private man of war is waving a flag at them. I believe it is a prearranged signal but they are taking no notice of it.”

“I presume they are beating up along the coast, a short inshore leg and a long southerly. Not a particularly sensible course, unless they intend to run ashore rather than be taken. Mud bottom and a sandy shore – they could probably be hauled off having taken little damage to the hull. If they can ground themselves close to one of the towers, we may not be able to get at them with incendiaries.”

“Always some risk, sir. We might choose to batter them from a distance.”

“We could, but we would expend a great deal of powder and ball for a small result. We have the wind gage, but that private ship looks as if it might be more than ordinarily speedy. For the convoy – not one of them in excess of eighty tons, at a quick estimate. That, of course, is at least four hundred tons of cargo between them. Assuming it to be food, on average a ton will feed five hundred soldiers for a day – so we have the rations for a thousand men for more than six months, say a typical brigade for three months. That is a lot of men and considerable harm done to the French by its destruction.”

“Small ships, sir, and not worth prizing, yet of an importance out of proportion to their size.”

“Exactly so, Mr Peasley. That says we must take action against them. I would much like to take that little private ship. She would make a pretty little sloop, would do very well as one of our tenders.”

“She is not quite a brig, sir, in the way she is rigged. She has two-part masts or I would call her a polacca. Neither one thing nor the other, sir.”

“No more she is. She could be rigged as a brigantine, I believe, and I suspect she may have been just that before being taken by the French. She looks almost American in her build. Pirated, perhaps, by the Moors, retaken by the French, sold into private hands and partially rerigged. As you say, not one thing nor the other. Not so very uncommon in these waters, I believe, particularly after a long war.”

“She is badly commanded, is she not, sir?”

The privateer was hovering, signalling to her convoy, increasingly urgent in her demands, displaying various flags and obviously giving orders that were being ignored.

“Her captain has his orders, no doubt, and perhaps will be punished if he does not carry them out. The French not uncommonly shoot captains who disobey, or who simply fail in a task. The poor fellow must be in a tizzy, knowing he cannot live two minutes if we come within broadside of him, yet fearful for his life if he runs and leaves his convoy to be taken or destroyed.”

Peasley thought that was uncommonly difficult for the gentleman.

“Damned if he does, sir…”

“Dead if he does not.”

“What will he do, sir?”

“Haul down his flag, preferring to be a British captive than to go back to Marseille to report his convoy lost.”

“I can feel sorry for him, sir.”

“So can I, a little. Was I him, I might be tempted to flee the scene, heading to the Atlantic and then for the Orient. There is a fortune to be made in Chinese waters for a man with a fast little warship and no scruples. He is a Frog, after all, so he will not be overburdened with a sense of honour.”

That was certainly true, Peasley agreed. The French were unscrupulous at best, and a very poor best it was. There had been too many years of war to retain respect for the enemy.

“They are too small to be worth prizing, are they not, sir? Simpler to burn the convoy.”

“Normally, yes, Mr Peasley. It is the particular case that the rations convoy has not reached Malta this time, and the Fleet will soon be on short commons. Was we to escort the better part of four hundred tons of foodstuffs into Malta, we might well find ourselves well-loved.”

That struck Peasley as remarkably far-sighted on his captain’s part.

“Did not think of that, sir. You are certainly correct, though, to be sure, you generally are. How do we go about it, sir?”

There was an instant expectation that his genius of a captain would know precisely what to do to achieve his ends.

“I think, first of all, we must arrive at the scene. Mr Scott, cram on everything we can, if you please. I wish to rush down upon that poor little private man of war, giving him less and less time to think, to decide what to do.”

Scott responded instantly with a yell for studding sails. The topmen galloped aloft and there was a great performance of men running to obey.

Mothersole grinned quietly.

“The petty officers have been aloft this ten minutes, sir, making all ready. They are seamen through and through and knew well that if you demanded more speed, then stuns’ls it must be.”

The people were playing the game again, seeking to amaze him with their virtuosity. He must play his part.

“Remarkable quick, Mr Scott! You have done well to train the people in their seamanship. Few ships have a crew to match our Hawkes!”

All was said in a slightly louder voice than normal, to ensure the message was heard and passed on.

“Chasers in range, sir?”

“No, not this time, Mr Mothersole. We do not wish to panic them into undesirable action. If we scare them with close fire they may run themselves ashore – which is what they really should do. I would much prefer them to wet their drawers, watching this huge great frigate bear silently down upon them, holding its fire against a single devastating onslaught that will butcher them all…”

“Coming up into the wind, sir, casting off sheets. All of them following suit. Only the private ship still under sail.”

The six little merchantmen had given the traditional sign of surrender.

“To their west, sir, coming up to us and cutting off any hope of escape. Growler, sir. Showing a little of storm damage at high, sir. No doubt driven well distant and then had to make good. Now appearing rather conveniently. Probably looked for us at Barcelona, sir.”

“I was coming to the conclusion she had been driven aground on Corsica, Mr Scott. I am glad she has reappeared.”

“Mr Eccles, Mr Hampstead. Boats. Put two men aboard each of them, to bring them under command and into a line, ready for passage to Malta. Assume Hawke and Growler will escort them.”

The senior midshipmen ran, shouting names, gathering six men apiece to join them in their boats. Each was ready in their mind, had given thought over the previous weeks to who they would take with them if they had to carry a prize back to safe harbour.

“They are ready to rise in the world, I would suggest, Mr Mothersole.”

“Good lads, sir. Surprisingly so. No hesitation in making them up to master’s mate this year, sir.”

“Excellent! Now, what is this little man in the privateer about to do?”

Mothersole peered over the side as they brought themselves across the small ship.

“I think he is experiencing a mutiny, sir… Yes, some ill-mannered object has just hit him round the ears with a wine bottle. Full, at that. How remarkably wasteful, sir. Signs of surrender all round, sir.”

“Mr Colquhoun! We shall go alongside and you will restore order aboard the prize.”

The sea soldiers perked up, having heard there were wine bottles being misused. They would soon put a stop to that.

“Who should have her, Mr Mothersole?”

“Give her to Mr Tyndale, sir. Prettyman to step up in his place. If we are to have the little ship as a tender then a lieutenant in command will make sense. We can send him off to use his own initiative which might be unfair on a master’s mate.”

“So be it. Mr Tyndale, take a dozen with you, and a midshipman to be your second. Hawke will escort you and the convoy to Malta.”

An hour and all was in order. The French captain had gone over the side, his skull well broken by the mutinous bottle, and his assailants had without exception volunteered into English service, making all tidy.

The little ship remained close to hand, within shouting distance.

“Beg to report, sir. Prize is Jacqueline, out of St Malo, so the log claims. She is of eight guns, something like a six pounder. Crew of sixty. Private ship under contract to the French Navy, which has provided some few of the men aboard. She has been working this coast, escorting provisioners, these last three months. The previous captain is, was that is, her owner and most unwilling to see her expensively damaged in sea fights. That led to the dispute with the naval sorts, sir.”

“Sixty men – how many have volunteered, Mr Tyndale?”

“Forty, sir. The remainder have families ashore, sir, and have no wish to abandon them.”

“Poor fellows! If they go back, they may be persecuted for having surrendered without a fight. If they do not go back, their families may suffer for having a traitor as husband or father. They are in a difficult place. Offer them parole, if they wish. If not, set them below as captives.”

Tyndale acknowledged and withdrew to a safer distance.

“It is a harsh regime this Bonaparte has installed, sir.”

“For ordinary folk, it is so, Mr Mothersole. He may be beloved of his soldiers – so we are told – but the mass of the people are not well treated by his new France. They seem to have gained little from their revolution. An Emperor instead of a King, poor folk!”

“It is not as was hoped nearly twenty years ago, sir. Many of us expected a far more amicable new country to result. But France is still France – the great enemy of the peace in Europe, breaking frontiers at a whim. It is a great pity, sir.”

“So it is, Mr Mothersole, but where would we be without a war to fight? Course for Valetta, Growler to the rear as whipper-in.”

Nick reported aboard the Flag, conscious that he had not been expected to bring Hawke back so early.

“Bearing in mind the absence of a convoy, sir, I believed four hundred or so tons of foodstuffs to be of some importance to the Fleet.”

“Well thought, Sir Nicholas. We have prized some part of the Russian convoy, and purchased more, and with this windfall, the emergency is over. A proper use of the initiative I allowed you, Sir Nicholas. You will wish to water, I do not doubt, before you return to the Spanish coast. I shall buy in your Jacqueline and set your man in her as Commander, as no doubt you intended. She will join you in a month or so. I have some of your men from the previous prize you sent in. Do you want the felucca as well?”

“If you would be so good, sir. It will be necessary to land parties ashore, sir, and the felucca will be far less visible than a party in longboats.”

“So it will. It can go with you in a day or two. There will be mail at the office, I believe, which will not be unwelcome.”

The letters were all present, in numerical order, none lost in the post. As always, Nick contained himself in patience, reading the letters in sequence, much though he wanted to know of the hopefully successful end to her pregnancy.

He read much of the two estates, which flourished, as did she, although there was a problem at Wick with the squatters on the wasteland. Nick would remember there were eight thousand acres all told, of which one half was long established arable with a good wheat crop. The other half, which they had ignored, was scrubland, waste, used in common by the villagers and with a population of outcasts in rough-built shanties. Their agent was in process of considering reclamation of that waste and the squatters were to go but were objecting to being moved. No doubt something could be worked out in the coming year... Nicholas was now reading with a degree of ease and was progressing onto books far advanced in age. He was far too clever to be sent off to school, to sit on a bench with dullards. Thought was being given to the nature of tutors. Her carrying progressed comfortable, as indeed a third should.

The third-last letter announced a second son, a large boy and healthy, mother well and all satisfactory. He was named Gregory John Hawke, the last for obvious reason, the first because she liked the name, if he did not object.

Gregory put on weight in satisfactory fashion in the last two letters and showed every prospect of making good.

Nick sat down to a response, expressing his delight, aware that the first year of existence was the most troubled, even the most promising of babies sometimes dying. Living in a warm house and well-fed, Gregory should survive, but any child could succumb.

He could only say that he wished he was there and would count the days until he saw his son.

“A second son, McKay. Break out the special store. A tot for all to celebrate the occasion. Include those who are stopped rum, being a special day. Those underage may have cocoa.”

He doubted the boys would be so very delighted, but nothing could be done for them – they must not indulge in alcohol at too early an age.

“We must keep an eye out for presents to take home, McKay. Something for the children and for my lady.”

“Aye, sir, that may in part be in hand, ye might say. It was possible to pick up trifles that ended in the men’s pockets while ashore in that pirate harbour, sir. They have pieces there made in a bastard silver, other metals added, lead and zinc at a guess, to stretch the true silver, but decorated with red coral and blue beads which may be turquoise and tending towards the handsome. Some of them bracelets, and others as may be brooches, and a good few showing skill in the making and an eye for form and colour, sir. We have bought in some few of them, sir, for thinking the missus and the little lass would have a liking for them. For Master Nicholas, a pair of pistols all mother of pearl on the butts and a rifle well decorated in the same fashion.”

“Can we send them to England, think you, McKay? We might be able to get them there for the turn of the year and the holiday.”

It would be necessary to find a larger merchantman homeward bound and well found, likely to make a swift passage. Ideally, a naval ship headed for Portsmouth would certainly take a package and see it delivered, but there was no sign of such in Valetta.

“The despatch cutter is bound for Gibraltar but will hand over everything there for passage to London, and no guaranteeing anything would be taken aboard for the second leg, sir. Might be a package could hang about for six months there.”

McKay and Robbins would ask about, might strike lucky.

“Orders, sir. Hawke to powder hulk.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. They had used up part of the training allocation and almost nothing else. He was not about to disobey orders from the Flag, however.

“Take us across, Mr Mothersole. All hands. Lights out.”

The word was passed that they were to be handling powder. The Cook swore and threw water onto his fires. Dinner would be late that day.

They ran alongside the hulk, itself an ancient two-decker, probably a fourth-rate of Anson’s day, tying on and begging word of the Master Intendant.

“A special, Sir Nicholas. Made up for Hawke.”

The gentleman was not best pleased. He liked a simple, secure life. Living on top of as much as two hundred tons of powder on occasion led him to value safety above all else. Out of the ordinary deliveries meant risk to his mind. His people ran up a score of made-up packages, all wrapped in oilcloth and with lengths of slowmatch sticking out.

“Blasting charges, Sir Nicholas. Each of fourteen pounds weight – half a keg of powder – and wrapped waterproof so as to be laid in a wet bilge if need be, or dug into a hole at the bottom of a stone wall. Twenty of them, sir. By order of the Admiral. Made up special by his new engineer which has just this week come out from London.”

“What is the time on the fuse, sir?”

“Fifteen minutes, Sir Nicholas, provided the match is laid out straight so flame cannot jump from one part to another. I once saw an unwise man lay his long fuse in a coil, Sir Nicholas, a tight circle. It was most short-sighted of him. Terminally so. I could run the quicker, in those days. Half an hour of fuse, the two ends in contiguity and the fire leaping across. I was watching from twenty yards off, close to a ditch, luckily for me.”

“He did not escape, one gathers, sir.”

“He did not, Sir Nicholas. I heard him to shout, ‘Oh shit’, he cried, and that was his last words.”

“A lesson for all of us, sir, and one I shall remember. Peg, did you hear the gentleman’s wise words?”

The Gunner maintained a perfectly straight face, signing to his mates and junior hands to take the packages away.

“I did indeed, sir. None but the straightest of fuses for Hawke, sir.”

Nick agreed, turning back to the Master.

“The most reliable Gunner I have ever known, sir, and has a remarkable eye with the chase guns. He serves Hawke well.”

“And that, Sir Nicholas, is all that needs be said. It is not what he is but what he does that counts for us, sir.”

“Precisely!”

Hawke and Growler sailed that day, Jacqueline and the felucca to follow when regunned and officially ready.

“A pair of tiny little eight pound carronades and four of two pound swivels to be put aboard the felucca, Mr Mothersole. Not much at all, but might be useful to cover a landing party. The yard is promising to do better for Jacqueline.”

“They will over-gun her, sir, and send her out all crab and having lost half her speed.”

That was a risk, Nick agreed.

“She has four French six pounders a side just now. What they will do is to be seen.”

“Another gun fore and aft, sir, and nine or even twelve pounders, most likely!”

“Six of twelve pounders would triple her broadside. It would still be valueless facing a frigate or heavy sloop.”

“Against a frigate, certainly, sir.”

Mothersole evidently thought they could get away with taking a sloop from the ex-privateer. Nick was half inclined to agree with him. Surprise could do a lot of good, a typical Frog not expecting a smaller ship to show aggression.

“That can wait, perhaps, Mr Mothersole. Our main interest must lie on shore this next while. Was anything said about a crew for her?”

“The Captain of the Fleet, sir, took all of the Frog volunteers off her and has split them up in penny packets around the whole fleet. He has replaced them with a mixture of jacks and Maltese and other volunteers.”

“Other volunteers?”

“The normal, sir. Poles and Levantines and oddments from Russia and further east and a few black men out of Africa which was used to be slaves and have been taken and made free, more or less, that is.”

“As you say, usual in the mixture. What are the Poles?”

“Lancers, I believe, sir, forced by their own masters to serve Bonaparte and led into mutiny by their junior officers and come out of Italy somehow. We have no use for cavalrymen on Malta and so they volunteered to the sea, though exactly how voluntary I would not like to say.”

“Whatever. They will fight.”

That went without saying. The many thousands of Polish exiles knew that skill beyond all others.

“Good. Course for Barcelona. Give the forts there the opportunity to recognise us and see us heading south down the coast. They may not believe us, but we should make the attempt to deceive them, just in case they are feeling gullible.”

Nick assumed that Hawke’s presence on the coast would be known and that the big razee would be familiar to the gunners in the big forts.

“Do we know if any Spanish ships of war have fallen into French hands, sir?”

Nick shrugged.

“We know remarkably little of what is going on in Spain, Mr Mothersole. The intelligencers may be aware, but they no longer talk to me. Robbins!”

His coxswain appeared, rapidly chewing and swallowing something, quite possibly from Nick’s pantry. He did not ask.

“Any word ashore on the Spanish navy, Robbins? Did any of their ships stay behind and fall into French hands?”

“None of their big new liners, sir. Might be there were some older ships laid up in ordinary and never taken away by the Dons. Nothing of any importance, sir. Word is that the bulk of the better frigates sailed west, sir, and will be out in the Main. Might be some of the two deckers did the same. What is said, sir, is that some few of the sloops and such joined with the Frogs willing like. Some of the junior captains what have been reading books they shouldn’t have turned towards France as the country’s only hope of ditching the Church and the old nobility. Word is the most of them handed their sloops across, expecting to be made back into them, but they was given to Frog captains and the Spanish officers kicked ashore, those who wasn’t shot instead. The Frogs didn’t trust the Dons, so it seems.”

“Understandable, Robbins. They had played the traitor once, might easily have picked up the habit. There might be some small Spanish sloops and such making a nuisance of themselves, but nothing bigger. A nuisance, likely to be no more.”

They showed the flag off Barcelona, and the gunboats put off hopefully, rowing out to the limits of their safe waters. Nick declined to venture into their range and both sides departed, disappointed of a fight.

“No gain to an exchange of fire with those little fellows, and a chance of a forty-two pounder up the transom which would do us no favours at all. Let us come away, Mr Scott. All plain sail, heading south with a determined air.”

“Small craft of some sort, sir, well inshore and following us. Watching us away, perhaps.”

“Waiting to see if we reverse course, no doubt. Continue south down the coast until nightfall, Mr Scott. What time is moonrise?”

“Late night, sir. Around seven bells of the Middle watch.”

“Too late for our purposes. I had thought of displaying ourselves against the moon, still heading south, but I do not want to be six or seven hours more on the course. We shall make out to sea and head towards the French frontier an hour after full dark.”

Dawn saw Hawke well inshore again and north of Barcelona, heading towards French waters.

“On deck. Mainmast. Activity on the coast road, sir. Military convoy, two battalions of foot, sir, followed by oxcarts in a long column. Two hundred of carts, sir, thereabouts, and a rearguard of more foot soldiers. Officers on horseback. Seen us, sir, and pointing. Abandoning the road, sir, heading inland at the run. Taking the oxen out of their yokes, sir. Leading them inland as well.”

The land was low-lying, a coastal plain, easy to traverse. The oxen could be taken away easily.

“What’s the depth inshore, Mr Scott?”

“Shallow, sir. Mudbanks and three or four fathom water for a mile and more offshore.”

“Keep us clear. Nothing we can do here. No sending in a landing party to fire the carts, not with two thousand soldiers inside a mile. Too expensive in powder and ball to fire broadsides across the road. We have cost them half a day and can do no more.”

It was annoying, but Hawke could do nothing more just there. Her previous excursion in those waters had told the French army just how dangerous ships could be.


Chapter Twelve

“Work our way north, Mr Scott. Offshore in deeper water overnight, closing the shore with the dawn.”

The chart gave a few soundings in coastal waters, far too few for safe passage for a larger ship.

“Given a few years, sir, and we shall produce more useful charts. As it stands, too much is guesswork. There are mud banks, we know, but where is unclear within a league. I would wish to take Hawke ten miles offshore, sir.”

“Then you must do so, Mr Scott. All is far too vague for my liking, and yours, clearly. An extra lookout as high as can be in the foremast, watching for shallows, and the lead ready at all times. We can try to add a little knowledge of these waters. Are they constant, do you know, the recorded depths, that is?”

“I do not believe so, sir. It seems to me there is reason to suppose that the mud banks move, that they wander from place to place. It is not impossible, sir, that heavy rain inland sends extra silt down the many small rivers leading from the highlands, to be deposited offshore quite unpredictably. I have heard it argued that the seabed itself is rising, though that seems impious to me. The Earth surely is immutable, as it was Created.”

That was an interesting proposition – Nick was inclined to point out that volcanoes existed and were known to change the land around them, and earthquakes occurred in other, unfortunate, lands and again moved the whole of the surface about them. The mention of Creation suggested that he should not indulge in such a debate – the wise man never discussed religion in the Navy – that was a road to trouble.

“It is possible, Mr Scott, but would demand a degree of learning I do not possess. There are learned men in the Universities who might well have much to say on the matter, but I am not one of them.”

He did not choose to define what ‘the matter’ might be and Scott was not about to argue with his captain.

“It will be easier when our tenders join us, Mr Scott. They can work inshore while we wait in deeper waters.”

That was so obvious a comment that Scott saw no need to make a reply.

“We are achieving some at least of our aims, sir. The Gulf is empty.”

“That will soon be annoying the French armies in Spain. They will be forced even more to live off the land, which is not simple at this time of year, I suspect, before the grain crops come in.”

“Mid-summer, before harvest, when the store cupboards are thin and bread no more than a memory for most in the countryside, sir. Living off the produce of the kitchen garden, those who have such. Parsnip, turnip and swede the bulk of food on the dinner table – roots morning and night, the far-sighted few enjoying the Irish potato, so much more palatable a tuber. I remember well, sir, waiting for the harvest to come in so that we might buy flour for the household. My brothers and sisters and I would cheer the first loaves out of the oven.”

Nick had much the same memories, working the hedgerows around the fields collecting edible leaf for the dinner table, and never quite as much as was needed for any meal.

“My mother would bring out the pickles and preserves  to add flavour to the beans and pease that made up so much of our dinners. She was a notable housewife, poor soul. Died young, as do so many of the womenfolk in the farmhouses.”

Scott agreed – for countrywomen, it was live till ninety or die before fifty, so it seemed. It was a hard life for the females.

“Is that sails, inland a little, on the canals?”

The telescope said it was, three flatboats in a little flotilla, coming from the west and able to use the wind and so travel faster than when under tow.

“That may be why they use men to pull when heading west. If they relied on horses, they would end up with full stables in the west and empty in the east. I doubt they can put the horses on deck to return them to Marseille or wherever they are bound.”

That seemed entirely rational to Scott.

“Convict labour or paid freemen, sir? Which is the more likely?”

That could only be guesswork, they feared.

“Fearsome hard labour, sir. Hour after hour plodding along the towpath with a heavy hawser across a man’s shoulder, tugging unbroken. We saw only four men pulling the barges we observed, and perhaps a sixty ton load capacity.”

“No gendarmes with muskets nor drivers with whips, Mr Scott. I suspect they are free labourers. They must be sadly short of work to take on such toil.”

“Born to it, sir, and regarding it as natural, most likely. In the same way you see children taken down the coal pits in the North Country, brought up to the trade and knowing none other and perhaps even proud they are stronger, harder souls than the ordinary run of men.”

It was not impossible. Nick was aware of three ‘sons of a gun’ aboard Hawke, all able bodied and the best of sailormen, and born aboard ship and never known another life. He believed it to be growing less common, fewer women permitted aboard ships in the modern era, but he had little doubt it still occurred on occasion.

“It is angry-making that they should be permitted to flaunt themselves in such a way, Mr Scott, sailing along under our very noses and us unable to touch them.”

“Most undesirable, sir. I cannot quite see how we are to bring them to a halt.”

“Land a party and have them lie in ambush along the canal? Hardly practical. Muskets from the seaward shore would send them to the inland side and leave us unable to do anything more. An irritation, Mr Scott. Had we a battery of Mr Congreve’s rockets, light in weight and easily portable, we might set them up to do harm – if we could persuade them to travel in the right direction. I saw them at Copenhagen, you know, Mr Scott. Fearsome weapons when directed at a city, but of small value aimed at anything less in size.”

Scott was immediately interested, happy to discuss the rocket and its foibles.

“I have heard a little of them, sir, but have never spoken to one who has actually seen them in use.”

“They leave a great trail of fire and smoke in the sky, Mr Scott, and make a roaring noise that is more than a little disconcerting. But they cannot be aimed! Point them in the general direction of your target and most will land within half a mile of it. Bombarding Paris as an example, and we could expect every rocket fired to hit, somewhere in the city. Aiming at a ship, unlikely as many as one in ten would come anywhere near. Actually, I should amend those figures, thinking on it. A small proportion of the rockets behave in a wholly irrational fashion. Watching at Copenhagen, we saw the trail of one that set off towards the walls of the town and then veered up and to the right, continuing until it had completed a one hundred and eighty degree turn, coming back to its release point, luckily at a height above it, exploding in mid-air. Some few were said never to rise at all, and to head away at ground level until hitting a solid obstruction. They are a most unreliable weapon.”

“But terrifying, sir.”

“Most definitely, but not merely to the enemy. I was told that the problem lies in their manufacture. They comprise an iron warhead with a long guidance stick attached. If the casting  of the warhead is out of true, then the rocket will fly off course. Should the long stick be at all warped, it will pull the whole thing offline. The propellant charge of gunpowder must be evenly loaded, so that it exerts its force in a precise straight line. If one side is tamped more firmly than the other, then problems ensue. Made perfectly, it could be a deadly weapon. How often do we attain perfection, Mr Scott?”

“Rarely indeed, sir. Most uncommonly! Not a weapon to be used aboard ship, one gathers, sir.”

“It gives off a trail of fire, Mr Scott, apparently up to twenty or thirty feet long. I do not know that our sails would survive many discharges.”

“No more they would, sir. Not a weapon I would wish to use.”

“Not at sea, Mr Scott. On land, however, an assault at night on an enemy camp might be effective. Roaring across a dark sky, trailing fire, some of them landing where they were aimed and exploding and sending shards of red hot iron out into the tents – they could create a massive panic. Aimed at a large town or fortress, many would hit almost randomly across the whole area, creating fires and panic and possibly destroying stores and arsenals. They are a weapon of terror, and there is a place for such in our warfare, I fear.”

Scott reluctantly agreed.

“I have heard it suggested that Copenhagen recently saw such a gambit, sir. The town partly destroyed to scare the Danes into surrendering their fleet in good order. It hardly seems the sort of thing Englishmen would do, sir.”

“Yet it was done, Mr Scott. I was sent to Copenhagen to observe the fleet there and discover how best to lay hands upon it. The bombardment and butchery of many of the civilians was the sole scheme I could come up with. It worked – but I do not claim to be proud of myself.”

Scott winced, bitterly aware that he had caused a great deal of upset to his captain. Wise masters did not make that particular mistake.

Mothersole, silent to the side, stepped in, subtly he believed.

“Leadsman! Give me a depth!”

His bellow ended all conversation on the quarterdeck.

“Quarter less five. Black mud with little shells. Stinking.”

“Ah! A substantial town close to, sir. The currents picking up nightsoil and dragging it offshore.”

“Unpleasant, Mr Mothersole. Agde or Sete?”

“The former, I believe, sir.”

“Close the shore and let us have midshipmen to fore and main, with a telescope, to make drawings of all they can see.”

Four boys were sent scurrying aloft, journals and pencils to hand, delighted with the opportunity to fill a few pages with practical and useful observations. They would have to stand before their boards eventually, unless they were lucky and were far overseas when their time was up, and their journals would be presented to the eyes of the captains appointed, more or less unwillingly to the duty. Pages of detailed, working sketches of a town later assaulted by their ship must attract favourable attention.

They came down after an hour, ready to make their verbal report.

Nutbeam had been appointed spokesman, on the grounds that he had the best English and was a near neighbour of the captain.

“The harbour may be called a lagoon, sir, opening to the sea to the south and a river feeding from the north, the whole a good three cables by two, sir. There are quays to the eastern shore, made of stone mostly. Water is at least three fathoms at the quays, judging by the ships tied up and floating, not on the mud even at low tide. Tied up and at anchor, sir, are eight of vessels of more than one hundred tons. On the opposite shore are mostly flatboats and actual barges, sir. The canal enters the lagoon at the seaward end, both east and west. There are a few of fishing boats and of lesser traders, and not entirely clear which is which.”

“How great was the largest merchant ship?”

“A xebec, sir, of some three hundred tons, and a brig of a more Atlantic appearance at a little less.”

“Well seen. Carry on.”

“The eastern shore, sir, has a large fortalice, old in stone, almost an ancient castle. It has a battery covering the harbour mouth, sir. Mr Michael has the sharpest eyes of us and he believes it carries no more than four guns and them modern and of about twenty-four pounds.”

Micallef intervened to say the guns were very long, certainly more so than the Navy’s nine foot barrel.

“Siege guns, you would say, Mr Michael?”

“Yes, sir. Newly cast and gleaming, but iron, not brass.”

“And no more than twenty-fours, you believe?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Unusual if that is so. I do not doubt what you saw, but I am inclined to wonder, even so. Mr Mothersole, would you be so good as to take a look yourself? I think this is a case where an extra twenty years of experience may be valuable.”

Mothersole ran up the mainmast, making a display of nimbleness, of life still in the older man. He deliberately climbed to the topgallants, standing tall with his telescope extended. He was seen to focus on the battery and then to carefully scan the whole front elevation of the fort.

He came back down at the run, not puffing at all.

“Quakers, sir! There are twelve pounders along the walls, set in low embrasures. I saw six, there may be more. The visible big guns are false, sir. Made of wood and brightly painted – some of the best I have ever seen, but they will not fire a ball. I would not be surprised if their Army came through on its way to Spain and decided to appropriate their original guns for the siege train. An enterprising commander of the fort has filled in the gaps as best he can.”

“My thanks, Mr Mothersole – there is much to be said for a pair of wise old eyes. Carry on, Mr Nutbeam. If you had not told me of the cannon being of the wrong length, I should never have queried them.”

Nutbeam made his thanks and continued.

“The town itself, sir, is of about the same size as Wickham, at a rough estimate. There is a barracks outside the rear, newly built in timber. A dozen of large huts and a few of smaller, at most a single battalion. No horse lines. The fortalice might carry another battalion, sir. At most, a thousand of soldiers. There might be a militia, living at home as is the case in England. I cannot offer a number for such.”

“Probably not, Mr Nutbeam. We are told that Bonaparte does not like to have muskets in civilian hands. He does not trust the French.”

“Yes, sir. Along the quays there are at least eight of large warehouses. A considerable overseas trade prior to the wars, sir. There seems to be a large market square two streets back on the eastern side, sir. The bulk of the houses are wooden framed. Very few seem to be entirely of brick construction.”

“Vulnerable to fire, you would suggest, Mr Nutbeam?”

“I believe so, yes, sir.”

“Well spotted. A good report, Mr Nutbeam. Well done the four of you. How wide are the quays?”

A silence, broken by Micallef.

“Beg pardon, sir. But they differ, the widest being about forty feet, roughly, and some being as little as twenty. They are not as big across as those at Valetta, sir.”

“Well done. A fireship might well set the warehouses at the smaller quays ablaze, you would say?”

“With the westerly wind we have had of late, yes, sir.”

“Very good, Mr Michael. We may well make use of that observation.”

Nick reflected that after Copenhagen he had few scruples about burning down a French town.

“If we burn out the warehouses, then we will certainly prevent some food convoys getting into Spain. Some few of the houses of the town will suffer, I fear, but that may be to our advantage. The townsfolk will wish to save their houses before they try to put out the warehouse fires.”

“Burning the houses of civilians is not how the English generally look to make war, sir.”

“I agree, Mr Mothersole. What have we seen along the Spanish coast?”

Mothersole had to admit that the French had ravaged those parts of Spain they had seen.

“Villages razed, sir, and their populations butchered, the womenfolk abused first. Even the children… It is a vile way of making war, sir, and I cannot comprehend it. What is the gain in conquering a land only to turn into a desert with no farmers to produce in it?”

Nick had no answer to offer.

“Terror? That is a part of war now. Frightening people into surrender without a fight? It does not work. Terror makes ordinary people angry, makes those who can more willing to fight. I cannot comprehend the way of thought of those generals and politicos who will encourage their troops to ravage a land. Perhaps the French wish to eradicate the Spanish and make their lands French – empty lands that the French peasantry may walk into. Perhaps they simply hate the Spaniards. I do not know what may motivate them – I merely know there is more reason now to kill the French out of hand. Good Lord Nelson once said that a sailor should hate a Frenchman like he hates the Devil. I suspect, since seeing Spain, that he was right.”

“We are to carry fire and sword into France and sow their fields with salt, sir?”

“Possibly so, Mr Mothersole. If ordered to do so, I shall raise no objections. Having seen the villages of Spain, one cannot offer the hand of friendship to the conquered Frenchman. The old ways of making war are dead.”

“Then fireships it is, sir. We must take small craft along the coast and turn them into incendiaries.”

That would mean to attack fishing villages and take their boats and nets and everything flammable, in effect to destroy them as brutally as had been seen on the shores of Spain.

“No, Mr Mothersole. I cannot do that. Fishermen must be inviolate. It is simply wrong to destroy them. We can buy in condemned craft out of the harbours of Malta – there are old boats to be seen, abandoned on the mud in most harbours. We may manage to take coasters carrying the olive oil – it is commonly traded throughout the Mediterranean. There is a limit to the extent to which I can imitate the Frogs.”

“I am glad to know that, sir. If given the order, I would obey it, but I would much prefer not to have that command.”

“I cannot offer such an act of barbarism as justifiable, whatever the French themselves do. It makes us no better than the Moors if we kill fishermen.”

“Worse than that cannot be said, sir. It is not to be considered.”

“No more it is, Mr Mothersole. We must take action along the canals, somehow. We need to end traffic by water. The best means will be to take and sink one or more of the larger flatboats, physically blocking the channel. It is still not at all obvious how we may do so.”

“The sea soldiers, sir, still possess their rifles, those they took from the Moors. Was we to land them, they could shoot the hauliers, the men pulling the barges to the west. That done, it would be practical for the few who can swim to go out and take the barge itself and bring it across to the seaward side to load up the rest of the party. If we was to lay our ambush to the west of the powder mills we spotted, then we could drop down onto them under sail and take them, fleeing to the ship leaving lit fuses behind us.”

“Blasting the banks of the canal, bringing down buildings, hopefully to block the channel, causing general chaos… What an excellent scheme, Mr Mothersole! We could as well lay hands on practice powder, bringing a few dozen powder barrels away with us. Oh, what a disaster we could leave behind us!”

“So we could, sir. I know of three of the hands who swim well. There must be others I have yet to identify. I do not know of the mids and master’s mates, sir, nor of the lieutenants. I shall inform you this day, sir.”

“Mr Colquhoun! Do you still have ball for your rifles, sir?”

“More than a score for each of the four, sir.”

“Excellent! We shall be making use of rifles and men in the near future, sir. Do any of yours swim? Let me explain…”

Colquhoun was much in favour, believed his people could play their part efficiently.

“I know of one can swim, sir, having seen him to do so in play, diving from a boat, swimming underneath and coming up on the other side, to the amaze of all. I fear, however, he is the only soldier blessed with such skill.”

“Even one more swimmer will be useful, Mr Colquhoun. We will make use of him. For the remainder – a dozen of yours in the landing party. It is your skills we are to make use of. One of your young men to command. A second longboat of seamen, also to join the assault. Important if possible to lay hands on practice powder. I am not totally happy with Hawke’s broadside yet. Have any of your people experience in demolitions?”

The military man feared not. That required the skills of an engineer and he and his men were merest infantry.

“A pity. It would have been useful if we could have laid charges to blow buildings into the waterway or to destroy its banks. I much doubt any of the sailormen have the knowledge. I know I do not. We have the charges, taken aboard when last in Malta, but we do not know how best to place them.”

Mothersole appeared, an expression of surprise on his face.

“Among the topmen, sir, there are four of Chinamen who say they are of the ‘water people’, Hakka, I believe was their word, or something like. They swim like fish, they tell me.”

“Then they must join the shore party, Mr Mothersole. I prefer to protect my topmen, they being uncommon valuable souls, but they must join in the fun on this occasion.”

“If that be so, sir, then some of the other topmen should also come along, to be fair. They will be upset that some are privileged and not the others.”

“Lord alive! Let it be so, Mr Mothersole. We cannot be having divisions among the people. As far as I am concerned – as you well know – they are all my crew, my people, and each is of equal value to me, yet if they can see a difference, well, I cannot persuade them otherwise. They must be treated entirely fairly, and only they can say what that might be.”

Noise travelled far in a ship and Nick had taken pains to raise his voice. His message would be known to all before the watch was done.

They shook their heads in unison, knowing there could be no greater disaster than to have the people divided by the belief that the captain was playing favourites. That was the way to creating a ship that could not fight together.

Robbins appeared in the cabin, nodded to both and trotted off to pass the word that the Captain was upset that some of the people seemed to mistrust him, to think he might be unfair to them. That should rapidly bring all into line as the business was talked over at dinner and those who were mistaken were rapidly, possibly vigorously, corrected.

“So minor a matter, Mr Mothersole, yet capable of bringing us all to disaster. Now I must decide whether I am to go ashore with the landing parties or to give command to you or to Holbourne.”

“Me, if you please, sir. I have not yet put myself to the fore in battle, and it is necessary that the Premier shall be seen to be a man of blood on a ship such as this. Bloody Nick’s second must be equally covered in gore, sir. I am not to wield a butcher’s blade, perhaps, but I must announce myself to be equally a loony when the occasion arises.”

“A ‘loony’, Mr Mothersole?”

“Well, sir, you are commonly felt to be such, occasionally baying at the moon and waving a massive great chopper with glee. One must make allowance for public perceptions, sir. To be reasonable, sir, it is not such a stigma these days. With a King who is regularly in converse with oak trees we can make allowance for a post captain who just sometimes is seen to run amok.”

Nick was not entirely certain that was a name he liked to have. He was, however, wholly sure that he could do nothing to change it.


Chapter Thirteen

“On deck. Mainmast. West bound barge, under tow, one mile to the east.”

“Take your boats away, Mr Mothersole.”

Three of the boats, all towing astern, were hauled alongside and filled with the landing parties, all named on the previous day and knowing where they must be and what, to an extent, they would be doing.

Mothersole followed last, Peasley at his side to command the third boat. The youngest soldier lieutenant, Munsey, was already in place in the second.

The pole masts were stepped and sails set within two minutes, the boats’ crews well trained and much in favour of sailing rather than rowing. There was vegetation, shrubs and small trees, on the seaward side of the canal and a good chance that the boats would not be seen by the barge crews, all of whom were at deck level, there being no need for lookouts on a canal. Provided they remained silent, there was a strong probability of the attackers achieving surprise. Nick took up his telescope and watched.

It was too small an action to demand his presence, and he wanted Mothersole to make his mark, to be fully accepted by the old Hawkes. He would have much preferred to be in the thick of things, enjoying action.

“Robbins. We shall go in when the barge reaches the powder mill.”

They were some four miles to the west of the mill, out of earshot, Nick believed.

Thirty minutes and the lookout called that the soldiers were in place, had made their shots.

“Four men towing, all of them down, sir. Swimming across. Boarding, Johnny and Fong and Wing and Jack first and into they Frogs, sir. Fast as eels they was, sir. Turning her into the bank, seaward side, sir… All done and tidy like, sir. Party going aboard now, sir.”

That was all as it should be. Quick and tidy, as Nick had expected.

“Bringing the boats up to the barge, sir, on the other side of the spit, you might say. Signalling to Growler as well and a pair of boats going in from her.”

That was not as had been planned.

“Running the cargo across, sir. Loading into the longboats, men in a line and passing kegs, one to another.”

‘Kegs’ suggested powder, not provisions or rum, brandy more like in France.

“Our longboat pushing off, sir. Three men aboard to sail ‘er.”

It was powder, almost of a certainty.

“Dowse all fires. No smoking. All pipes out. Gunner to be informed of powder coming aboard.”

Little Snooks had duty as his runner that day, galloped off to inform Peg.

A short wait, the longboat fast under sail, and the midshipman shouting up to him.

“Beg pardon, sir. Two tons of powder aboard.”

“Drop a net, Mr Holbourne.”

The Boatswain ran, had all in hand in quick time, the main yardarm swinging out over the boat and cargo net lowered almost in seconds. Nick was willing to bet he had given the orders as soon as he had seen the boat set off, making all ready in advance.

One hundred and sixty kegs, each much the same size as the English at close to a quarter in weight, brought up in four loads of forty and run swiftly below.

“Beg pardon, sir.”

“Peg?”

“I can rack these two tons, sir, but no more than that. If there is more, then I will need a lazaretto, or two, sir.”

“Mr Middlewick!”

The Boatswain came running, was informed of the problem.

“Old sickberth, sir, what is not so far distant from the Gunner’s room and is empty apart from a few sacks of powder paint what can be shifted at need to the sailmaker’s room as has a corner spare being as we have used his number two canvas for making up the summer suit. At a quick estimate and working eighty kegs to the ton, sir, I reckon we can tuck one hundred and sixty kegs away there, using it up first at practice. At about six kegs the broadside for one side, sir, we needs fire off some twenty-six broadsides to empty her, which would be a good idea at soonest, sir.”

“That would need be firing blank, Mr Middlewick. There is no possible way we could fling one thousand one hundred and forty-four of twenty-four pound balls into the ocean.”

“No more we could, sir, but five broadsides a day, even of blanks, for five days would do no end of good for training, sir.”

Nick agreed, very willingly. He was not quite certain he wished to have tons of gunpowder tucked away in various odd parts of the ship, exposed one might say to passing roundshot if they were involved in any exchange of fire.

“At a shilling a pound, sir, which even French gunpowder will fetch, more than a hundred guineas a ton, we might be inclined to prize it instead, sir?”

“No. Better to use it. There may be a stretch of canal where the banks could be undermined and a charge be placed to destroy it. Or, we might sneak the barge in the night, loaded as full as possible again, under the walls of one of the towers, hoping the stonework might fall in and block it partially at least. We can make far better use of it then to add a few pennies in prize money to each man’s purse.”

Mr Middlewick agreed – two eighths of two hundred or so pounds would not stretch very far among the two hundred and fifty men aboard Hawke, particularly with Growler’s crew added, her being in sight at the time of capture.

“Four shillings apiece – two good evenings on the beer, no more.”

There were many who would say that two extra evenings were a lot better than none, but Middlewick was not inclined to argue.

The extra tons came aboard and Mothersole sent the boats back to Hawke, loading the bulk of the men aboard the barge and hauling her head round to point back to the east. An hour before sunset, he packed as many men as was possible below and had the remainder sit down low and made sail on the single mast, sitting to the tiller himself.

He shouted a warning as they made their way back towards the powder mills.

“There’s still twenty tons weight of powder aboard the forehold, and three parts of that to the stern. Any man lights a pipe, I shall throw him over the side and he can walk home!”

There was an obliging laugh and the smokers all tucked their pipes well out of sight, resigning themselves to an evening without tobacco.

Mothersole called the two lieutenants to his side, rehearsing the plans made for the powder mill. Neither much liked the idea of taking such a place under arms, when a single shot going astray might detonate a substantial tonnage of powder, as well as setting fire to stores of charcoal, brimstone and nitre.

“It could be a short-lived endeavour, sir.”

“An onset out of the night, no pistols or muskets loaded, cold steel the order of the day. We have taken a look at the mill in passing out to sea and have seen just the single stone tower and battery. No other barracks. It should be practical for our people.”

At most, a couple of soldiers in a little guardhouse, and them probably asleep. There had never been a problem at night, so why should anything ever happen? It was no more than a waste of money to set guards on a place where there was no reason to fear trouble. The English were safely out to sea and French thieves would know there was nothing worth stealing in a powder mill. Common sense – always the enemy of logic and reason – said there was no need to waste time and effort on sentries.

The barge passed slowly, silently along the canal and was tied up to the wooden wharf at the mill, next to a small pram dinghy, obviously in use for fishing in the nearby lagoon. The owners had seen the wisdom of not building a stone quay, with its potential for sparks if weights were dropped. In the same way, the roadways were all rolled dirt, not made with cobbles or gravel. Sensible precautions had been taken.

Men ran silently through the night, searching for signs of life, came quickly to a wooden hut by a wide gate leading inland where they found a pair of guards, one curled up on a pallet, the other collapsed over a desk, bottle still beside him. Neither moved, even when shaken vigorously.

“If we ties and gags them, sir, chances are they’ll spew up and choke to death on it.”

Peasley could see that was almost certainly true.

“Can’t have that, Roffey. Take them to the barge and tuck them away in the hold. They’ll likely sleep until we are finished here.”

They could find a little sympathy for a pair of drunks – on another day, it could have been them.

They located the doors to the stone tower and the battery at its foot, searched silently for sentries on the guns, found none. They made a first signal across to Hawke, confirming their progress so far and calling for the second set of boats to come in, bringing thirty men from Growler.

An hour of silent exploration and they had a plan of the mill and tower in their minds and waited for Mothersole to make a decision.

“Make the second signal to Hawke, Higgins.”

The Yeoman walked gravely to the wharf and lit a dark lantern, waited for the wick to settle to a steady white light before closing the shutter. He lifted the lantern high and opened the shutter for ten seconds, closed it for ten, carefully counted, then repeated and waited a full minute. He then gave three flashes of light, all exact.

There was a lookout up high, sent up for the purpose, who yelled the message down to the quarterdeck.

“Number Two, sir.”

“Acknowledge. Robbins, no barge tonight.”

The lookout raised his own lantern twice, two quick flashes of light, almost certainly not to be observed by malicious Frogs who had no business being awake in the middle of the night.

Higgins reported the message received. He took the smelly little dinghy tied up at the wharf and crossed to the sea shore, waited until he was certain he saw movement on Growler before returning.

“Used the eeling boat to get across to t’other side, sir. Longboats are sailing in.”

Mothersole acknowledged, peering through the darkness at his party. The first option had been to delay the assault on the tower by some hours while they dug powder kegs into the banks of the canal. He had decided that not to be practical.

The barge was pulled across the canal, picked up the Growlers, brought them silently across to the wharf.

The master’s mate in command reported to Mothersole.

“You will take and hold the battery and its magazine. The gunners may run down to their place of duty when the alarm is raised, though they should not be able to get past us. Ready the guns to be split.”

The Growlers silently placed themselves. Mothersole whistled softly, called his people to his shoulder and placed himself at the big double doors at the foot of the tower.

“Open the doors!”

As expected, there was a stairway opposite, leading to the two upper floors.

“Go, Mr Holbourne… Go, Honeyman.”

They ran, officers as barefoot as the men, silently pattering up the stairs. They had left the sea-soldiers aboard Hawke, for being too attached to their noisy boots.

Two quiet whistles, just able to be heard, announced the pair to be at the doors to their respective floors.

“Go!” Bellowed at the top of Mothersole’s voice, his door kicked open, running inside, his party at his shoulder and every man roaring, as ordered.

It was a barracks room, thirty or so of men on cots.

Pistols fired, each man having at least two. French gunners awoke and panicked, screamed, hid under their beds. None tried to fight. There were racks of short carbines on the walls, remaining untouched as men, taken wholly by surprise, thought of nothing other than survival, those who thought at all.

“March them out, sit them at the wharf.”

“Below! All tidy on top, sir.”

“Got forty or so coming down from the middle, sir.”

French soldiers, half-naked, came pouring down the stairs, stumbling, some wailing in pain, none with the least notion of showing resistance. They were shouted at, cuffed round the ears, pushed and bullied, forced to run, to carry each other, to keep moving, none to have leisure to think until they were sat down, well distant from their muskets and blades. Then they were allowed lanterns and the opportunity to tend to their wounds.

“Growlers, hold guard over them.”

As planned, the Growlers still had loaded pistols and a pair of musketoons, were ready for the task.

“Demolition to commence.”

Men were opening powder kegs, placing them about the warehouses and workshops and stuffing slowmatch into their tops, all done fast and carefully.

Nutbeam came trotting up to Mothersole, positioned prominently at wharfside, paying out a length of quickmatch.

“Four kegs ready in the brimstone room, sir.”

Other mids and petty officers followed.

“Nitre room mined, sir.”

“Charcoal set up to blow, sir.”

“Powder store ready, sir.”

Four lines of match were brought together, the ends carefully bundled up.

“All well, Mr Holbourne?”

“Last of the made charges being stuck into the final windmill cogs and things, sir. Ready now.”

They laid a trail of slowmatch to the wharf, tied it into the ends of the quickmatch and twitched, not enjoying their proximity to tons of opened kegs, themselves stuck into more tons of made powder and its ingredients. One mistake would be the end of them all.

“Count the men aboard the barge, Mr Peasley.”

They double-checked the numbers, confirming none missing.

“Growlers, march the prisoners to the inland gates. Then tell them to run like hell!”

They laughed and started to kick the French to their feet.

“Cross to the other side of the canal and into the boats.”

Mothersole waited on the wharf for the barge to be hauled back to the mill.

“Are those bloody Frog sentries awake?”

“Out to the world, sir.”

“Kick them up, get them running.”

The latter part of the order was impossible, but the two were sent staggering down the towpath, hopefully to distance themselves from the catastrophe in the making.

Mothersole took a look at the earth wall dividing the powder mill from its village, hoped the French had built it as tall and strong as it needed be. It was their problem.

“Fuses run into the holds, sir.”

“Into the boat.”

He lit the ends of the slowmatch and scampered the few yards into the dinghy, paddled furiously, jumped out onto the spit between canal and sea and leapt into the longboat.

“All present?”

Three boats confirmed none left behind. The Growlers shouted they were good.

“Good. Get out of here! Downwind and make for Hawke when you have speed.”

They fled the scene, sailing the boats hard, ending up downwind of the ships and having to row home, worth the effort for being well clear of the devastation they much hoped they had achieved.

A great flash of light splitting the night, the first explosion rumbling in seconds afterward to be followed by a massive cacophony as every other keg and charge exploded, their fuses slightly different, as was natural. There were sheets of short-lived flame lighting up the whole sky and showing roofs and walls thrown up into the air. Thick smoke roiled downwind. Birds flew screaming out of the marshland.

Nick turned his eyes on the little village, saw no sign of flames, thought there was a chance its people might have survived. He shrugged. People who choose to live next door to a powder mill must not complain when they are blown up occasionally.

The barge suddenly blew in a single delayed explosion, canal water steaming around it. It hurt their ears, nearly a mile distant.

“Make a note, John Digby. Ship to stay at two miles afar from powder mills when blowing them.”

It was necessary experience, he did not doubt.

“That was a remarkable big bang, Mr Mothersole. The better part of thirty tons going up at once, you say?”

“Pity ‘tis not November, sir.”

“Aye, ‘twould make a rare Guy Fawkes night.”

“Two hours, thereabouts till first light…”

“As well to stay hereabouts, sir, just to be able to report on all we have done.”

Both wanted to see the results of their endeavours.

Dawn on desolation.

Nothing remained of the powder mill and its sheds. Even the bulk of the rubble had been flung to a distance. The tower stood in part, half its height remaining, like a broken tooth. The guns could not be seen, were presumed to be split and thrown back inside.

“I doubt a rabbit could hide behind the tallest remnants of a wall, sir. It is flat. No cellars, in the nature of things next to a waterway, but the explosions have carved out some few pits, all now water filled. The earth wall survived. I must imagine its shape threw the explosion upwards, sir. Thirty feet across at the base, tapering shallowly to perhaps twenty feet high. I did not think it adequate, but the village has survived, though I much doubt any of the people in it can still hear.”

“Chimneys and the tops of the roofs blown off, Mr Mothersole. Some of the folk sleeping upstairs will have suffered. I can see some of the people sat on the grass outside the village, look.”

“At least they have lived to do so, sir. The canal is showing damage, as we hoped. Where the barge was the sides have disappeared, a great crater stretching under the water. Towpath is gone for fifty yards. Hopefully, there is rubble in the waterway. A party of horsemen, sir, distant to the east.”

“Time for us to leave. Mr Scott, take us to the east still, distant long gunshot from the coast itself. Leadsman in the chains.”

Nick presumed the horsemen came from the nearest fortified tower, though to do what was unclear. The great noise of the explosion must have alerted them to the total loss of the mill, but, he supposed, they must make an official report and that must demand visual observation.

There was at least one other mill along this coast, but that must now be heavily guarded, was untouchable for Hawke. That would waste men and resources, was to become a burden on the French. He wondered what the British did at Cork, where there was a number of mills close together, or so he had been told. Bearing in mind the disloyal state of Ireland, they would demand a heavy military presence.

They could assume the canal to be closed to traffic for a few days, at least while the Frogs discovered if there was an actual blockage.

“Mr Scott, work our way to the west. We shall run a patrol line off Barcelona for a while. There is no blockade as such off the port and it will be logical for the French there to send out ships to try to drive us off the coast. Toulon is closed by the Mediterranean Fleet, and there is nothing of any size in the commercial harbour of Marseille, unless there is something under repair in the shipyards and able to put out to sea. It is likely we can ignore the possibility of a squadron coming against us from the east.”

“Slow inshore passage, short tacks and beating up, sir? In the shallow waters of the Gulf, that is, sir?”

It was fairly clear that Mr Scott did not fancy that alternative.

“No. Take us well south, Mr Scott. A long leg and then work our way up the coast to Barcelona, keeping a careful eye out for English cruisers making their fortunes on Spanish shores.”

“Do we know where the armies are, sir?”

“Guesswork only, Mr Scott. The little the Admiral knew suggested the main British activity was on the west coast of Spain. It is believed that General Moore has an expeditionary force north of Portugal, but where, precisely, is unclear. Far distant from us, we can be sure. Our concern lies with the French and various Spanish armies, fighting their own sets of wars over on this Mediterranean coast.”

“Do we know who is on our side, sir?”

“No, Mr Scott. We have not the least idea of what the sides are, or if indeed anything so formal as a ‘side’ exists. We believe – and we may well be wrong – that there may be as many as six separate and substantial Spanish forces raised as the monarchy collapsed. Some are taking French arms in order to fight the Monarchists. Some are taking English encouragement to fight the French, the Monarchists and each other. Some are seeking provincial independence, and will accept aid from anybody who offers them a gun. Some are no more than banditti, or so it would seem. The Admiral was of the opinion that for many their allegiance was no more than a matter of momentary convenience. He was convinced that some would wake up as Monarchists and go to bed as dedicated Republicans, having toyed with the Freemasons at midday.”

“Which side are the Masons on, sir?”

“I believe they are a side, Mr Scott. I think it fair to say they oppose a perception of rationality against the Spanish Catholic Church. Such is obviously long overdue. However, their own mythology would seem at minimum to vitiate their claims to rationality – running around in funny aprons while waving trowels does not seem to me to be the most rational of activities. Mind you, as sailors, who are we to object to the irrational and ritual in our lives?”

That was a little deep for Scott. He was much of the opinion that the Catholics needed be put down, and the dreaded Spanish Inquisition was the very worst example of Popery in action, as all must agree. On the other hand, he had grown up with the notion that Masons were very strange folk, and tending to be corrupt and greedy in their dealings with lesser mortals, and was against taking their side as well.

“Ah well, sir, bugger the lot of them, say I. Let us just be content to be Englishmen and thankful we may say that.”

Nick wondered if that also might be a fraction irrational, but he had done well out of being English, he believed, and was not to argue against Scott on that topic.

“Tunny boat, sir. Homeward-bound with a full hold, I would say.”

“Bring us up to her, Mr Mothersole. McKay! My purse, if you please.”

There were speakers of the lingua franca aboard, able to communicate with their equivalents on Hawke and most willing to talk money. Two golden guineas supplied a meal for all aboard. A full gallon of rum produced a disquisition on the current state of Spain and the virtues and otherwise of the French. Whether it produced intelligence of value was debatable.

“The French, it would seem, sir, tend to indulge in unconventional relations with their pigs. They are certain of that. They can tell us little else of any relevance. Their catch will all go to the French and they will be lucky to pick up coppers in return. They will be able to keep one or two fish aside for their families. They would not have come out other than the French threatening to kill them, and all of the rest of the village. They have no choice and can only hope the village will still be there when they get in.”

Nick passed another guinea across and bade them go with his best wishes. He could do no more, he feared.

“Nothing has changed, it would seem, gentlemen. We still can obtain no useful information. Hold the same course. Let us see if we can spot anything in Barcelona, or if we can persuade a ship or two to come out after us. The Spanish left, we believe, ships under repair in their dockyards. If the French have finished the work, they may have sent crews for them. There might be the opportunity to cross the stern of a French-manned line of battle ship!”

Nick covertly observed the faces of his audience, looking for signs of enthusiasm, or otherwise. He saw none to show active dismay.

“Can we expect the Spanish in the yards to have skimped their work, sir? Is it likely there will be repairs that will fail under the strain of hard manoeuvring?”

“A substantial minority of Spaniards seem to be what they are calling, apparently, Josefinas, supporters of Bonaparte’s brother. I suspect they would have remained in the yards, betraying all others to the French. The Admiral was unable to work out exactly what is going on in Spain. He suspects in fact there is no pattern. What is happening in Barcelona may be totally unlike the pattern of events unfolding in Madrid, and different again to Seville, say. It seems not impossible that the country no longer exists, that it has collapsed into a patchwork of tiny municipalities, each the enemy of the next. And it has all happened so quickly, almost overnight.”

Mothersole supported Nick, naturally, but also had a sensible, thought-out contribution to make.

“Spain is not a natural country, existing since forever. It was created by Ferdinand and Isabella when they finally threw out the invading Moors. The provinces of Spain were forced together by the Spanish Army in the reconquest – they are not natural parts of the one country. They cannot be compared to the English counties. Spain has only existed for some three hundred and twenty years. It is new compared with England, for example. Such being the case, it is falling to pieces on being subjected to a first great invasion.”

That made good sense, offered a potential insight to the nature of the conflict in Spain. It was not necessarily accurate, but it offered a framework of thought.

“Thus, Mr Mothersole, if we are ever able to make contact with a provincial government, we may have leaders with some legitimacy to talk to.”

“Very possibly, sir. I do not know what those provinces might be, however. There was once a Kingdom of Navarre, but I do not know there is a province of Navarre that has succeeded it. I know there are Basques in France and Spain both, and speaking their own language that belongs to neither country. I was told once that Catalonia has its own tongue as well, which is an argument for its independence from Spain.”

“Not a very good argument, Mr Mothersole! There are those in Ireland, Scotland, Wales and still in Cornwall even, who speak their own tongue, but that is no argument for their independence from the mother country.”

Mothersole agreed, hastily. To say anything else would come far too close to treason, which must not be heard on the quarterdecks of the Navy.

“That must indeed be so, sir. The parallel is obvious.”

“So… We are still at a loss for a sensible course of action… If in doubt, steer towards the sound of gunfire. If there is no gunfire, then let us go and make some! Make for Barcelona, gentlemen. Let us go and persuade the people there to shoot at us and see what may eventuate. There might be anything in so great a harbour, so let us stir the pot and see what comes to the surface.”


Chapter Fourteen

“Gunboats, sir. No larger naval craft. None at all, sir.”

Anything there might have been in Barcelona had sailed, it would seem.

That spoilt Nick’s half-formed plan of destroying French ships within sight of their home port and possibly heartening the Spanish to rise in Barcelona itself.

“North along the coast, Mr Scott. Close inshore while possible. A careful eye out for batteries. Let us look for an opportunity.”

“Very good, sir. To do what, sir?”

“How do I know until the chance arises? An open mind, Mr Scott, pervaded always by the desire to do something nasty to the French, depending upon the opportunity.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

The meaningless answer served to make Scott’s opinions clear. He did not like cruising at random in search of chance.

Nick was not pleased with the occupation but could think of nothing else. He sat to his desk, scrawling ideas on a scrap of paper, crossing them out, one after another as impractical or excessively risky. He came back repeatedly to the earthworks not so far from Perpignan.

‘Convenient rivers close to hand, which means bridges or fords which could be broken or used for ambuscade. The possibility of seeming to threaten an actual invasion may create a little more of havoc. It will require bodies, more than we have to hand aboard Hawke. I do not know how we are to go about it.’

A lot more of pondering led to the conclusion they must seek assistance.

“Mr Mothersole. Keep an eye out for fishermen. I wish to make contact with the shore. Watch for any signs of armed bands we might talk to.”

“Aye aye, sir. Risky, sir, being we have no way of telling who is on what side, sir.”

“Certainly not simple, Mr Mothersole, but if we could match up with a thousand or so of irregulars, we could do a deal of harm along this coast. The offer of two of those tons of French powder must be welcome to them, and I will be happier for getting rid of the damned stuff!”

The plans for live practice had been shelved, put back a few days while they made a swift passage to Barcelona. Nick was conscious that he had literally tons of powder in a marginally safe store, not under the Gunner’s direct eye.

“Not what we want hanging about, sir, but, as you say, useful indeed as a bribe. Powder must be an ongoing worry for any band of partisans.”

The word was sent aloft. Lookouts habitually ignored distant fishermen, the Navy not being in the habit of making war upon them. Now they were to report their presence.

“We would benefit greatly, sir, from having a Spanish speaking officer aboard.”

“That is true, Mr Mothersole. I do not know how it might be attained, however.”

“Spanish naval officers often have the English, sir. A number of them taken earlier in the wars and released during the Peace of Amiens might be back at sea now. Others may be located in small harbours along the coast, retired from sailing but keeping near salt water. It would be rational that they should do so, sir.”

“You would suggest we might consider raiding some of the smaller ports and fishing harbours, hopefully?”

“It would be a possible course of action, sir. Importantly, it would also pass the word to the French that they must defend the whole of the shores they have taken, or lose them to us.”

“And that must lead them to create small garrisons along the coast, any or all of which might be vulnerable to the Spanish irregular forces, and all needing victualling convoys. Much to be said for that, Mr Mothersole.”

“What is the pattern for the local fishermen, sir, the inshore people, not the deepwater boats?”

They did not know. No doubt some would fish overnight while others put to sea before dawn to cast their nets at first light. Perhaps some few would fish during the daylight hours, depending on the habits of the local marine life. As for crabbers and lobstermen – anything was possible there, though they generally worked to early morning markets.

“Best if possible for us to land when the bulk of the local people are busy and available to tell us where the garrison, if any, might be found.”

“Less chance of resistance in a busy local market, women and children present and their menfolk not wanting stray musket balls falling among them, sir.”

“Likely so, Mr Mothersole. A close eye upon the people, as goes without saying. I will not wish to see any abusing the local folk. I shall hang any rapist without second thought. It is not to happen! Let us consult with Mr Trowbridge – he may have something to offer.”

Trowbridge agreed they must talk to the local folk, though exactly what about he was uncertain.

“It seems only rational, sir, to suppose there must be some contact between the villages and the irregular bands. Some of the boys will wish to come home on occasion to visit with their mothers or with female friends, that is almost for sure. There will be little enough food, as well, leading them to come for fish to eat. Some may well wish to talk with foreign ships of war in the hope of picking up powder and ball. The trouble is, sir, that we have no way of telling which particular sort of armed band any village may cleave to. It is just as possible they may support the French as not – indeed, if the French have not massacred them, it is more than likely because they are their supporters.”

They had to admit that to be a most sensible argument. The French had shown ruthless in putting all enemies to the sword. It was almost a given that if villagers were not dead, then their leaders at least were strong for France.

“And how are they led, one wonders, sir? Mayor and burgesses, like an English country town? A lord of the manor, as the old villages used to have? A village headman, such as we have seen on the shores of Africa? A council of elders, themselves under the command of a distant lord, as I have heard of in parts of our country, distant from modern ways? It will make a difference, sir.”

Nick could see that was so. It might easily be the case that a lord, necessarily located outside the little town or village, might have a different set of beliefs to those common among the fisherfolk.

“There is as well, Mr Trowbridge, the question of the Church. I can easily imagine a case in which the local priest was at loggerheads with an educated lord. It could be the one is a bigoted Papist while the other is a modern free-thinker, and hence the one much opposed to the atheism of France while the other welcomes the liberty of conscience France might be thought to offer.”

“In fact, sir, it might be the case that by landing we bring an immediate civil war to the village.”

They considered that possibility and did not like it. There was, all three agreed, a strong possibility that the local gallows would be heavily populated within a few hours of their presence.

“We cannot permit such thoughts to divert us from our duty, gentlemen. We may not like the effects following our landing, but we must do all we can to make the French uncomfortable in Spain. They are the enemy. If the Spanish die in resisting them, we must accept that is better than our people so doing. It is cynical and harsh, I fully agree, but the aim is to see Frogs dead. If they can be killed with less hazard to our people, then that is the course incumbent upon us. Our people are ours to protect where possible – if we can encourage the necessary dying to be done by Spaniards rather than by Englishmen, then we must do so. We will not destroy Bonaparte without a great mass of deaths, and it is our duty to ensure that as few as possible of those corpses speak English.”

Trowbridge was inclined to believe that few corpses, in his experience, spoke at all.

“Nit-picking, Mr Trowbridge! You know what I mean!”

Mothersole sat quiet, fighting the grin off his face.

“How do we go about it, sir?”

“I would wish to wait for our tenders to arrive, Mr Trowbridge. They will be happier in two-fathom water than either of our commands. Add to that, a felucca will arouse few suspicions onshore, and the nondescript brig sort of thing that the other is likely to be when the yard has finished with it, will be in no way out of place on these shores. We should spend the next few days – for we can expect both within the week, I believe, two at most – in making a first survey of this coast and identifying surviving villages. I would wish as well to take a closer look at the earthworks we saw just the other side of the border. Was we to take that and set a force of irregulars down inside it, we could cause great annoyance to the French.”

“They would have to take it back as quickly as they might, sir. They could not permit a Spanish-manned fort to survive just there.”

“Very true, Mr Trowbridge. That is why I might prefer it to be Spanish-manned rather than English.”

“Will the gain be worth the cost, sir?”

That, Nick admitted, was a legitimate question. It did, however, miss the point to a certain extent.

“The gain, Captain Trowbridge, accrues essentially to England. The loss will be borne by Spain and by France. Such being the case, even when the benefits to us are slight, they are worth pursuing. We starve the French of supplies for a few weeks. We force them to send a division at least to retake the fortalice. We prevent those troops from doing whatever their masters would prefer and we cost them a few hundreds of casualties. All of that comes to us for free, in effect. In the long term, years from now, the Dons may ask themselves whether our aid was worth the price they paid. That is a problem that another generation may face. For now, we have a war to fight, and one that must be won, for our enemy will not treat us kindly in our defeat. So, sir, we do anything and almost everything that will offer benefit to our cause. This is not a conflict between good and evil – it is more like a prize fight, and the prize is too big for us to lose.”

Trowbridge capitulated.

“I have already risen from boy on a freetrader to Commander in a sloop, sir. That is a remarkable prize in itself. There is every hope that I may be translated to a greater sloop and be sent off on the prize-taking lay, which I cannot object to. Faintly, even, there is the possibility of post captaincy, and then, one day, Admiral Trowbridge in all his glory. A Yellow Admiral, undoubtedly, but what is that to the waif who was so thankful to find a place as cabin boy on a smuggling lugger? We must win, sir, if I am to keep the remarkable rewards I have already been granted. I wish to see benefit to my country, most certainly, but the gains to myself are far too great to be jeopardised. I might even buy a house, sir, all of my own, and just possibly find a wife to set up in it! I do not think any price is too great for that.”

Nick offered a quiet smile.

“From true poverty to gentlemanly comfort, Captain Trowbridge. We have both, thee and me, achieved that. No price is too great to keep all I have gained, and you obviously believe the same. If we are to be ruthless on the shores of Spain, then, in the abstract, I can feel a degree of sorrow for the Spanish. In the practical reality of life, sir, the Spanish may go hang! I am fighting a war against France, and anything that falls in the middle can suffer! McKay!”

McKay, listening in the servants’ parts of the great cabin, nodded appreciatively and fetched up a bottle of the good Marsala. He had some sympathy for the moral qualms of the junior captain, but was glad to see the matter resolved properly.

“A morsel of cheese and the good biscuit, sir?”

“A good idea. Bring some of those tasty pickles as well.”

A rare celebration, but the air had been cleared and the senior men had come to a far closer partnership. Both ships would be the gainers.

The tenders arrived from the east just three days later, felucca and brig both under the command of unknowns.

“Lieutenant Atwill, sir, made into the felucca Kestrel, sir.”

“Spuffard, sir, lieutenant-in-command of His Majesty’s armed brig, Buzzard, sir. Both named in courtesy to Hawke, sir, their original French and Italianate names being unsuitable, sir. The Admiral bade me inform you of the low fever being uncommon prevalent this last month and both young gentlemen of yours sorely stricken by it. Hence our good fortune in acceding to the commands, sir.”

Atwill was young, probably not of lawful age for his rank, while Spuffard was two or three years his senior. Both admitted to having graced the flagship previously.

Nick was not entirely pleased to be placed in command of the children of privilege who were likely to be found aboard a senior admiral’s ship, but had to admit that they looked competent. Neither carried a belly, and additional flesh was by no means uncommon on a flagship’s quarterdeck. Their eyes were clear and noses lacked the shine of the dedicated drinker. Most importantly, they showed alert, looking around them, assessing the state of Hawke, taking a feeling of the officers on the quarterdeck.

“Excellent, gentlemen. You are both most welcome. We have a need for vessels that can venture into shallow water, particularly just at this moment. What has been done to your commands? Mr Spuffard?”

“Buzzard has been rigged as a brig, English style, sir. The yard found much of her cordage to be ancient and too much stretched for our use. I was able to find nine knots on passage, sir. She has twelve guns now, sir, all four pounders but new and straight in the bore. As well, the yard found a pair of big eighteen pound carronades, sir, and gave me a six pounder chase gun. I am well-pleased with my battery, sir. I have but sixty-two men, sir, which is less desirable, perhaps. It is not impossible that we can find further volunteers, sir.”

“Do all you can to that end, Mr Spuffard. You have a useful little vessel, sir. What does she draw?”

Spuffard was forced to admit she was of mercantile build, the owners who had designed her concerned to make the holds as great as possible.

“I would be unwilling to venture into less than two fathom water, sir. She demands a good nine feet, sir.”

“A nuisance that, Mr Spuffard. Your leadsman is like to be busy.”

Nick turned to Atwill, who admitted that his little Kestrel carried remarkably little by means of offence.

“Sixty tons, sir, and not built for carrying a load. I have a four pounder in the bows and four of two pound swivels besides. The yard found ball for the swivels, sir, as well as pistol shot for grape. With just two and twenty men, sir, that is all I can shoot. There are mountings for the pintles, all four of them, on either beam and astern, sir, so  it is possible to shift the swivels as needed. We draw just three feet at the stern, sir, can work our way within speaking distance of almost any shore. Water for at most six weeks, sir, is a drawback.”

“That is a nuisance. You must take every opportunity to water, Mr Atwill. Mr Spuffard, was we to put a file or two of sea-soldiers aboard, could you find hammock space for them?”

“Ten men, sir, and an ensign, perhaps, could be catered for. There is a small space next to my cabin going unused and could swing a cot, sir. My own servant could be shared.”

“Mr Colquhoun?”

The soldier captain was present on the quarterdeck, to make his greetings to the new officers in the squadron.

“Mr Munsey, Corporal Wrixon and nine privates, sir. Corporal Wrixon has many of the skills of an armourer, sir, and is fitted to look after a detachment. Good experience for him, prior to him becoming a sergeant, which is a likely fate for him. He will also be able to speak to young Mr Munsey on occasion, sir.”

“Very good, Mr Colquhoun. Speak to Peg and arrange for some few of spare springs and flints to go with him.”

All was quickly in hand, the eleven extra men put into the boat that took Spuffard back to his command.

“Mr Atwill, I would wish you to look inshore as much as you can, seeking especially the smallest of fishing villages. If practical, ask to purchase crabs and lobsters for the officers’ table. Let me find you some silver pieces for the purpose. McKay! If possible, talk with the sellers. Robbins, what have we by the way of tongue-looseners?”

Robbins shook his head and trotted below, came back with a dozen bottles of brandy in a wooden case and, separately, two more wrapped in plaited straw.

“A dozen good for cooking or for the uneducated palate, sir. The two should gladden the hearts of true connoisseurs, being the best of the true Armagnac, sir. In case of meeting a lord, that is, sir.”

“Wasteful, Robbins! We could have given that to the Admiral.”

“Much too good for him, sir. He has no taste for strong waters, rare though that may be in the breed!”

They laughed and put the bottles into Atwill’s hands, bidding him not to drop them.

“Silver and brandy, Mr Atwill. If the one doesn’t open obdurate mouths, the other likely will. Do not threaten, offer assistance if you can, do show sympathy for the poor victims of a war that is none of theirs. Always when talking with ordinary people let it be known that the war was made by the rich but is fought by the poor. ‘A rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight’, is an age-old comment on the losses that are inevitable in war. The lords sit in their manor houses while poor men’s sons are dragged off to sea or forced into the ranks of the army. Say so, loudly. We need the knowledge that the ordinary people commonly possess. They do not know the plans king and government may cherish, but they do know what is actually happening in their locality.”

Atwill was still young, and possessed ideals and a degree of naivety. He was shocked by Nick’s iconoclasm. He knew better than to say so, clasped his bottles and bowed, being unable to salute without an empty hand.

“Excellent! Take yourself off inshore, Mr Atwill, course to France and east along the shoreline. If you see merchant or naval shipping, immediately join Hawke, or Growler if it be closer, and signal. In time of war, small craft all run from larger. If you close them, to see what they are, you will immediately be announcing your true nature. So, you must run. If the wind does not permit to run to Hawke and hide under her skirts, then head off elsewhere, all the way to Gibraltar if needs be. You are not here to fight – not in your little felucca.”

“Yes, sir. If we pick up information inshore, I presume we must bring it out to you at soonest?”

“Always. The best intelligence is valueless to me if I do not know it. Decision is yours. If you think it may be important, bring it to me, quick time.”

“And if I am wrong, sir?”

“Then you will learn from your mistake, Mr Atwill. In my experience, there are remarkable few young lieutenants who never make a mistake, and they are always to be found in the Admiralty, cozying up to Their Lordships. It is no great sin to be in error, Mr Atwill. The only transgression that is unforgivable is to attempt to cover up one’s mistakes. If you pick up information, bring it to me and we can evaluate it together.”

Atwill turned his head inshore, much comforted and inclined to believe that Bloody Nick was a wonderful man to follow.

“A generous gentleman,” he informed his single master’s mate and lonely midshipman. “We will keep as far inshore as is possible. If there is more than six inches under the keel, we are too far out. Sweeps ready at all times. Swivels mounted on the inshore rail, loaded grape at all times. Four pounder loaded ball. If I fall, return to Hawke immediately. We need information, so must talk to anybody we see. Do not threaten them – offer money and brandy instead.”

“I wonder, Mr Mothersole, whether I might not have sent that youngster off to his doom. He is chock-full of good intentions, determined to return the hero of the hour, all of my questions answered. I hope he may, of course, but fear he will take too many risks in process.”

“He will come back knowing how to command his own little ship when at far from his seniors, sir. That is the best possible thing that could happen to a young officer. He will be self-possessed and sure of himself, and with a career in front of him. If not, he will likely be dead, which will be a pity but which happens to very young men when sent out to learn the hard way. There is no better way of learning, to my mind, sir. He is barely eighteen, officially, and by the time he is nineteen he should be in command of a sloop, and more than capable of meeting all of its demands. The Navy needs able young men, sir, and they must be created.”

“So they must, Mr Mothersole. I merely wish that some other lucky captain could be the creator. I have seen far too many able young men go off about my orders and not ever to come home again.”

“So have we all, sir. I must say that I have rarely directly given the order that sends a youngster off to die, but I have seen it far too often. One midshipman in twenty to make post captain, as a rule of thumb. Another one to rise to Commander and no further. Four to die of sickness of the chest or accident. Four more to leave the sea enfeebled. Of the other ten? Two will die in action, or be so broken as to leave the sea. The remainder will work their way to master’s mate, a proportion then to become lieutenants or masters, that number varying. Half of the boys who join, sir, will be broken or killed by their service. It places a burden upon those of us who give their orders and push them up to be made or to break. It is the way of the service, sir, and we must accept it. It is not our fault, sir.”

“Well said, Mr Mothersole. It is the way things are. Such is the case with Mr Tyndale and Allbright. Young men I had hopes of and down to the fevers. ‘Low’ it may be, but they will be a long time, if ever, fully recovering from them, probably returned to England to convalesce. Their careers have taken a major setback and they may well never be in a way to return to the sea. It happens and we must regret their loss, for it is such in effect. Now then, what are we to do with Spuffard?”


Chapter Fifteen

“Spuffard, sir, in Buzzard, is by way of being an anomaly. She is too small to be of use out to sea and too big to be valuable inshore.”

“Neither one thing nor t’other, Mr Mothersole. I agree. Such being the case, we must make use of her as we can. Along the coast as far as the marshes – what’s the name, Camargue?”

Scott, silent at their side, agreed that was so.

“Then, naturally, to return again, a sentry on her beat. She is to bash everything she sees that is, as one might say, bashable. Anything bigger, she can come back and tell us. It will be interesting to see where Spuffard draws that line.”

A short laugh and then Scott reminded them they were not so far from the waters where Cochrane had made his name, more than eight years previously.

“In a brig much like Buzzard, sir, with I think fourteen of four pounders and a very few more men, and took a Spanish xebec-frigate, full of guns and with a complement of more than two hundred. I was in Port Mahon at the time and did we not cheer when she brought her prize in! Cochrane himself was treated very badly after that – but he was a man who attracted trouble, his personality not forgiving of fools and anxious to see his own merits recognised. His own worst enemy, one might say, sir, but a remarkable seaman and as clever as he is bold. One trusts that Spuffard – who will not, I suspect, set the world on fire – will not attempt to emulate Cochrane.”

Nick had heard of Cochrane – who had not? He knew him to be of aristocratic lineage and much aware of his own virtues, which were many. He had no desire to be compared with such a man, though knowing that a few had set him up as similar.

“Cochrane is a rarely able gentleman, great in many ways, Mr Scott. He perhaps lacks in the sphere of luck, where I am his opposite. I will have no hesitation in bowing to that man should we meet. I do hope young Spuffard will not be driven to emulate him – he will not succeed in so doing, I much fear.”

Mothersole and Scott hastened to agree. Mr Spuffard seemed to be a competent young gentleman, perhaps more so than most of his age, but he was no comet to set a bright light in the heavens for all to admire.

“Higgins! To Buzzard, please. ‘Buzzard to range the coast to the mouth of the Rhone, further east only in pursuit. To prohibit the waters to all French trade. To inform Hawke of all inimical ships of war. Escort prizes to Hawke.’ Tidy that up as necessary to achieve brevity, Higgins.”

Higgins turned to his flags and to the boy who assisted him, as ever thinking aloud.

‘Damned nigh on to fifty words… Tidy it up indeed… Buzzard alphabetical as must be and using up both of the ‘z’s in one word… Right boy, let us have at it…’

Nick grinned while Mothersole, as ever, shook his head, having no liking for Higgins’ near impertinence. They scanned the signal as it rose, admiring Higgins’ skill in compression of a wordy command.

“That’s a man who should have been brought into the wardroom, sir.”

“Too clever to be wasted, one might have thought, Mr Mothersole. He is far too old now. His early captains were remiss in not pushing him through the hawsehole.”

“Very much so, sir. Buzzard acknowledging and turning away, sir. A good wind for his purposes… He is setting a full suit… Perhaps over-full, to my mind. However, he has had a week and more to take a feel for his own command, will know her better than me…”

“He knows we are watching, Mr Mothersole. He must make a display of virtue.”

“So he must, sir. Under your eyes, he must be better than most. He must live up to your standards, which he must suppose are the most demanding of all. With your reputation, sir, you must expect that of the younger officers.”

“I am no tyrant, surely, Mr Mothersole.”

“Not at all, sir, but you have a name for success. When you are sent out to perform a task, then it is done and you return with blood dripping from the scuppers and a mound of gold tucked away below. I have heard it said that had Genghis Khan been a seaman, he would have achieved much the same.”

Nick’s limited education said that Genghis Khan was renowned for having made a mountain of skulls. He knew nothing else of him.

“Back to that business of cutting off heads, Mr Mothersole? It is not a habit of mine, you know, not what might be described as a hobby, an avocation, as it were. Mind you, it is something that occurs too frequently aboard Hawke. Were you ever told of the fate of your predecessor?”

“Well, yes, sir, though I suspect somewhat exaggerated. I have had the stain in the timbers just over there pointed out to me. I wished to know why it was there and not scrubbed out, or the timbers replaced if that were not possible.”

“Ah, yes. Where young Mr Passingham was standing at the fatal moment. A six pound iron shot severing the neck and causing his head to literally fly off, bouncing across the deck and then rolling back and forth with the motion of the ship in a somewhat disconcerting fashion. The strange thing was, the heart continued to beat for some several seconds, causing blood to gush in gouts from his neck – hence the deep stain in the timbers which might be thought impious to expunge.”

“His memorial, in fact, sir. I must imagine that none who saw the dreadful occurrence will forget it. Yet, sir, I think that when next we are in the yard I shall have that dealt with, one way or the other. I am not one for gleaming white timbers, sir, but that is an eyesore and really should go.”

“You are Premier, Mr Mothersole, and that decision must be yours alone to make.”

They turned their attention back to Buzzard, now a good half a mile distant and still clapping on sail.

“Royals rather than studding sails, Mr Scott?”

“So he has, sir. Perhaps he knows something of his own command that I do not, sir. It would not have been my first thought, I have to say, sir.”

“I did not notice his master, did you, Mr Scott?”

“A young gentleman, sir, unknown to me. I suspect only recently risen to his eminence.”

“I think you may be right at that, Mr Scott. Let us hope both master and captain learn quickly.”

“Kestrel is well inshore, sir. Damned nigh inside the line of surf.”

“Perhaps I should not have specified no more than three inches under her keel, Mr Scott. I really did not expect the boy to take me literally.”

“There are men onshore, sir. He is shouting to them.”

“Spanish men, I presume… Are they shouting back, do you think?”

“It seems so, sir. They may even be communicating. Atwill is sending his boat in, sir. I cannot see who is in it.”

“Then let us possess ourselves in patience the while. No doubt we shall be rapidly informed of all that is happening.”

Scott had his telescope to his eye, informed them of four Spanish men, now running to the boat and stepping in, the boat pushing off.

“The waves only slight and the boat finding no difficulties, sir. Going over the side of the felucca, the boat tied on, and she is making her way back to us. Shortest cruise ever, sir. She has been away for one hour.”

The felucca was small and able to come into Hawke’s lee, tying on and allowing her landsmen passengers an easier climb up the side. Atwill politely ushered them in front of him, pushing forward too late to give an introduction, the gentlemen having started talking the moment they stepped on deck.

One general; two colonels; a civilian senor, each trying to be heard first.

“Gentlemen, I am Captain Sir Nicholas Turnhouse. Will you please come below to my cabin where we may sit in some slight comfort. I am sure we can soon make ourselves understood to each other. It is convenient indeed that you all speak my tongue.”

They sat, sipped suspiciously at their wine and brightened on discovering it was not seaman’s blackstrap. It seemed they had previous experience of naval hospitality.

“Now, gentlemen, you are most welcome aboard Hawke. In what way can I perhaps assist you?”

“We sir, are the four senior of the provisional government of Catalonia, as formed by the military of the Kingdom of Spain. I am General Moreno, at least as far as the English are concerned. We have spoken together previously and it has been agreed that it may be wiser not to use our proper names.”

Nick bowed and agreed. He must name them in his report to his Admiral, and then the information must be sent to London. There were only too many opportunities for their names to become known to the French. Better, therefore, they should be pseudonyms only.

“I have been hoping to meet with the commanders of local forces, gentlemen. I can place a substantial amount of gunpowder into the hands of those who will assist in the taking and holding for a while of a French earthworks just north of the border. I am tasked to cut the French supply lines along the coast, at sea primarily, obviously. I would wish to block the coast road and cause the French a degree of inconvenience in process.”

“Ten thousand musket rounds would be of considerable value to us, Sir Nicholas.”

Rough calculations established that at about seventeen kegs of powder, assuming a load of about one hundred grains as was normal for a Brown Bess.

“I have to hand a substantial amount in excess of that, sir. I would be happy indeed to land powder to your liking. Ball, I fear, is another matter.”

They rapidly assured him that ball could always be procured. Lead was in easy supply while powder was hard indeed to come by.

“I could place forty kegs of powder in your hands immediately, gentlemen. I could absolutely guarantee to double that quantity within two days, and possibly still find more. How many men could you offer to garrison the earthworks on the coast near Carcassonne?”

They were silent, caught each other’s eye, shook their heads. The civilian spoke.

“I am known as Don Jaime, Sir Nicholas. I do not believe we could persuade our men to cross the border. Certainly, we could not order them to do so. It would be of little benefit to us to do so, I will admit. We muster just two hundred muskets the now. A visible success, on our own soil, would bring many more to our command. There are literally dozens of tiny bands, ranging between five and fifty, at a guess, many of them armed with blades only, and scrabbling to survive in the hinterland of the province. They would not venture into France. Taking an armoury here, on Catalan soil, would bring them in by the score. It would also attract the attention of the longstanding Catalan political movements. Having once brought the men together, and armed them, then we might be able to consider your fortress in France, Sir Nicholas.”

That was an annoyance, but if the Spanish forces had a sensible target, then they could still be of use.

“You must know your own people and what may be done with them, Don Jaime. I can only assist. I will send you ashore with the forty kegs this day, whatever agreement we come to. I cannot leave you unarmed against the evil of the French invaders. What is your existing plan, sir?”

Nick permitted the four to tell him he was a good man while waiting for them to come up with any plan at all.

“We came to the coast here, Sir Nicholas, having heard there was a large and powerful ship of the English Navy patrolling these shores. It was our intention to meet with you to request your assistance. We have left the forces we command inland by some twenty of your miles. We cannot therefore display them to you.”

Nick smiled and told them he understood all. He wondered if perhaps there were any forces at all. They certainly seemed to be few at best. It was not impossible, he mused as he smiled kindly, that the four gentleman were of the opinion that if they showed themselves to be in possession of the rare gunpowder, then they might attract followers to themselves.

‘Playing the ends against the middle, which is a good game, when it works. To attain A, they need B. They can only get B if they show they already possess A. To attract men, they must have powder. They can only get powder if they already have men. As it is French powder, and cost me nothing, I shall play along with them.’

He broadened his smile, most unconvincingly.

“Gentlemen, we are at war with a vile foe. The harm they have done to the innocent population is already incalculable. The French must be stopped. You, bravely, are willing to play your part. I can do no less. Have you carts or packhorses to carry your powder inland?”

For powder they would accept any number of false smiles.

“Two oxcarts, Sir Nicholas, which can be brought down to the shore after nightfall.”

“Then let it be so, gentlemen. First, if you would be so good as to follow me, I will show you the powder I have immediately to hand.”

They followed Nick belowdecks to the old sickberth, watched as the sea-soldier sentry opened the door and stood to one side.

“There are more than forty kegs there, as you will observe, gentlemen. I am willing to place all in your hands, eventually, provided only you will show me the men who will use the powder. For the moment, I will, as I said, release forty kegs immediately into your hands.”

They returned to the cabin, accepted refills for their glasses, agreed they must do all they could to raise additional forces.

“Along the coast here, Sir Nicholas. Distant by some eight of your miles to the north. You will no doubt have observed a battery on a headland close to a fishing village.”

Nick called for Mr Scott.

“Battery on a headland, sir. There is such and we know it as San Juan de Blanes. It is some few miles from a small town also known as Blanes. My own record shows it to be a battery of four large guns with an old wall some ten feet high and a barracks behind it which is less fortified. The coastal road passes by and there is a small stone quay in a cove at the foot of the headland. There is a road winding across and back in a single zigzag to rise the fifty feet or so to the low headland. We have spotted no separate fortifications to the quay.”

“The guns are a year old, we are told, new-brought in from France and referred to as of thirty-six pounds – poids, they say.”

They were the familiar large coastal guns. Iron barrels, within reason straight and ranging out to some three miles, though losing accuracy at that distance.

“One might expect sixty to eighty gunners present, Don Jaime, and a garrison besides to protect them. Is there a naval presence?”

“No sailors based there, Sir Nicholas. It is not unknown for a gunboat from Barcelona to sail along the coast and to call there, occasionally tying up overnight. That happens only in settled weather. The garrison is made up of twenty foot soldiers and forty of cavalry. The horsemen patrol at least twice a week, out for half a day and back, seeking guerrilleros. There is a major of gunners in command of the whole, an old man and idle. It is their habit to bring in wine and drink far too much of it. He drinks brandy.”

“You believe your two hundred could take the battery, gentlemen?”

The General shook his head.

“Possibly, Sir Nicholas. With your sailors landing from the sea, it would become far more likely. They have a small armoury, we know, and, naturally, have the powder charges for their great guns. We would wish to lay hands on all weapons there, except the great cannon. The walls have embrasures but no cannon mounted. If it is practical we would wish to drag the great guns to the embrasures facing inland and along the coastal road and use them against the French as they march up to take back their battery. A few rounds and some damage done, and we split the barrels and ride away, laughing loudly. It would be known and many would join us, heartened by our victory.”

If it worked, well and good. Nick could see advantages in the plan. If the French chose to march in from north and south simultaneously, with pickets out to the west, then the General’s laughter would be short-lived. Not to worry! Hawke would have her sailors back aboard well before the French arrived.

“Tell me of the day of your assault, sir, and our sailormen will be there. We will take the battery and hold it while your people deal with the soldiers. I do not doubt we shall enjoy a victory.”

It was possible they might win. Even if they were repelled the French would have to look to their coastal defences, having been made nervous by the sight of British and Spanish fighting hand in hand.

It took a week of talking but a day was eventually set and agreement was made that the Navy would set about the battery and would fire a pair of red rockets when they had succeeded. Only then would the Spanish come in over the rear walls of the barracks area.

“I wonder how many men they actually have, Mr Mothersole.”

“Fewer than the ten score they claimed, I do not doubt, sir. They will attract more as soon as word gets out of their success. People tend to have an affection for winners, I believe, sir.”

“They should be able to pick up a hundred or so of French muskets and gunner’s carbines. A good chance of heavy artillery pistols as well. We might be able to lay our hands on a gunboat. I have it in mind to take such a gunboat under tow to Agde or Sete and then to row her into the lagoon there, initially under the French flag. Three or four rounds from that forty pounder long gun they carry would play merry hell with the shipping in harbour and provide cover for a half dozen of explosion boats to get into the quays.”

“It might well create havoc, sir. What would happen afterwards?”

“With the town well on fire towards the quays, our people should be able to get into our longboats and flee the scene. If not, then run for the outskirts and we can pick them up at daybreak. I think we could cut our losses to a very few, Mr Mothersole. You had the last excursion. This one would be mine.”

“What of the battery, sir?”

“I need to stretch my legs on land. As well, I wish to take a close look at the Spanish irregulars. I am not entirely convinced they can or will fight without military discipline. We need to know what, if anything, they are capable of.”

Mothersole agreed. Irregulars could not be trusted – it went against the proper nature of the military existence to rely upon undisciplined, ununiformed troops.

“One might argue that our people do not wear a uniform, Mr Mothersole.”

That was true, and was a cause of some offence to the professional officers. Arguments were presented almost annually to Their Lordships calling for an end to purser’s slops and the introduction of a proper uniform for seamen. The stumbling block was always the same – the hands paid for their own clothing when purchased from the slop chest. A uniform must be the expense of the Navy, and the Admiralty did not have the extra money.

“I will say that given a choice between more ships and the provision of a uniform, I know which I prefer, sir.”

“A Navy procured on the cheap, Mr Mothersole. I cannot find it in me to approve of such penny-pinching. Their Lordships should press the politicos on this matter, and many another. The government wishes to keep nine hundred ships afloat, while paying for no more than half of them. They must learn they cannot have something for nothing.”

“They would be the first politicians ever to learn that lesson, sir. I fear their education will not take place in my lifetime.”

“Nor yet mine, Mr Mothersole. I am told they used to rely on bread and circuses in Roman days – which seems a strange habit but more learned men than me assure me it is so. Our own masters seem to offer Poor Law and victories at sea to keep the masses satisfied. It is a pity they cannot offer honesty instead.”

“Honesty and politicians, sir? Rare bedfellows!”

They laughed and left the topic – it was not well to discuss politics aboard ship where they could always be overheard.

“Four boats, sir, and almost one half of the people. Mr Holbourne, Mr Peasley and Williams to command your other three boats. Mr Prettyman to stay aboard with me. Midshipmen to their own boats in the ordinary way of things. Captain Colquhoun and his two remaining ensigns and thirty sea-soldiers to be spread across the last three boats, sir. Our exact plan of attack to depend on the final sightings Kestrel makes in passing this evening. We shall appear to be on passage, out to sea, and hence should, we much hope, arouse no suspicions onshore.”

“Hopefully so, Mr Mothersole. All will be well, with only a little of luck.”

Kestrel made her way north, well inshore, appearing to hide away from the predatory Englishman a few miles out to sea. She was obviously innocent and was able to take a long look at the cove and quay below the battery as she passed by. She made her rendezvous with Hawke after dark and well distant to the north.

“Near calm inshore, sir. It will need be boats for the last two miles or so. Under oars, I fear. An hour of rowing.”

That was undesirable for leaving the men tired before they went into a fight.

“There is a gunboat tied up, sir. I could see no more than one man on watch. I suspect the crew to be ashore, sir. She is not designed for men to sleep aboard, being no more than half-decked.”

“Single pole mast. Sweeps. One great gun on a slide?”

“Yes, sir. The normal for such a craft. She is designed for harbour use exclusively. Why they have brought her up the coast, I know not.”

“Exercise, I expect, Mr Atwill. To give the crew experience of sailing her, literally, rather than using the oars. Individually, once a month say, so they will not grow stale. A useful extra. Did you see any sentry post at the quay itself?”

“Nothing, sir. A sentry up on the ramparts, by the guns, looking out to sea, but no other sign of life. I do not know whether the post would be manned after dark, sir.”

“We can assume not, Mr Atwill. We shall land at eleven o’clock, landsman’s time. It is a good guess that they will run sentries on a two or four hour watch rota, changing at midnight. Hopefully, four hours, leaving them tired in the last hour on duty in the night. A chance but no certainty they will drink in the darkness. They may well only have men at the gate inland overnight. It depends on the commanding officer. The Spaniards said he is old and idle. Did you see any other cannon emplaced?”

“None, sir. The four great guns and none other to offer a defence.”

“How very unwise of them. If we come back in six months from now, we shall see a different picture, I do not doubt. We are at the beginning of this campaign, Mr Atwill. The Admiral believes the French entered Spain expecting no more than a token resistance and still have not adjusted to the reality of the new war they have created. We must take advantage of that innocence.”

“Very good, sir! If we kill a few dozens tonight, the rest may come to understand just what a wasp’s nest they have stirred up.”


Chapter Sixteen

With so many sea-soldiers to board, they brought the boats to the side in turn, taking nearly an hour to load all four.

“None lost, sir. No disasters. Not even a musket fallen overboard.”

“I am pleasantly amazed, Mr Colquhoun. Perhaps we should have placed you in charge of the boats at Little Algiers.”

“Not unless you had given me a week in advance to train in, sir. I have rarely seen such a shambles as that regiment achieved, sir. They managed to lose more than fifty muskets and I did not count how many men they drowned!”

It was clear which was the more important loss to the soldier.

“I was not pleased with their performance, I will admit, Mr Colquhoun. Do you think it was typical or was that no more than a rarely badly trained battalion?”

Colquhoun was unwilling to condemn the Army in conversation with the Navy, was forced to admit that he did not believe the particular set of officers to be out of the ordinary.

“Country squires, sir. Boys who have never ventured out of the backwoods and who know nothing of the world and believe they are the true leaders of mankind. Idlers. They have done nothing in their short lives and believe there is nothing for them to do, or learn. They know all they need, by virtue of their birth. You saw my three when they joined the ship, sir. Separated from the Mess, they have learned the values of the wardroom. The Navy is far less gentlemanly than their regiment, but believes in training its people so that they actually learn and practice skills. I have heard of these new Rifles who are doing the same at Shorncliffe, their training barracks in Kent; they are breaking new ground for the Army. I saw in Egypt, sir, far too many officers who were at a loss in the field. They did not know what to do, other than shout vague orders aimed at no particular person. Not to put too fine an edge on it, sir, the typical young ensign or lieutenant is useless!”

Nick had suspected that to be the case but knew that Colquhoun’s three young men had all made themselves into valuable officers. He had wondered why the difference.

“The biggest single factor is that my three actually know the names of their men and can recognise them even in poor light. They speak to their corporals every day and will listen to the sergeant’s opinions and advice. Was I to ask them, each would be able instantly to produce a list of the skills of their sections and to recommend who should be promoted and when. The typical subaltern in the rest of the Army would possibly recognise his sergeant if he saw him in civilian dress, but would know not another face in his whole battalion. What is worse, he is not expected to! The men are no more than a mass to whom he occasionally shouts a command. I was like that before I saw service in Egypt, sir. I learnt better. Separated from the Mess, I have been able to bring the three youngsters around to my ways, helped greatly by being aboard ship, where everything is different.”

“Remarkable, Mr Colquhoun. I have been pleased indeed to have you aboard Hawke, as I believe you know. Time we boarded our boats, sir. We shall tow for a short distance, but the final mile must be under oars, I fear. The seamen will be tired, so I shall wish to see your people pushing ahead.”

“That is where we should be, sir. We do not earn our bread aboard ship. It is in moments like this that we justify our presence, sir.”

It was strange to have a thinking body in a red coat. Nick was still used to the habits of the Marines.

There was a half-moon and thin cloud cover, giving a little light, sufficient for the boats to keep in contact with each other and maintain silence. Their target was lit by lanterns at the quayside and candles and firelight at a good half of the windows and embrasures on the headland above. They could pick up occasional shouts and bursts of laughter. Twice they heard a scream.

The oarsman immediately in front of Nick turned his head to him.

“Dunno what they doing up there, sir.”

“No more do I, Middlebrook. Don’t know that I like the sound of it.”

Nick readied himself to jump ashore as the boat sped up for the last yards into the cove and up to the quay, the time they were most likely to be seen. He watched as Williams brought up next to the dark mass of the gunboat, looking bigger from water level, then he held onto a bollard and swung across, first onto the shore, as was right. Barefoot sailors ran silently while the sea-soldiers clumped off in their boots.

The gunboat pushed off, four men at the sweeps, a fifth taking the tiller, nothing said.

“Empty, sir. Ain’t nobody down here.”

Nick led them out onto the paved road leading up and across the slope. As always he found himself puffing as he ran. Shipboard life gave far too little exercise. There was nowhere to run to and he was not prepared to trot up to the tops and back every day, just to stretch his legs. He did not think it conducive to his dignity, the more because the men would time him and cheer him on once they became used to the habit.

At the top and no alarm, the garrison’s attention entirely on whatever they were doing in the little bailey to the rear.

“Clear the open area, Mr Colquhoun. Mr Holbourne up left, Mr Peasley to the right.”

He did not think it proper to use larboard and starboard ashore.

“My boat with me.”

The shouting had changed to roars of alarm, followed by volley fire. Nick ran forward into the brighter light of the courtyard at the rear of the old barracks area.

There was a large bonfire, fighting dying down, bodies littering the flagstones, blood flowing, above all men howling in pain and fear.

“Fix bayonets!”

That was Colquhoun’s voice, close to him. The fighting died away as the sea-soldiers herded a dozen or two of French soldiers, partly dressed, almost all in shirtsleeves, into a corner. There were a few shouts, a scream of pain, behind him and to either side as Holbourne and Peasley rapidly cleared the buildings, chased a few bodies out into the light.

“What was going on, Mr Colquhoun?”

“Execution of prisoners, I believe, sir. Torture and killing for the amusement of the garrison. Six bodies by the fire, sir. The naked ones.”

Nick followed the pointing finger, picked out the corpses, cut and burned, slowly dead. Five adult men, one youth in early adolescence, at a guess.

“I think I recognise the one of them, sir. He called himself Senor Jaime, I believe?”

That explained the absence of any Spaniards, which had been causing Nick a little concern.

“Mr Holbourne, Mr Peasley! Did you find any cells?”

“Empty and open, sir. On the right, below ground.”

“Take the prisoners to them and throw them in.”

“No more than six cells, sir, and not big.”

“Fit them in.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

Nick’s voice suggested he was not concerned about comfort.

“Some of the prisoners are wounded, sir.”

“They can look after each other.”

There was no further objection. The living Frenchmen were kicked and dragged to their accommodation.

“Clear the French bodies out of the gate. Take a count, Mr Colquhoun. A most efficient job, sir. Your soldiers did well. What are your losses?”

“One dead, sir. Three wounded, burnt – the torturers turning on them with their hot irons.”

“Bad luck the three. Get them back to the ship at soonest. Dr Probert will be able to make them more comfortable.”

Less than an hour saw the courtyard cleared, the Spanish bodies set to one side with whatever dignity could be offered, the French thrown out of the gate and rolled down the steeper slope on the inland side of the headland.

“They will be stinking within the day, gentlemen. That sets a limit to how long we can stay. Mr Holbourne, prepare the guns for destruction, if you would be so good. Mr Peasley, sentries to the walls and gate, in pairs. Mr Colquhoun, please to discover the armoury, if any, and determine what is worth taking, what should be destroyed. Robbins, take a party to examine the foodstores and send aboard anything worth taking. The same for alcohol, if any remains undrunk. Mr Williams, with me to go through the offices and discover any official papers to be burned or taken away.”

They could do little with papers, all of which would be written in French, Nick expected, but they might well come across a paychest or the like.

Nick raised his voice to be heard over the orders being given and the bustle of men running off to duty.

“Get some sleep in, those not given a duty. Keep your arms at your sides – the French might be here at any time. Have a look about the place. Don’t set it on fire!”

That gave unspoken permission to loot the personal effects of the French garrison. There would not be much – soldiers were not generally rich – but no doubt there would be a little of coinage and a few bottles. The men split up into small groups of friends and ran.

“Nothing, sir, of use to us.”

“I agree, Mr Williams. A mass of papers but no indication of which are merest routine, which might be useful information. We shall set fire to the offices as we go, just to be awkward. Let us just work our way through the Major’s private quarters in case there is anything there.”

There was an amount of spirits and a few bottles of wine, all of which went back to the ship. The Major had a little of paper money, valueless to its captors. That apart, several spare uniforms and three changes of civilian clothing completed his personal possessions.

“Not a book to his name, sir. What did he do of an evening?”

“Drank, played cards and tortured prisoners, I must imagine, Mr Williams. A man of unsophisticated tastes.”

They looked about them as they left, spotted a cupboard by the door, pulled it open to find an iron safe door. There were three keyholes, each demanding a separate key – they knew that because the keys were in the locks.

“Probably he had difficulty in remembering which was which, Mr Williams. Let us turn the keys and discover what is in this iron edifice. I presume it must be valuable to be kept so secure.”

They stared in disappointment.

“The month’s pay, it would seem. All in notes. Pull it out and throw it on the burning heap, Mr Williams. It is valueless to us. What is on the bottom shelf?”

“A bar of silver, sir, rather small. Some coins, again silver. A necklace and a bracelet and a brooch, all with the same green stones, sir.”

“Possibly his share of the loot of a Spanish noble house, Mr Williams. Bag them up and take them with us. A few hundreds to go into the prize fund, I suspect.”

They left, sending the bag down to the boats.

“Anything, Robbins?”

“A few pounds weight of the foods you like, sir. I have put them in the boat to go back to Hawke. Besides that, a dozen sacks of flour and some salt meat, sir. Beans by the ton. Looks like they eat bread and beans every day and meat once or twice a week. Might be, anything else they get, they forage, sir. Some barrels of red wine, and bloody rough stuff it is, too, sir! Haven’t even bothered to send it back to the ship.”

“By God, Robbins – it must be bad if sailors won’t drink it!”

“Worst I’ve ever put in my mouth, sir. Spat it out again, so I did.”

McKay gloomily agreed.

“Awful stuff, so it is, sir. Could never get drunk on that, sir, for being unable to force it down.”

Colquhoun came across, shaking his head.

“Not more than five rounds for each gun in their powder store, sir. It might be that the barge we dealt with was destined for their magazine, sir. One hundred and twenty of their cavalry carbine, sir; a short-barrelled musket easy for a horseman to carry. As many of sabres besides. No more than a dozen of pistols. Some sacks of ball, sir. Sent them off to the ship. If we find any Spaniards, we can give them away. A useful grindstone set up in a little wheeled cart, sir, which could be of value to us. Could always make use of a second grindstone. That apart, nothing, sir.”

The men had found little in the barracks rooms. General opinion was that the garrison had already looted everything in the area and spent the proceeds. Now they were left in a desert.

“Poor in the first place, sir, and now nothing left at all. Not worth the effort of emptying their pockets, sir. Even the officers are almost penniless, sir.”

Dawn showed no sign of Spanish troops in the surrounding countryside. Inspection by telescope displayed nothing moving as far as could be seen.

“Oh, sod this for a game of skittles! Mr Holbourne, Mr Peasley, take the sailors back to the ship. Mr Colquhoun, wait until the sailors are counted off and then light your fuses and run down to the quay. We shall set off the guns as we go.”

“Very good, sir. What of the prisoners?”

“Unlock their cells and run. If they are fast, they will get out before the powder blows. No need to order them to run.”

“We owe torturers nothing, sir. They can live or die as they wish.”

There was not a lot of powder in the armoury, but even that little made a respectable bang. The guns did better a few minutes later, having ready use by their sides.

“It makes a good report, gentlemen. Four coastal guns split. Battery razed. Eighty-two French dead. Twenty-one wounded and left to fend for themselves. Our losses, one soldier dead and three wounded. Taken, one gunboat with a forty pound long gun. What of horses?”

“Stables were empty, sir. I suspect they are at graze at a distance. No fodder in their stables.”

“As well it is so, Mr Colquhoun. If present, we would have had to kill them and I cannot like doing so. I have no use for cruelty to animals.”

“Nor me, sir. Killing soldiers is one thing. Horses are another.”

There was general agreement. Men knew what they were doing. Horses did not. It was not fair to kill horses if it could be avoided.

“We shall take a course north, gentlemen, close inshore, seeking anything of interest. I suspect word will be passed quickly from one fort to the next and we shall not find another all unsuspecting for us to raid. The Spanish men would seem to have been killed, so we need to find another set of allies, if we can.”

“Do you find it strange, Mr Mothersole, that the one Spaniard should have been taken while the other three were not?”

“And him the sole civilian, sir?”

“Exactly! It stretches coincidence a little too far. Without evidence, we can come to no hard and fast conclusion, but we must be careful about talking to General Moreno and his two colonels, who never so much as offered a pseudonym. It may be that the military men were able to avoid capture, for possessing martial skills which the civilian by his very nature could not have. We must not jump to a conclusion, but we would be naïve fools was we not to consider the possibilities. I suspect we might be well-advised to take a most cautious peek at the earthworks close to Carcassonne, Mr Mothersole.”

Mothersole thought for a few seconds before coming to agreement.

“We mentioned our interest there to the four of them. If they have sold out to the French, they will have given them the warning. They had, as I recall, sir, no more than four of twelve pounders able to play on the shoreline. Was we to send Kestrel along to take a cautious look, it would be indicative if that battery had changed.”

“They came offshore in Kestrel, did they not?”

“They did, sir. They may not have spotted Buzzard.”

“Agreed. The gunboat would be anomalous – they might not know her, but she should not be cruising the coast. Buzzard it must be.”

That made sense to both. The brig would not be back for at least a fortnight, so they would simply stay well clear of the earthworks for that time.

“Agde, sir. You thought of explosion boats?”

“I did, Mr Mothersole. I had some success with them in the Greek islands not so many years ago. Small fireships, to be precise – ancient fishing boats made up with dry driftwood and set afire after being lodged against the stern of an eighty gun ship. She was under repair and the fresh tars took most readily.”

“Aye, so they would, sir. The gunboat to shoot a few rounds from the lagoon, aiming into the warehouses along the wharves, while the small boats sailed hard into the hulls moored there. Do you think grape over ball, sir?”

“Dubious, Mr Mothersole. Almost all working along those wharves must be civilians, and there might be others simply walking the shores there. Ball to destroy the warehouses can be justified, but grape as well? That would be seen as monstrous, I fear.”

“It would be, too, sir. I must withdraw the suggestion.”

Despite recent examples, it was not proper to make war on civilians. It was occasionally seen as necessary, as at Copenhagen, or unavoidable, as was the case in almost every siege, but where possible, civilians were to be left untouched. War was for professionals and they should bear its casualties.

“Difficult to sustain that argument, sir, now that armies have grown so large. Almost every youth is liable to conscription in France, so they say, and even in England at least one half must be taken up into Army, Militia and various Volunteers. And that is only inland, sir. Down on the coast the figure must be higher with the Navy making its demands. I forgot to add in Quota Men as well, sir. This war is reaching into every household in the country, I suspect. Such being the case, sir, who is truly a civilian?”

“Women and children, Mr Mothersole. I could wish the French remembered that here in Spain.”

“Very true, sir. Their behaviour is unacceptable. Barbarian, in fact. Such vileness is not to be borne in those who claim to be members of a civilised nation.”

Nick said no more, wondering just how civilised his own assault on Little Algiers had been. It was done and there was no gain to rehashing the business. The worst abuses had been committed by undisciplined soldiers and had resulted from their officers’ inability to control them, or to carry out the plan of assault that had been agreed. The French vileness in Spain appeared to be the result of a deliberate strategy, of the application of Terror as a policy.

“All we can do is make clear what is happening in our reports. Government must respond as it thinks right. Course along the coast, inshore except near the earthworks. An eye out for boats to be taken for the attack on Agde.”

“Fishing boats, sir?”

“Not at sea. The ideal will be small harbour craft… Belay that! If we parade along the shores of France with a tail of boats towing behind, it will be obvious what we have in mind. Any man on shore with a telescope will be able to work out our intentions. They might not know where exactly we planned to attack, but it would be within reason sensible to assume we had a larger harbour in mind. If we are to use fireships, we must bring them with us from Malta.”

Mothersole agreed with the logic, had doubts about the practicality.

“By their nature, sir, we would want old boats, on their last legs as it were, for not wishing to burn up useful, working craft. It would be, shall we say, not an easy tow from Malta to Agde or Sete. I will not say it is an impossible prospect, sir, but it might stretch our seamanship to the limit.”

“A merchantman with a dozen boats on deck? Hardly practical, and expensive, too. Where would the money come from to make such a charter?”

They shook their heads, knowing that the Admiral, even if he wished to spend in that fashion, simply would not have the spare cash. Funds were short for everyday purposes, such as feeding the Fleet. There was nothing to spare for speculative ventures on the French coast.

“The gunboat in the middle of the night, to draw attention and create panic while our boats lay explosive charges aboard the merchantmen along the quays, sir?”

“What sort of watch is maintained on the harbour entrance at night, I wonder? The trouble is, we cannot lay just offshore reconnoitring the place, not without it being clear exactly what we are doing. We need spies to give us the information, and I do not know who they might be.”

“We might set intelligencers from Malta ashore, sir, to do the job for us… But, who would trust them? As great a chance they would sell our scheme to the French as do an honest job. We cannot trust the only people we know of, sir.”

They were left with the difficulty that they had captured the gunboat and must think of something to do with it. There was too much of anticlimax in simply scuttling it as unusable.

“You know, Mr Mothersole, when the Admiral gave me these orders, I thought it would be a matter of simplicity to rove along these shores, spreading fire and destruction in my wake and reducing all to desert. It has transpired to be a thoroughgoing nuisance to work out what to do next. It is fair to say that we have established a sort of blockade. We have seen nothing at sea for weeks now, but we are not progressing from that initial step. I am sure there are hundreds of tons of stores sitting in warehouses waiting for us to sail away again, which inevitably we must do. The Mediterranean Fleet does not have a sufficiency of ships to keep up a permanent blockade of these waters; it must concentrate on the French Navy. Such being the case, we are no more than a temporary inconvenience to the Frogs!”

“Unfortunately true, sir. Within a week of our disappearing over the horizon, traffic along the coast will be back to old levels. If we cannot destroy the harbours, sir, we will not put a permanent stop to their trade. We need our own Diamond Rock, sir.”

“An offshore fort forbidding all traffic along a stretch of coast? A noble ambition, Mr Mothersole, but lacking the necessary little island, I fear. There is but the one of those and that far distant in the Sugar Islands, as I recall.”

They talked and schemed and planned for a week and came up with nothing. At the end of those futile days they met with Buzzard making her return to the west.

“A profitable excursion, Mr Spuffard?”

“Anything but, I fear, sir. We saw one little coastal sort of thing and chased it – I have the report here, sir – well to the east of here. It ran ashore under the guns of one of these fortified towers, sir, and there we left it, unable to come in range to bombard it and unwilling to send in a boat to set it afire.”

“Sensible, Mr Spuffard. You would have lost the boat and men, I do not doubt, and would not have achieved your aims. The desire must be to finish the job, but good sense said to come away. I am sure you made the correct, harder, decision, sir.”

Spuffard thought the same. He did not have to like it.

“I want you to go towards Carcassonne now, Mr Spuffard, sneaking along inshore under the French flag, as if making a run for Spanish waters with a cargo. A careful look and detailed report on the earthworks there, particularly to consider the guns facing seaward. I think there is a strong chance of discovering new batteries, the earth still showing raw. Go and tell me all, sir.”


Chapter Seventeen

“Mainmast! Small boat, sir. Distant two miles. Offshore and signalling. It’s a longboat, sir!”

“Close her, Mr Scott!”

Mothersole ran up on deck, aware of the sudden course change and flurry of activity. He took up his telescope.

“Boat is overcrowded, sir. Contains wounded.”

“Doctor Probert on deck.”

“Buzzard, I believe, sir. I see a pair of blue coats and do not immediately recognise either as Atwill or Spuffard. Kestrel would not have three blue coats aboard.”

“No more she would. It would seem likely that Buzzard discovered a battery onshore and did not remain unrecognised. Are there any soldiers?”

“I can see one, sir, and another perhaps red coat wrapped around a wounded man.”

“Keeping him warm overnight, perhaps. Ready to bring wounded men aboard, Mr Middlewick.”

The Boatswain waved an acknowledging hand, busy arranging a chair and men on ropes to go over the side.

“I count no more than thirty in that boat, sir.”

“Lost more than one half, it would seem, Mr Mothersole.”

Captain Colquhoun was present, using his own spyglass, less powerful than the naval telescopes.

“I do not see young Munsey, sir. Nor his corporal.”

“Gone down with their ship, it seems likely, Mr Colquhoun.”

“Pity, sir. The lad was showing well. So unpromising a beginning, as well.”

“As you say, a pity, Mr Colquhoun. Gone the way of too many bright young men these last years.”

Scott interrupted, shouting his orders as he brought Hawke to form a lee for the boat. Men ran up and down the side, bringing those who could walk on deck and making space to work on the seriously hurt.

“All splinter wounds, sir. None of them grape or musket ball.”

“Thank’ee, Doctor.”

Buzzard had been sunk by great guns, almost certainly a shore battery not a ship.

“Who have we got, fit and able to make a report?”

“Beg pardon, sir. Me, sir. Midshipman Hazelgrove, sir.”

The boy was well-grown, probably with three years in and useful aboard a small ship.

“Very good. Are you wounded?”

“A little bruised, sir, and slightly scorched from the fires but fit, sir.”

“Good. Make your report, if you please.”

“Yes, sir. Forenoon Watch, sir, about two bells. I was getting my head down after Middle and Morning Watch, sir, being as we were working two watches on and one off, there being just the few of us could hold a course, sir. I was woken to gunfire and came straight on deck to find Buzzard a mile offshore and under fire from a battery of at least six great guns, sir. I would say, sir, that four were of forty pounds, thereabouts, and two were enormous brass guns, much bigger.”

“Spanish, probably, Mr Hazlegrove. Did they seem new emplaced?”

“Behind brown earth walls, sir. No grass growing on them.”

“Well seen. Very new. What happened?”

“Three balls hit almost together, sir. Captain Spuffard had called the tack and Buzzard was turning away from the shore when they hit two in the bows and one amidships. Lost the mainmast instantly, sir. Splinters across the whole forepart, every man going down. Not so many to the stern, sir. She started to founder, sir, by the head, and Captain called for the longboat which was towing to be pulled alongside. I took command there, sir, pulling her to the rail and getting men into her as crew and to take in the wounded. Then another ball hit, sir, on the quarterdeck and spilling powder from a cartridge and setting a great fire, all at once. Captain was hit in the belly by a splinter and went down, sir, guts hanging out and saying no more. I was on my feet, sir, and could see none senior. I called the abandon ship, sir, seeing she was lost. We managed to put another five live men aboard the boat, sir, with the fires spreading rapid and the whole forepart going under. I think she had broken her back, sir. I looked for more, sir, but could see none alive, so I jumped, sir, and managed to get into the boat and ordered her away. So we raised the mast and headed east, sir, being that was where we thought Hawke was.”

“You did well, Mr Hazelgrove. Very well! Were you senior in the boat?”

“Of the fit men, yes, sir. Mr Brodribb, master’s mate, is also aboard, sir, but he ain’t hardly awake and will be lucky to live, sir. Lost half a leg, sir, and messed up towards chest and shoulder as well.”

“Poor fellow! Did he attempt to take command?”

“No, sir. He was not fit in his head, sir.”

“Right. You were in command when the ship sank, Mr Hazelgrove, and so you will be court-martialled for her loss. That is the law and cannot be avoided. I do not doubt you will be acquitted, and most honourably so. Give me your dirk, for the form’s sake, and go below. My clerk, John Digby, will write your report for you, putting it into proper English as needed. Get some food into you and we will find a place to sling your hammock. You have nothing to fear, not at all.”

That was easy to say, and certainly was correct, but the boy would have weeks to wait for his court, under arrest, albeit loosely, with nothing to do and little if any money in his pocket. Inevitably he must worry, chewing over the events of that crowded few minutes and convincing himself he could and should have done more. By the time he came to trial he would be certain he had left wounded men behind to die in the flames, that he could have brought more men off. Able and virtuous officers had killed themselves, waiting for their court.

Nick called Williams to him, he being effectively senior of the midshipmen, explained the situation, suggested, strongly, that he should take pains to welcome Hazelgrove to the gunroom, making it clear they regarded him as a hero.

“I do not doubt he will be most honourably acquitted, Mr Williams, and we should take care of him in these awkward weeks while he waits for the formalities to be completed. McKay will give you a couple of bottles of the good stuff with which to welcome him into your company.”

McKay groaned and moaned and produced a pair of bottles, the good Marsala, wasted on mere midshipmen, he did not doubt.

“The boy did well, mark you, so a bottle is not out of the way, Mr Williams. A pity nonetheless it is the Captain’s best.”

“What next, one asks oneself.”

Mothersole had no answer.

“Barcelona, I believe, Mr Mothersole. Sail the gunboat into the harbour, gun loaded and the hull full of French powder, in the middle of the night. The jolly boat in tow and three men aboard. Light a fuse and flee. We could not sail her through the narrow entrance to the lagoon at Agde, but Barcelona is an open roadstead. A call for volunteers, I believe, from the whole crew, excluding my three wild men and the wardroom.”

“Every last man will step forward, sir, demanding the opportunity to strike a blow for the ship.”

“So they will, Mr Mothersole. How do we do it?”

“One mid, one able-bodied, one landsman, to be fair, sir. We cannot afford to lose any of the petty officers. There should be a warrant in command. It is only right to give the landsmen their chance. Call for volunteers of each sort, put their names in a hat and have a neutral body draw them. Mr Colquhoun will be best, being a soldier.”

“Let it be so, Mr Mothersole. When he draws the mids, let it be neither of the Lilly brothers. We cannot send one twin and not the other.”

“So, sir, a fair and random draw, except that we will wish to have some control of who does and does not go.”

“Precisely. The good of the ship comes first, Mr Mothersole.”

The first lieutenant could see nothing wrong with that. Particularly, a captain had a responsibility to his midshipmen, they were his to form and he must do his best for them, accepting they were too young to know what was in their own proper interest.

“It might be as well to make Carter the landsman in question, sir. I can see no reason why he should not have the opportunity to give his all for the ship.”

“Quite right, too, Mr Mothersole. I have kept an eye on him since giving him his well-deserved flogging and have seen no reason to suppose he has become a useful member of the crew.”

“He has not, sir. He will do the minimum that keeps him safe from another flogging. There is no willingness in him at all. Nor is there any great intellect. He is a dullard who has never learnt to work. It is no wonder his landlord put him off to sea – he would have been useless in the village, where they cannot easily have him flogged into activity.”

“Good! He will not be a worker. Let us see if he can play the hero’s part.”

There was a high chance that none of the three would come back. It was as well that one of them should be no loss to the ship.

“Of the midshipmen, Mr Nutbeam is the lucky man!”

Captain Colquhoun waved the slip of paper with Nutbeam’s name writ large for all to see. The boy jumped and waved a triumphant fist in the air, delighted to have the chance to shine, to have his name in the captain’s report of the action.

Colquhoun turned to the second fire bucket, almost full with the names of all of the able bodied in the ship.

“Muckridge it is. The lucky man to stand forward.”

A quiet spoken Dorset man, from Corfe village, Nick believed – there were two families at least of Muckridges there. He stepped forward, nodding and grinning as Nutbeam called him across.

There was some forty of names in the landsman’s bucket. Colquhoun dived his hand in, stirring them about and apparently gripping one at random, slipping the piece of paper in his cuff into his hand and pulling it out to wave at the assembled crew.

“Who have we here?”

He unfolded the ticket, called out Carter’s name.

“Join the other two, Carter.”

The assembled people gave him a cheer as he shambled across the deck, not at all pleased with his good fortune but having the sense to smile and look happy. He had volunteered for not wishing to look singular – everybody had put their name forward – but he was quietly cursing the bad luck that continued to dog him.

“Very good, you two! Captain has just told me we have no other duties for the next few days other than to get a feel for the sailing of the gunboat and then to fill her up with French powder. We can fit the better part of a ton inside her, and then a tarpaulin to cover the kegs over and hide the slowmatch from sight. Double shot the cannon and put a match to that as well and we shall be in a way to pay them back for Buzzard!”

“I’ll see to the jolly boat, sir. Make sure there’s water and biscuit in her as well as the oars and a sail for her little mast.”

“Do that, Carter. She is to be our lifeline, after all.”

The three were able to sail the little gunboat for a few hours, getting the feel of her while still well distant from Barcelona.

“Better than I thought she might behave, sir. It is not a craft to take to sea but is handy enough inshore. I had expected the heavy bow parts, built up to take the gun, would make her steer badly and sail slowly, digging her head in, but she responds as well as any sailing barge might be expected to.”

“She is little more than a barge, of course, Mr Nutbeam, but within reason well made for all that. We will bring Hawke in within a league or so of the harbour and set you loose to sail in the last few minutes. The wind seems set in the southwest so we will come up from the south and give you an easier course to follow. Tomorrow night, it would seem. All ready?”

“Yes, sir. We have the gunpowder stored dry and have set the slow match in place. I shall not attach the quick match until immediately before entering the harbour, sir, to ensure it will not be splashed upon. Muckridge and Carter are blacking the sail and we shall set it later today, sir. All is in hand. Water breakers and biscuit are to go into the jolly boat, ready against need, sir. A slab of cold pease pudding apiece to go with us, sir, and we shall be well off.”

“Good. See Dr Probert and pick up a length of bandage for a dressing, in case the need should arise. Keep it in the jolly boat with the water. You should need nothing else. What small arms are you taking with you?”

“My own pair of pistols, sir… I had not thought anything else, there being only the three of us and little that we could make a fight against.”

“Never go wholly unarmed, just in case, Mr Nutbeam. Take a pair of ship’s pistols with you and a cutlass apiece. Speak to the Gunner.”

Peg supplied two of the old artillery pistols, being unofficial and not to be accounted for if lost, as he suspected they probably would be.

The hands were generous with the rum issue, Carter and Muckridge both receiving substantial extras from their admiring mates. They were unsteady as they made their way along the train of towing boats and into the gunboat at the end.

“Four hours and more until we drop the tow, sir. They’ll be awake then.”

Nick nodded, not at all concerned – they were grown men and would be able to shrug off the effects of an extra half a tot, or thereabouts.

“Nothing for young Nutbeam, I trust?”

“No, sir. Too young for a tot yet. He will be strictly sober, poor lad.”

Mid-way through the First Watch Nick scrambled along the boats until he was in easy speaking distance of the gunboat.

“All well, Mr Nutbeam?”

“Ready, sir.”

“The lights of Barcelona are in sight, such as they are at this time of the evening. Off you go. I will see you with the dawn.”

“Against a background of fires, sir!”

“I hope so. Go with God.”

Nutbeam sat to the tiller, called Carter to release the tow, watched as he fumbled with the knot, still unskilled and clumsy in the dark. He checked the jolly boat, their only chance of living out the night, was secure and called Muckridge to tend the sail.

The gunboat disappeared silently and Nick made his way back to the quarterdeck.

“First independence for the boy, Mr Mothersole. It will do him good, if he comes back.”

“He is an officer, sir. We are not to be holding his hand.”

“No more we are. He is not yet twelve years of age.”

“It is as the service demands, sir. At twelve years he is older than any schoolboy of eighteen or so, sent out of Eton or Harrow to go up to Oxford. The Navy is hard and demands much of the youngsters, but it makes men of them. Far more so, I believe, than does the Army. If I had a son, sir, I know where I would prefer him to be.”

Nick made no response, not saying that his own eldest would definitely not be going to sea, and that it was a long way from certain that Baby Gregory would be pointed towards a nautical career. The second son would need make a living for himself, that was for sure, but it was not impossible that he could take a share in the family lands. There was no necessary primogeniture in the Turnhouse line.

‘One for Wickham and the Irish estates, the other to take the Wiltshire lands. My little girl to have a substantial sum well-invested to marry with, or stay a spinster if she might prefer. They do not have to fit in with the pattern that Society demands.’

Hawke idled offshore through the night, the wind remaining as Mr Scott had predicted, safe in the southwest and a moderate breeze, almost ideal for entering the harbour and escaping in the jolly boat.

“Six bells in the Middle Watch, sir. Nutbeam should be well inshore by now. Tide is making, so he will be safe from that damned great shoal in the south of the harbour – if he grounds, he will come off again.”

Nutbeam swore to himself yet again.

“Have you got him tied down, Muckridge?”

“In the bottom of the jolly boat, sir. Hands behind his back and a cloth around his bloody great mouth to shut him up.”

Carter had started singing a few minutes earlier, had shown drunk when they hushed him, and inclined to be indignant and noisy as they tried to shut him up. Muckridge had rapped him across the head with a heavy artillery pistol, silencing him temporarily.

“A half bottle of brandy, sir, where he was sat. He must have run it aboard earlier in the day. Where he laid hands on it, no idea.”

Nutbeam took a look, thought he recognised the shape of the bottle.

“Dr Probert keeps half a dozen of these to make a tonic for the badly wounded and to clean up dirty cuts before he stitches them. On the back shelves in the dispensary cupboard, he keeps them. Carter went down to pick up the package of bandages he had made up for us.”

“Thieving bastard laid his hands on a bottle, you can bet, sir.”

“I shall see the colour of his backbone for doing so, if we can get him back, Muckridge.”

“Chances are we won’t manage that, sir. We’ll need to untie him so he can work an oar, sir. Wouldn’t mind betting he’ll fall over the side, in the state he is, sir.”

“I’ll not take that bet, Muckridge. I think it is a certainty.”

They eased the tiller, brought the boat round parallel with the vaguely seen shoreline.

“Small coastal stuff, as far as I can see, sir. Summat down to the southern end of the quays, by the looks of it.”

“Repair yard down that end, so Mr Scott said when he showed me his own chart of the harbour. Might be a sheer hulk down there, or a bigger ship at the wharf. Either would be worth setting alight.”

Burning out the sole yard on the French-held east coast of Spain would be a substantial hindrance to the French naval forces, forcing them to send ships back to Toulon as repairs were needed, and exposing them to the blockaders of the Mediterranean Fleet.

“Can’t see for sure, sir, what it may be.”

“No more can I. Let’s get closer.”

Another ten minutes led to the conclusion there was something big tied up. What it might be was arguable. They could see tall masts, three of them, and with yards crossed, so it was in sailing order. There was no moon that night and they were not prepared to wait for first light.

“Drop the sail. The tide will take us in.”

The last fifty yards took ten nervous minutes, waiting for a challenge.

Nothing eventuated – it there was a watch, they were guarding the quayside against longshore thieves.

“Tie her up to the rudder, if you can reach.”

Another ten minutes of scrabbling and Muckridge, single-handed, managed to tie the painter firmly in place.

“Would have been easy with two of us, sir. Bloody Carter!”

“You did well, man. I will make good and sure the Captain knows that. Into the jolly boat.”

Quickly across, Nutbeam laying out the quick match as he went, Muckridge giving him a hand down into the little jolly boat and taking care to tread on Carter in process. There was no sound, leading him to hope that the drunk might have choked on his own vomit.

Nutbeam knelt with his tinder box, struck a light with the flint he had put a new edge to earlier in the day, blew the parched linen rag into flame, set the end of the quick match alight, reached up and placed the hissing fuse high and dry on the stern of the gunboat.

“Harden in the sail, Muckridge.”

They had intended to paddle, silently, unobtrusively, could not do so a man short.

Nutbeam stood, just able to see into the gunboat’s hull.

“Slowmatch has caught. I can see four red trails leading under the tarpaulin.”

Muckridge hauled the sail a little higher on the short mast – they did not want to be within a quarter of a mile of a ton of black powder when it blew. Even if the explosion did not get them, there would be a substantial wave spreading out from the shore.

“Can see the shoal, sir. Needs put a bit more to larboard, sir.”

The shallow draught jolly boat might well be able to sail across the shoal close to high tide, but it would be unwise to find out the hard way that she could not.

There was a shout, distant, from the wharves.

“Alarm or challenge? At least five minutes left on the fuses.”

A musket fired, loud in the night.

“Challenging us, Muckridge. No need to fire if they had spotted the gunboat under their stern. Harbour patrol on the wharves must have seen movement out in the harbour. Fishing boats must be forbidden to sail at night. Can you see anything moving up at the northern end of the harbour?”

Muckridge stood and peered and shook his head.

“Nothing of any size, sir. No sails.”

“I’m going to risk it anyway, Muckridge. Shift the sail round, we shall go over the tail of the shoal.”

The jolly boat was no more than sixteen feet in length, her sail hauled up on a single boom. They did not need the formalities of making a tack.

“Step the stern pole, sir?”

“Not without our third man, Muckridge. The least squall could bugger us!”

“So it could, sir. Drunken bastard! There’s a time and a place for the booze, sir, and I likes a drop with the best, but this ain’t right for it.”

“No more it is, Muckridge. A good chance Bloody Nick will see him hang for it, if he still lives, that is.”

“Right, sir. A good man, the Captain. He won’t stand for Carter’s bloody nonsense! Can’t see nothing moving still, sir.”

“Nor me. Must be close to time for the fuses…”

Two miles out to sea, Nick scanned the shoreline for the twentieth time since he had decided that the boat might soon return.

“Nothing in sight, sir, which is as it should be. The sails are darkened so they can’t be seen.”

“We both know that, Mr Mothersole! I still cannot simply wait patiently!”

“No, sir. No more can I. To be reasonable, sir, there is no more than half a chance of seeing them ever again. There’s still no way I can go below and seek my cot.”

There was a single loud explosion in the night, a gunshot, the cannon aboard the gunboat.

“Up against the stern of a two-decker or something like, sir. I was looking that way as it came…”

Mothersole’s voice was cut off as a great plume of flame rose skyward, followed a couple of seconds later by a deep rumbling roar.

“And there she blew, sir. That was a ship I saw, sir. Three masts toppling, on fire from end to end. Flames ashore as well, sir. Warehouses, I think, and maybe stacks of timber as if it was a shipyard. Puffs of smoke, sir, and flames leaping skyward with each one – barrels of tar, of  a certainty – I have seen that before. They have done well by the ship, sir.”

“They have. The fire is spreading fast, that must be another warehouse going up to the north of the blaze, and it is penetrating inland behind the main site.”

“An hour to first light, sir. Bell for Morning Watch is due any moment now.”

Nick doubted there was a man asleep in the whole ship. The watch changed quietly, men murmuring to each other as they took over.

“Clear for dawn Quarters, Mr Prettyman. It is early, but we may be in business this morning. I would expect the gunboats to be angry and we must not be driven off before giving the jolly boat its chance.”

Mothersole stood with his watch in hand, called nine minutes for the clear.

“Satisfactory indeed in the dark of night, sir. Run out, sir?”

“No. Not obvious what we shall load, Mr Mothersole.”

“Starboard bow, sir! Movement in the dark. Small craft. Not half a cable distant and closing!”

“Mr Colquhoun, ready your muskets.”

The small arms might be able to track and hit a small, fast moving gunboat while the cannon would never traverse in time.

“Jolly boat, sir! It’s them, sir.”

There was a growing shout of triumph. All of those who could think, more than half of the crew, had been quietly convinced they would not see the three again. They bellowed their relief, as well as appreciation of the damage done ashore. It had been a rarely successful excursion.


Chapter Eighteen

“What next, sir?”

“Malta. Water and confer with the Admiral. We are at a loose end here. We have achieved a deal, and there is no more we can do except with more of ships and men. The next sensible move is to reduce either Sete or Agde, destroying their warehouses and blocking the inland waterway. We cannot do that.”

“That will set young Hazelwood ashore, sir, for his court and then his next ship. We can also deal with Carter.”

“So we can. A pity he survived the night. Nutbeam did well to leave him tied and gagged as he did but the damned fellow refused to choke. What should be done with Muckridge, while we are thinking of them?”

“Boatswain’s mate, sir. He is barely literate, has not got what is needed for master’s mate, and he is not so self-reliant as to become a senior petty officer – he will not make captain of a mast. He is a competent seaman and can do all that is required of a boatswain’s mate, though he is not one to make the step up to boatswain. He is thoroughly reliable – as he showed last night – but he is not the sort to make a standing or commission officer. He would do well as captain’s coxswain in a smaller ship, sir. We cannot do that for him, so we must do what we can.”

“A nuisance indeed, Mr Mothersole. He must be rewarded, but with what is not so easy to discover. The good of the ship says he must step up in the world – any man who shows so very well as he did last night must be given recognition.”

“For young Nutbeam, far easier, sir. He is too junior by a long way to rise in rank. He simply does not know enough to become master’s mate for another two years, and is too young in any case. He should be mentioned by name in your despatch to the Admiral, sir, and his journal should record the night in detail. His Board can read that in a few years from now and know he has the virtues of a lieutenant.”

“Very right, Mr Mothersole. Call him along to the cabin when he comes on duty next. I shall make a fuss of him, as should be done, and tell him I am writing a letter home to Squire Nutbeam, eulogising his son. John Digby!”

Digby appeared, was given his instructions and left to craft the letter to the Squire, being far more able than Nick to produce elegant prose.

They left Atwill in his felucca and Trowbridge in Growler to work their way along the coast and make a nuisance of themselves as they could for another two weeks. Water would drive them back to Malta at that point and probably bring Atwill’s commission to an end.

“Untidy, Mr Mothersole. I detest leaving unfinished business behind me!”

“We may well be sent back again, sir. This war can only drag on for years yet. There will be more to do on this coast.”

The Admiral was in congratulatory mood. London had sent out its intelligence appraisals which had inclined to the view that the French were having difficulties in feeding their armies on the eastern coast of Spain. They had expected to run supplies by small ships and were now having to use military convoys instead.

“Oxen, horses, waggons and carts and men, Sir Nicholas – all of them in short supply and having to be shifted from one theatre of war to another. Bonaparte is taken up with his eastern project and is not at all pleased to have to send resources into Spain. He had, it would seem, thought to have tidied Spain up by putting his brother onto the throne. Instead, he has made the situation worse. He does not like being wrong, one gathers, and particularly detests being seen publicly to be in error. He is demanding that his fleet should sail from Toulon to put an end to the depredations made by a single ship along the southern coast of France. Don’t I wish that they will do so, Sir Nicholas!”

Collingwood was said to yearn for a fleet action that would complete the work commenced by his master, mentor and supreme friend, Nelson. He did not conceive himself to be Nelson’s match but believed he could put the great man’s methods to work in an action of his own.

“There will never be an equal to my dear lord, Sir Nicholas. I believe I can finish the work his death left incomplete. For the moment, work is all I have, I would add. The Mediterranean is a busy Ocean and demands far too much for one man! Now you come with a gentleman to stand before a court – which can be done sufficiently quickly, I believe. We have eight post captains in port just now, excluding you, and you should not sit on the loss of a vessel in your command if it can be avoided. Captain Dymoke can make a ninth body, to keep the numbers tidy. I gather the young gentleman is to be feted rather than tried, reading your report?”

“Young Hazelwood did remarkable well, in my opinion, sir. He has three years in and could well step up in his next posting, provided the court agrees with me.”

“All will depend on the court, naturally. I hope to make the boy up, Sir Nicholas. We have, as always, a long list besides – half the damned fleet seems to be devoted to crime! We shall add your man, what’s his name?”

“Carter, sir. Drunk when on a special service which he had volunteered for. He could have reduced all to disaster. I much suspect he put his name forward so as not to look singular – everybody else had volunteered and would have done better! The man has been a damned nuisance and I much trust the court will accept the argument that he took to drink through cowardice, sir.”

“More than a flogging, Sir Nicholas?”

“I much hope so, sir. I have no wish to dangle any man from my own yardarm, but I can make an exception for this one. I will confess that I more than half expected none of the three involved to come back and so had been looking forward to writing Discharged Dead against his name. The young midshipman, Nutbeam, did exceptionally well, sir. No doubt that will come out when he gives his evidence.”

“Very young, I gather?”

Collingwood seemed disapproving of sending out a party under the command of one so young.

“He is, sir. Too young, but an able lad and I did not want to spoil the mood of my gunroom. They are a band of brothers in the making – I am rarely pleased with them. So, sir, when all volunteered I thought it best to choose at random amongst them rather than give them the impression that one was better than the others. Needless to say, almost the youngest of all came out of the hat!”

Collingwood managed to be sympathetic. Nick gained the impression that he would not have accepted random chance.

“Ye were justified by the result, Sir Nicholas. The boy did a fine, workmanlike job.”

“He did, sir. I look forward to reading the intelligencers’ reports when they come in. I would like to know what the ship was.”

“A large two-decker moored up to the south of the harbour in Barcelona, at the yard itself? If it was there four weeks ago, I can tell ye, Sir Nicholas.”

Collingwood unlocked a cupboard behind his desk, swung open a metal-lined door and extracted a thick file, turning to the last sheet in it.

“Here we are. A Spanish eighty gun ship, made into a flute and being reworked internally to make her into a trooper and horse carrier. She was to take up to two hundred of cavalry. Almost complete. The aim was, it would seem, to sail her south as far as Cartagena, in company with a fleet of smaller craft carrying soldiers of the line. They were to land and swoop upon the harbour, taking it in a coup de main, an overnight onset, and prizing the Spanish fleet, or such of it as remains there.”

“Then well worth the burning, sir.”

“Definitely so, Sir Nicholas. The Spanish were informed and sailed last week, some for Port Mahon, a substantial squadron for Montevideo. Even so, we would not wish the French to take Cartagena. Your action has put a stopper on that particular caper, sir.”

“Most pleasing! The boy did well, better than I could have hoped. I shall tell him so.”

Nutbeam showed pleased to have found a worthwhile target for his endeavour. Destroying any large ship was a feather in his cap, he felt, but to burn out one that had been the centre of the yard’s activities for some few weeks was to cause particular annoyance to the Frogs.

“It was a fearful night, sir, but well worth the effort. I am pleased with myself, I must admit.”

“As you should be. You have done well in your first test. There will be many more to come, Mr Nutbeam. You must master the arts of navigation and of seamanship as well as those of leading men. You have made a good start and it will always be there on your record, but there is much more to be achieved in the next two to three years. Pass all of those tests and you will be promoted young, Mr Nutbeam. But, failure will still be just that. You must be good at all of our skills. I expect much of you, young man – and that includes unbroken hard work. No more than one midshipman in twenty becomes a post captain. You have the potential, but you must turn that into reality, and only you can do that. That said, I will be in no way surprised to see you an admiral before the age of forty, Mr Nutbeam.”

The boy left the cabin in a state of some delight. He must work as hard as he could for the following years, but Bloody Nick, no less, expected him to succeed. He would soon be twelve, and must be lieutenant by the age of sixteen if he was to make post captain by one and twenty, which was necessary if he was to be a forty years old admiral. He had a busy four years to come.

Nick watched the boy go, a sad smile on his lips.

“Well, McKay? What’s the chance of him dying young?”

“Aye, he will push himself, sir. Too hard for his own good, most likely. He is a bright lad, that one, and good-hearted with it. He stands a chance, sir. He will maybe survive, sir, and if he does, will wear a lieutenant’s hat earlier than most. Ye can do nae more for him, sir. He might live longer an you did less, but that is the Navy for ye.”

No comfort there, but he had not asked for the sake of reassurance.

Papers arrived for Hazelwood together with a Marine lieutenant to act as his escort.

“I am to take the young gentleman ashore, to the Royal Marine barracks, sir, where he will stay in custody overnight. He will have a lieutenant’s cabin and eat his dinner in our company, sir, and go to bed with a spinning head and our cheers ringing in his ears, sir. He will sleep well, sir, and we shall turn him out handsomely in the morning, dressed smart to stand in front of his court. His will be the first piece of business in the morning.”

Nick sat in court, in case he was called to give evidence. He heard the senior commander from the Advocate General’s office present the evidence.

Buzzard, under command of Lieutenant Spuffard, had ventured within a mile of the shore to inspect a new-built French fortalice. The expectation had been that she was unknown but the fort’s guns had immediately opened fire, making good practice. Buzzard had been sunk rather rapidly. The officers senior to Midshipman Hazelwood had died or been disabled in the first minutes, leaving the command in his hands. He had abandoned ship, on fire and sinking, and had brought thirty-one men away in the single longboat to hand, reaching HBMS Hawke on the following morning.

As officer in command at the time of Buzzard’s sinking, Midshipman Hazelwood must stand before a court for her.

Hazelwood was ordered to stand forward and give his evidence, first being asked whether he had complaint against any other officer or man of the ship.

He testified that all others aboard had performed their duty well.

There were no other surviving warrant officers to be questioned as to his conduct and he was ordered to give his statement.

Fifteen minutes and the court rose, the officers making up the Bench retiring briefly to confer. They were back within five minutes and rapidly acquitted Hazelwood of misconduct. Captain Dymoke was senior and announced the verdict formally.

“It is rare to take pleasure in the proceedings of such a court as this, Mr Hazelwood, but today I do so. Your actions as a midshipman were rarely heroic, sir. Any post captain would be proud of himself for achieving all you did that day. You may look forward to a shining career, sir! My congratulations, and those of every officer sat beside me, go with you, sir. Take your dirk, sir, and leave these premises as a shining example to every young officer.”

Hazelwood bowed and left in silence – there was no provision for the acquitted man to address the court. He was escorted out, arm in arm with the Marine lieutenant and was marched across to a boat and then to Collingwood’s presence.

“Most honourably acquitted, sir, as was the sole possible verdict.”

“Very good. As it should have been. You are made lieutenant with effect this moment, Mr Hazelwood. You will join Astraea, 32, with immediate effect. Captain Traddle is one of Sir Nicholas’ followers and will be most pleased to welcome you to his quarterdeck. I fully expect to hear your name again, sir, and in the best possible fashion. I am most pleased you are an officer under my command. I regret that the great Lord Nelson is no longer with us, for he would have welcomed you as a brother, young man. You will dine at my table tomorrow afternoon.”

Hazelwood managed to make his thanks before he was led away and put in a boat for Astraea. Had he remained aboard he would have been taken to the wardroom and filled with far too much wine for his own good. He was safer at a distance.

Nick remained in the courthouse, Carter being high on the list, which was alphabetical.

One hanging for drunken brawling leading to murder and then flogging around the fleet for an ordinary seaman who had stood on the mizzen mast and pissed on his first lieutenant, saying that was all he was fit for. The court was informed that the officer in question had chosen to withdraw from the service after such humiliation. There was an amount of dissatisfaction in the audience at the second sentence, the feeling being that the hand was not entirely in the wrong.

Carter came up third, was charged with breach of Articles Twelve, Twenty-Seven, Thirty and Thirty-Six, a sweeping set of offences and with a certainty of a stretched neck when found guilty.

Nick whistled quietly. He had sent Carter across under Twenty-seven and Thirty only, negligence and theft, and the prosecuting officer had added cowardice and the Captain’s Cloak, resorted to when drunkenness led to a failure to perform duty, or when the captain wanted to punish a man for being an unpleasant sort who would be better for a flogging.

Theft from the Doctor’s stores was proved first, followed by drunkenness when off in the boat on a most perilous mission. Cowardice was adduced as a reason – hiding inside a bottle – and the prosecuting officer made a creditable argument in support. Carter, foolishly speaking in his own defence, announced that he had never wanted to go to sea and didn’t understand why he had to risk his neck just because his captain had a down on the Frogs. He was sentenced to death for his breach of the first three articles and then to flogging around the fleet for his final breach of the laws that governed sailors. Even if he was reprieved from the noose, he could expect not fewer than a thousand lashes.

The fleet as a whole was not in harbour, so his sentence would be enforced at the prison triangle, the warders paid a bonus for performing floggings for the Navy and perfectly happy to lay them on by the hundred.

Perhaps fortunately for Carter, the Admiral was not inclined to mercy and confirmed his three death sentences, wittily commenting to Nick that he could solve the problem of hanging the same man three times over.

“With respect, sir, once will do. Tomorrow morning to get him off our hands. Have you any preference for time, sir?”

“The Captain of the Fleet will inform you of when you should turn him off, Sir Nicholas. There are no fewer than eight hanging for tomorrow and he will wish them to be consecutive, to make a greater impression on the assembled crews. The floggings will take all day, I doubt not!”

Word came that Hawke’s turn would come at two bells of the Forenoon Watch.

“Mr Middlewick!”

The Boatswain made all ready in the morning, his mates, including Muckridge, quietly assisting him to work up a noose and set out a tarpaulin to protect the deck from any dripping substances from the dangling corpse. A dozen hands, all minor defaulters, were named to form the party that would tail on the line to heave Carter up high on a foremast yardarm.

“Tops’l, Mr Middlewick?”

“That will do. Heave him up high and visible to all for his half an hour of fame.”

They would leave the body for thirty minutes of display to the whole anchorage, the wages of sin on show to all.

“Give ‘im a bottle overnight, Boatswain?”

“No. Not for that one. He could have killed you and little Nutbeam both, Muckridge. He can go sober to the noose.”

Muckridge shrugged. He was not too greatly concerned – it had not happened and he was not much worried by ‘could have beens’.

“Pity to have lost little Nutbeam, Boatswain. He’s got the makings, that lad.”

Middlewick showed surprised. He had presumed that the old hand with a good fifteen years in had done the work of the night.

“No. Pulled his weight, that nipper. He ain’t no age but he’s got a pair of balls on him.”

More could not be said of any young officer.

The flagship led the way at one bell, first in everything in the fleet, and was followed then in order of seniority by the ships present in harbour, every fifteen minutes seeing a fresh body soaring up to the yardarms. It was an impressive display, in some ways.

“I doubt we shall be recruiting more hands in this harbour, Mr Mothersole.”

“No, sir. Not the most encouraging sight for a Maltese youngster thinking of going to sea.”

“What are we to do with the corpse? We can hardly heave it over the side.”

“Send it ashore, sir. There is a naval graveyard now, and a corner of it set aside for unmarked graves.”

“Boat, sir. Astraea.”

“Ah, good. I had hoped to see Mr Traddle.”

“Finished watering half an hour since, sir.”

“Good. McKay, Mr Traddle coming a-visiting. The best bottles, if ye please.”

“Ready, sir. Saw the man coming, so I did. Jacky is knocking up something tasty to eat as well.”

Traddle was an old favourite, always to be looked after.

“Fullest respects, Mr Mothersole. An old friend, Captain Traddle, and a fierce fighting man.”

Traddle came up one side as the corpse went down the other, detracting a little from ceremonial, but he was long experienced in such matters and took care not to notice.

“A pleasure indeed, Captain Traddle. Are you well?”

The short gentleman was, fit as a fiddle in fact. He was much enjoying his frigate and had just brought her back from the Greek Islands, where the Frogs were playing games and the Turks were being their old selves.

“Lost my second lieutenant, playing silly buggers in the islands, but picked up a Frog sloop and a pair of traders who were taken red-handed selling to the French garrison on one of the islands. I have this youngster Hazelwood come across to fill the gap in the wardroom. It sounds as if he will do well, sir.”

“He should do, he is a good prospect. What are ye doing next, do ye know?”

Traddle did not. He suspected there was a chance of some action on the Spanish coast, partway between Barcelona and Cartagena, what exactly he did not know, and thought there was a possibility he would end up there.

“Old Dymoke said it might call for a frigate or two, sir.”

“It does seem to be getting busy in those parts. Much to be said for it!”

They laughed and settled into the cabin, glasses to hand.

“I hear you have fallen into another estate, sir, as a reward for Copenhagen.”

“I have too, William. A little south of Salisbury, towards the northern edge of the New Forest. Needs be shaken up a little, but good land in the making. Eight thousand acres, four of good wheatland and four thousands of scrub and waste which I have yet to look at. I am thinking my second boy – who I have yet to see – might end up there while young Nicholas has Wickham and the Irish lands eventually. Such a pleasure, to be able to look after a family.”

“You have a third, sir? Congratulations! I have yet to meet a lady, but I have a good few years on you, of course.”

“You do indeed, William. Did you purchase an estate before you left England?”

“Not before I left, sir. My father has it in hand for me. He writes that he has his eye on a place on the eastern edge of Salisbury Plain, not so far from Andover, so close to your new lands. Sheepwalk, mostly, being where it is, stretching for miles across the Plain and at no more than four pounds an acre, house and flocks included. He don’t know how many square miles it may be, but thinks it will do me well. I told him not to go above fifty thousand guineas, sir. Your good Lord Porteous has the rest of my prize money and wrote me only last month with the details of cotton mills, coal mines and iron foundries he had put me into. He talks of more than ten per centum, sir!”

“Madness, William! The amounts a man with a little cash can earn from investing in the new North Country are utterly insane! I believe ten per cent is quite a commonplace!”

They shook their heads in happy amaze, content to let the wise man of money take care of their fortunes.

“He told me of a sort of depression thing that had happened, sir, which apparently had allowed him to buy when stocks and shares were low and had added more than a few thousand to my capital. I do not understand how one makes a profit through things falling in price, but it would seem he does, much to my pleasure!”

“I shall learn it myself when I leave the sea, William. Even this war cannot last for all eternity – though it seems it has done already! When peace finally comes, I shall go to halfpay for good. I doubt I can spend my days cruising and polishing the brass and doing the pretty to foreigners, so it will be a life ashore for me. I expect there may be Boards and things to occupy my days, and my lady will wish to be part of the London scene, I expect.”

“Do you really think it will really end, sir? We seem to have been at war all of my life. I do not know what peace might be, you know, sir.”

“Strange, it will be, William. I shall settle down with my lady and will enjoy myself, I much trust. I would recommend the same to you. Mind you, if you end up the owner of thousands of acres, you will find yourself the subject of the most determined pursuit by every genteel female in the country. You will end up with little choice other than to settle down. The first Season you spend in London will see you the cynosure of every Mama’s eye.”

They decided it could be worse.

“What an excellent bottle this is, sir!”

“We must open another, William. This seems to be empty already.”


Chapter Nineteen

“I gather you and Captain Traddle are old acquaintances, Sir Nicholas?”

“Very much so, my lord. He was youngest in my gunroom in my early days in command and stayed with me when he became a young lieutenant. You may have heard that he was lieutenant in command of the tender I took in the Great South Sea at the beginning of this war.”

“Ha! Of course! The lorcha, Jimmy Tong, was it not? We all heard of that!”

“It was, my lord, and he made excellent use of her, as well as relishing the name. He is the epitome of the fighting captain, my lord, and is never happier than with a Frenchman plumb in his sights.”

Collingwood noted that Nick made no claims to tactical genius for his protege.

“Of course, Sir Nicholas, there are many who would say the same of you. What condition is your Hawke in?”

“Aging, sir, and just a little more in the well these days. I would say her seams are - perhaps  a fraction porous might be a good way of expressing it. She needs a few more minutes on the pumps every morning these days. There are years of service in her yet, but I might like to see her out of the water and a yard giving her bottom the attention it might benefit from. She took a heavy ball towards the bows some few months ago, as you know, and I suspect that shook her up just a little.”

“So it was reported to me, Sir Nicholas. I believe you should take her Home, Sir Nicholas. By way of the Spanish coast, south of Barcelona this time. With Astraea and a pair of stores and a flute from the Transport Board in company. There are the remains of a Spanish army on the coast north of Cartagena, so we are told, more or less reliably. They have artillery with them, a siege train, in fact. We want those guns, which means we must take the Spanish with them. More particularly, we do not want the French to take more heavy guns – they have enough already. There is a fishing harbour some few miles north of Vinaros, distinguished by a stone quay and deeper water than most. The guns should be there, ‘soon’, we are told. Go there and either take the guns away or split them. Bring off the horses and oxen – they are in short supply in the whole of Spain just now and we need them. Take aboard as many soldiers as you can, and any other folk who wish to flee before the French. Run them south to Gibraltar – they can be shifted on from there. Astraea then to bring the empty stores and flute back here while you take Hawke to Portsmouth.”

“That is clear and understood, sir. The yard here could provide Hawke with all she needs, sir…”

“It could indeed, but I have no fewer than five ships of the line from the Fleet, all in more urgent need than Hawke of extensive work. I must not delay them over the coming winter. Hawke is by way of being a supernumerary, Sir Nicholas – useful but an extra. Take her Home, sir! I only wish I could follow you – I have not seen my wife or children since this second war began.”

It was necessary to show willing, to play the man of blood, never satisfied other than in battle. He had to show reluctant to leave the scene of glory.

Home would mean a return to halfpay, for an extended period perhaps. He had been at sea for far too long, taking both wars together. Two or three years of leisure would not come amiss, for either of them, it would seem – Collingwood was being worked far too hard. The old man did not need an awkward captain making demands of him, arguing with his orders.

“I am, as always, at your command, sir. When do we sail?”

“The Board will release the transports tomorrow. They should be up for water but you will wish to satisfy yourself as to their readiness. Three days hence, Sir Nicholas. You will receive written orders this afternoon.”

The orders would be detailed and precise, Nick did not doubt. Lord Collingwood was a master of detail as well as a strategist who fully understood the broad sweep of policy.

“Home, Mr Mothersole. By way of the coast north of Cartagena, ourselves escorting transports, essentially. Astraea in company. Written orders this afternoon, but two months should see us in Pompey and Hawke in the yard, probably to be re-coppered and her bottom checked for rot and paid anew. She is taking on just a little more water than is proper and needs be made good for another ten years of service.”

It was probable that some of the officers would remain with the ship during her refit, staying in an inn, paid for by the Navy. Mothersole was in favour. It would be a holiday and almost for free.

“I shall take my followers to Wickham with me, Mr Mothersole. What is to be done with the boys from the gunroom, I do not yet know. It should be possible to find all of them berths when at Pompey.”

A senior captain, just a few years from the rise to rear admiral, would be able to look for favours, and must receive them if he was expected to be Blue. Life was easier at the top of the List – not entirely privileged but certainly more simple.

“I presume, sir, two or three years at leisure and then to go off as flag captain?”

Nick could not say – anything could happen in that time. The war might even end. A berth as flag captain for a year or two would provide valuable experience in administration of a squadron or port, exactly what was needed for the new admiral. It would, as ever, offer the possibility of a misstep, of a fall from grace – it would never do to take his rise for granted.

The promotion to rear admiral was a certainty, a mere matter of seniority. Employment in the Blue Squadron depended on the good will of Their Lordships. A single error and he could be Yellowed instead, made without squadron, to remain ashore for the remainder of his existence.

It did not matter too much to Nick – he had land and money and a baronetcy. He was a minor figure in England whatever came next. Employed as an admiral, he might become a slightly more major, more powerful aristocrat. All things were possible, provided he behaved himself and had a little more luck. His luck had not failed him yet.

The three vessels from the Transport Board were old, undermanned, only marginally usable at sea.

“Perfectly normal, in fact, gentlemen. Two ancient brigs of around one hundred and fifty tons and an even older third rate, a sixty or sixty-four originally. No more than a score of men aboard either brig and perhaps sixty on the two-decker. All three commanded by superannuated lieutenants of ours. Standing orders for this voyage must be to alter course away from any signs of a storm.”

The master and four lieutenants chorused acknowledgement of the order.

“On arrival at the harbour, we are expected to load the draught animals and guns remaining to a defeated Spanish army fleeing the French.  We may have to destroy the guns instead. Every effort must be made to bring the animals down to Gibraltar. There is, I am told, a great shortage of animals in the whole of Spain and we must protect those that come to us. They are needed by our forces in Spain.”

“Will there be a sufficiency of room aboard the transports, sir?”

“Please God there will be, Mr Holbourne. If not, we shall have to make pens in Hawke’s waist.”

“What of the people, sir?”

“We must take all we can away from the French, Mr Peasley. Astraea will aid there. We might end up shepherding laden fishing boats in front of us. None to be left to French butchery.”

“Given a choice, animals or soldiers, which, sir?”

“The Army needs draught animals, Mr Peasley. If the occasion arises, we shall shift the people a few miles south to the protection of Cartagena, returning for more. God alone knows whether that port will hold.”

“I cannot like putting animals before people, sir. Not even foreigners.”

“One must balance the needs of the war, Mr Peasley. Defeating the French will, over all, save more of the Spanish nation. The Army cannot fight without a commissary. We must steel our hearts, Mr Peasley, and win this unconscionable war at all costs.”

“We must, sir. There is no choice. I am not here to like fighting this war. I am to do what is necessary. I apologise, sir, for bringing my doubts to you.”

Nick did his best to smile, to show considerate. He did not need to add Peasley’s doubts to his own.

“This is a war unlike any I have heard about, Mr Peasley. The French seem to wish to extirpate the Spanish nation. They have taken the concept of scorched earth a step further than ever before. They must regard the Spanish people as no more than vermin, to be crushed, destroyed, removed from existence. Them now – who will be next? We cannot fight this war in a gentlemanly fashion, yet, if we do not, how much of ourselves do we lose in the victory? I can only hope that when we have finally marched into Paris, an early act will be to hang Bonaparte high, dangling from a gallows for all to despise.”

They were not entirely certain they understood the whole of that speech, but they could cheer the final sentence.

“We sail in the morning, gentlemen. Last opportunity to get ashore to purchase any comforts you may require. McKay!”

Glasses circulated and they toasted the voyage Home, hoping they were not being premature.

Vinaros was a small port, larger than the ordinary run of towns along that coast but fundamentally insignificant. Inspection from a distance suggested it was not in the hands of the French. Nick debated paying a call to discover what its loyalties might be and whether it knew anything of the supposed army marching in its general direction. On balance, it seemed wiser not to alert them to the presence of the troops, in case they were of an opposing faction.

“No telling who is what, Mr Mothersole. Put five Spaniards together and they will split into six opposed groupings, and three at least will end up with a knife between their shoulderblades. Best to keep clear, while we can. North up the coast, if you please, looking out for a fishing haven with a stone quay. I presume that wooden wharves are more of a commonplace. I hope so. The Admiral did not have a name or precise location for the place. Signal the transports to hold out to sea by at least three miles while Hawke and Astraea examine the shoreline.”

The little flotilla had made a painful five knots from Malta, the transports probably doing their best to keep up. They were old and undermanned, simply could not do better. The first haven they saw was evidently not what they were looking for.

“A small harbour on an inlet, sir. Neither wharf nor quay, simply a shingle strand. Four boats pulled up.”

“Distant no more than a league from Vinaros. The presence of an army here would be known within a very few hours. Let us continue, Mr Mothersole.”

An hour brought a larger fishing village in sight.

“Seven boats on the shingle, sir, with racks for drying nets behind them. A small creek and on its banks a made quay with a pair of warehouses and a fish market, by the looks of it.”

“That sounds hopeful. Can you see activity inland?”

“Nothing, sir. I can pick out a roadway leading across a narrow plain towards low hills, sir. Distant, there are higher hills, might even be low mountains by their appearance – steep and rugged, sir. I can see nothing on perhaps ten miles of road.”

“Signal Astraea. ‘Hawke to land at fishing harbour. Astraea to proceed within sight of Tarragona, holding to the south. In the absence of another haven, return. Discovering a stone quay, investigate and inform Hawke.’”

Higgins wrote the signal in his book, modified as he thought proper. Traddle acknowledged and clapped on sail.

“Do you know Astraea’s master, Mr Scott?”

“Not as a friend, sir. A distant acquaintance at best. I am not impressed with his ship handling, sir. Too much on the mizzen with the wind as nearly astern as it is just now.”

Nick gravely agreed, though in truth none too certain of how he would have modified the sail plan.

“Lookouts! Can you see any battery ashore?”

Neither could see any signs of a garrison.

“No coastal road, either, sir. The only route out is directly inland, towards Madrid, which is well distant.”

“A rational point for an army to flee to, if they have hope of being picked up by sea. No commercial traffic tied up, only the fishing boats. Take us into the harbour, such as it is, Mr Scott.”

The leadsman made his cries and discovered deepwater leading out from the creek, as expected. Hawke made her way inshore, slowly, creeping along, guns run out in overbearing threat. The few fisherfolk observed on the quay quietly disappeared.

“Anchor where there is room to swing, Mr Scott. All boats in the water, Mr Mothersole. Barge, Robbins. Carronades, grape. Long guns, grape over ball. Chasers, load ball. Swivels to the tops. Sharpshooters up. Mr Colquhoun, ready a landing party, if you would be so good. All of your sea soldiers to be ready to go ashore on ten minutes notice. Mr Peasley, Mr Holbourne, fore and maintops, if you please. Take an opinion of the village – town, I suppose one might call it – and discover town hall or courthouse or the manor of a local lord, if there be such. Make a quick sketch, a map, as it were, of the place.”

The two lieutenants ran, reaching the tops inside the minute, glancing at each other to see which was first. Another minute and the existing lookouts ran down and scurried below, coming up with pencil and paper. Mothersole fumed, promising himself an interview with the pair.

“Running first, thinking later, sir! I shall speak to those young gentlemen, sir!”

“More enthusiasm than sense in this instance, Mr Mothersole. They are still young.”

“They will not get older if they do not think, sir. I have no use for keen, running men who leave their intellects behind, sir.”

“No. They will make good Marines, if they are not careful. Speaking of which, we must remind the Port Admiral when we reach Portsmouth that we need to make up the numbers of the sea soldiers when Hawke returns to sea. I presume Mr Colquhoun will take his detachment back to barracks while Hawke is in the yard. I do not know what will follow after.”

“A possibility of Marines, sir. Word when we left Portsmouth was that the soldiers were no more than an expedient, that we would have properly trained marines again within the year.”

“Not a bad thing, if so… Colquhoun has been wholly reliable in his service on Hawke, and his two remaining youngsters. They have served us well.”

They glanced across at the double rank of soldiers, thinned out by their losses aboard Buzzard, standing easily as Hawke swung to her anchor.

“Reliable men, sir. Reflecting the virtues of their officer, of course. One can compare them to the poorly disciplined mob who came with us to Little Algiers, sir.”

“One can indeed. Different battalions, different soldiers. It would seem that regiments are as individual as ships, Mr Mothersole, made so by their officers, by tradition, by habits. Strange that it should be so, to the outsiders such as we are, at least. A peculiar institution, the Army. So, of course, is the Navy.”

“Very English, sir. We are not the same as other, lesser, mortals.”

It was, Nick accepted, likely true – there was something different about England.

Conscious of their unique virtues, they looked about the deck, on which Englishmen as such were a minority, outnumbered by Scots, Welsh, Irish and a mass of other nationalities.

“The Poles, Mr Mothersole. How is their English coming along?”

“All can make themselves understood now, sir. They will coming up to the table over the next weeks as they are made ordinary. There is one at least, Czeslaw, who has shown an aptitude for the sea and must be considered for the hawsehole, sir.”

“Young, fair-haired, taller than most but bow-legged like a horseman?”

“That is he, sir. I know not his proper name – a yard long and a dozen consonants in a row – but he is quick and alert and most capable.”

“I shall keep an eye to him, Mr Mothersole. That is Holbourne coming down, I believe.”

They waited as the young officer ran down and came to report.

“Beg pardon, sir, but I think I have the locations sorted out.”

“Well done, Mr Holbourne. Written out, as well, on a piece of paper.”

The boy flushed, having hoped his minor error might not have been noticed.

“Yes, sir. Forgot to put a sheet of paper in my pocket when I changed my coat, sir.”

It would do as an excuse. It might even be the truth.

“So. What have we, Mr Holbourne?”

“A village of perhaps one hundred houses and cottages and a pair of terraces, sir. About eighty north of the inlet, some twenty south, those on the south greater and all with gardens or enclosed yards, as if the better-off denizens of the town had formed their own little, separate, part.”

“Well seen.”

“There is a road leading half a mile inland to a bridge, but there are a pair of jetties with rowing boats as well, more in use as ferries, I would think. The inlet is not wide, as you may see, sir.”

They glanced at the little map he had drawn and compared it to the shore they could see.

“There is a small square, or place, on this northern side, which may well serve for a market or bazaar or whatever these foreigners call it, sir. On one side is the church, which is larger than one might think for in so small a town, and on the other what I must presume to be the town hall, and magistrate’s court and perhaps a lockup too. On the other two sides, facing each other, there are shops and what seem to be cantinas, sir, open air sorts of drinking places. I would say that the square is a little greater than an acre, sir, more or less. Just two streets between it and the sea front.”

“And the road inland running through the square itself… Rich or poor would you say, Mr Holbourne?”

“There are two distinct warehouses at the stone quay, sir, which suggests two merchant families here. The houses and cottages I could see to the north here are white painted to their fronts and with bright red tiles, with none missing. No people in sight, sir – all have gone indoors away from the big warship – but the feeling is that of prosperity, sir. The places on the southern shore are larger and definitely better off, sir.”

“Why might that be, Mr Holbourne?”

That was too complex a question for the young gentleman. He was capable of clear observation, but drawing conclusions from all he had seen was as yet beyond him.

Peasley had arrived with his own papers, containing written notes as well as a drawing.

“What say you, Mr Peasley?”

“Beg pardon, sir. There are fields inland, and orchards, though growing what fruit I could not entirely see, sir. I suspect the olive, sir, and possibly oranges, which one sees for sale often on Spanish shores. It is after harvest, sir, so I could not see what had cropped, but the fields definitely show evidence of corn – though whether wheat, barley or even maize is not clear. What I could see, sir, was a great deal of land in cultivation. I suspect the warehouses are for the crops, with corn merchants dealing in some thousands of tons of produce across the stone quay, sir.”

“Well seen, Mr Peasley! A rich little harbour, in fact.”

“It is, sir, and the French are coming…”

“In pursuit of the defeated Spanish army. God help these poor people then. We must go ashore and see what is to be done – if anything.”

The presence of merchants, possibly trading overseas as well as along the coast, gave a chance of English speakers. Nick sent Colquhoun ashore with his detachment to secure a landing place for them. He followed an hour later.

“Both warehouses are more than half full, sir. I have spoken to a pair of merchants, both agreeing trade is slow this year and buyers hard to find, though prices seem to be higher. Neither knows anything of a Spanish army and much hope to remain in such ignorance. They have no wish to play host to defeated soldiers.”

That was entirely understandable. No man in his right mind could want a demoralised, broken remnant of an army near his family or his valuables.

“Have you informed them we are here to take the soldiers away if they should arrive?”

“I did venture to do so, sir.”

“Good. Are they expecting ships of their own to make port in the immediate future?”

“Possibly, sir. They were vague about business matters. Their commercial secrecy seemed important to them, sir.”

“Typical merchants. More important to make an extra penny in profit than to save their lives! They are beyond my understanding. Lead me to them, if you please, Mr Colquhoun. Robbins, an escort for me.”

Nick did not know what sort of Spaniards the merchants might be, and several of the many factions appeared to be anti-English, even if not necessarily pro-French.

“Mr Garcia, sir, who owns the nearer, larger warehouse.”

The bigger man to be greeted first, as was only rational.

“Sir Nicholas Turnhouse, Captain of HBMS Hawke, currently in harbour here, sir. There is information of a Spanish army - provenance unknown – in retreat upon the coast and expected here at any day. I am sent to provide transport for the army and particularly its guns and commissary, to take them initially to Gibraltar. It is believed there is a pursuit and I am advised it would be wise to wholly evacuate your town. I have seen what has happened to other towns along this coast, sir.”

Garcia was aware that there had been problems along the coast. He was sure they would not happen to him. He could not leave his business, his warehouse, his dwelling house, the farmlands he owned a few miles inland. It was impossible. His family was of some importance and he must be protected. It could not happen to him.

“It has happened to many thousands of others, sir. The French are pitiless. They loot and burn remorselessly. What happens to families is best not said. You may be rich and important, sir, but when the French come, you will be dead, and lucky if it is an easy passing.”

It could not be so. Garcia was sure he was wrong. He and his possessions were undoubtedly safe. He would be obliged if the captain would go away and stop disturbing him in the working day.

Nick obliged him and left, Colquhoun taking him to the nearby premises of the second, lesser merchant.

“Senor Sanchez, sir.”

“Captain, do be seated. A drink, sir? Your soldier tells me of an army descending upon us?”

“So we believe, Senor. A French force in pursuit.”

“That will be disaster, Captain. I sailed north with my trading ship earlier this year and saw the state of the coast. My ship is due in later this week. Can I delay so long?”

“You can, Senor Sanchez. Load her with everything you wish to save, your family first, naturally. I can provide escort south. If possible, we shall take out all of the people of the town. That will almost certainly require the use of the fishing boats as well. Will you introduce me to the senior officials of the town, sir? It will be easier if they will assist in the evacuation.”

“They will not help you, Captain. The local men favour the French, wishing to make an end to the monarchy in Spain. They will order the people to remain, to welcome their French brothers who have come to liberate them. They say I am a liar when I tell them of the atrocities I have seen to the north. The friends of Liberty would not do such things, so they say.”

“It is hard to believe that any human being would commit such acts, sir. I must speak to them, at least. The army that is coming will need to be fed and watered while it remains ashore.”


Chapter Twenty

The town was under the formal command of a corregidor, a centrally appointed official whose function was to exercise royal authority in the locality. Senor Sanchez explained that the town was small but its hinterland was large and rich and paid substantial taxes. There had been alcaldes in previous decades, effectively heads of a local council and with magisterial powers as well, but all, without exception, had helped themselves to the King’s tax revenues.

“So, Sir Nicholas, this township of Santo Domingo has the honour of a Royal official.”

“Still loyal, Senor Sanchez?”

“Utterly so, Sir Nicholas. He is opposed to every faction that will not bow down to the King. He will not work with them, is opposed utterly to any proposal for coalition with any group against the French. Only the Monarchists are loyal Spaniards. All others are traitors.”

“Has he any power in the town?”

“He has a force of eighty guardsmen, each of whom has a musket and a flask of powder and a sack of buckshot. There is no other armed band in the town. A few of republicans possess pistols. Some of the Freemasons have fowling pieces. There is a small number of Catalans, who trade with Barcelona and have premises here in the south, and they may be armed. None of the groups will talk with each other.”

“Are there men who possess blades and might follow behind a party with firearms?”

“Not organised in any way, sir. I have four watchmen, each with a sabre. There is a sprinkling of others in town, but they do not talk to each other. The corregidor has locked up a few young men who were denounced by the Church as discontented and the remainder have stayed quiet.”

“So… It would seem that it will be impossible to evacuate the ordinary people from the town. You know what will happen to them when the French get here, Senor Sanchez.”

“I know, Sir Nicholas. But they will not be rescued. They cannot believe it can happen.”

“Poor people.”

“So they are, Sir Nicholas. What will you do, sir?”

“Moor in the harbour, broadside on. When the army comes, take them aboard my convoy. If any wish to join them, I shall find space aboard. I shall offer escort to any who wish to sail their own small craft south to safety. When the French arrive, I shall hold during daylight and sail at night. The French will be able to emplace guns under cover of darkness and will drive me off in the morning if I try to remain. I must ask you to pass the word of impending doom, Mr Sanchez. If your ship does not arrive in time, you will send your people to safety aboard Hawke, of course.”

“I will do so, sir. I have an amount of specie, sir, a weight in silver bullion and some in gold, which will be slow to move. May I send that aboard Hawke now, for safety’s sake?”

“Do so, sir. You may well lose it otherwise.”

Nick watched a substantial sum brought aboard, wondered just how it came about that a minor, small town merchant should have accumulated the better part of a ton of silver, and a far smaller weight in gold. Silver came in at one ounce for about six shillings, as bullion, one ounce to five shillings as coin – quite how there could be two prices for the same thing, he did not know, but it was the fact.

“Say a pound for a quarter of a pound of silver, Mr Mothersole. Roughly nine thousand pounds for a ton. Add in the gold, say another thousand pounds there, and this little fellow is bringing ten thousand pounds aboard us. Not his stock, his accumulated profits over the years. He is not an old man, no more than forty.”

“That smacks of criminality, sir, or would in England, for sure.”

“Agreed, Mr Mothersole. Was we in England, I would simply call him a smuggler and leave it at that. Here in Spain, I do not know what he may have been doing, but I shall regard him with a degree of suspicion. Equally, he is opposed to the French, and that speaks favourably of him.”

“So it does, sir. He might be a money-lender, of course. They are often rich in country terms, or so I saw when I was in India as a young lieutenant. It was explained to me there, and some aboard my ship said it was almost the same in England. Coming up to harvest, sir, say in May and June and early July, before even the barley comes in, the store cupboards are at their lowest and the small farmers come close to starvation. The harvest is in the fields but is still useless to them. Many of them then go to the local money-lender. The banks, who are respectable and in their own way honest, will have nothing to say to small men – they do not exist for them. They borrow from the unlicensed and effectively criminal at vast rates of interest. It is a commonplace to borrow ten pounds on repayment of fifteen after harvest – a period of perhaps three months.”

“That is two hundred per centum, Mr Mothersole!”

“It is, sir. And the penalties for missing repayment are commonly violent. They pay up, and that means often they cannot put enough money aside to last the whole year and are forced back to the money-lender in the next summer. Small sums, but making a vast profit, sir. I suspect this Sanchez may be of that sort, for I do not see how he may have accumulated such a sum though honest trade along this coast. It is not a rich part of the world.”

“And he appears to own a ship as well, from what he has said. I do not know he is the sort I particularly wish to rescue, Mr Mothersole, but we have no choice in the matter. I shall agree a weight for his bullion with him before we set sail, signed by both parties – I want no accusations that we have stolen from him.”

Mothersole thought that to be wise. He was not best pleased that their sole activity might be to rescue a rather unpleasant local parasite while the mass of ordinary folk remained to be abused by the French.

“They will not be told, it would seem, and their own leaders will not protect them. God damn all civil wars!”

Sanchez’ ship sailed in next morning, tying up to the stone quay, conferring with the owner and very rapidly opening her hatches and starting to empty the warehouse into them. The merchant himself came aboard Hawke, showing happier.

“We shall leave behind a little, sir, unable quite to load everything, but far better than I had feared. The master of my ship says that an English frigate is perhaps four hours behind him, to the north, and has a pair of prizes under her guns. He believes they have been cut out from the bigger harbour to our north, from Tarragona.”

Nick smiled and wondered how it came about that Traddle had ventured some fifty miles north of the line he had given him. He knew what he would be told – an unknown sail seen to the north, Astraea off in pursuit and drawn out of her proper area in process. Impossible to disprove, even if he wished to make any query.

“Wicked little man! I brought him up to habits of villainy, it would seem, Mr Mothersole.”

“Certainly, sir, Captain Traddle is known to be your creation, his habits ingrained into him on your quarterdecks over the years.”

“As I have sown, so shall I reap, it would seem, Mr Mothersole. Not to worry! He is under my command as senior captain of our little squadron and I shall come in for one of his eighths.”

“Inland, sir. I believe I see dust on the road coming from the west.”

Colquhoun had been scanning the countryside, more or less idly, using his little spyglass to get a feel for the land. As an experienced soldier he was interested to see new realms and imagine how he might fight across them.

“Up, Mr Eccles, with a glass. What can be seen coming over the hills?”

Silence for two minutes then a first uncertain report.

“A mass of men, sir, shoulder to shoulder on the road and out to either side as well, spilling into the fields. Some of them carry muskets, sir. Some wear what might be the remnants of a uniform. All are on foot. Maybe two thousand men in a first mob, sir, then a gap behind them.”

Colquhoun suggested they might be a brigade of infantry, sent as a forward party.

“Coming in sight, sir, men on horseback, perhaps two score, and behind them a commissary, perhaps… Oxcarts, sir, and a train of artillery… A dozen of great guns. Then more men, sir, in no order at all. Right at the rear, they might be women and children, sir. Four or five thousand men, sir, and perhaps as many of camp followers. But they are not an army, sir. They are a rabble.”

It seemed that Eccles expected a lot of a defeated army.

“Sir, there is movement in town. From the big courthouse, sir, there is a party setting forward, sir, with guards under arms.”

“The corregidor, I presume, Mr Mothersole… Perhaps he wishes to establish that the army is Monarchist and has some ambition to keep them out of town if they are not.”

“With eighty men, and them armed with buckshot, sir?”

“It does sound a little ambitious, does it not. Perhaps he has a belief in the Divine Right of Kings.”

They waited, silent, suspecting they were about to witness tragedy and knowing they could do nothing to avert any conflict.

“We have two hundred and fifty men, sir. We cannot intervene.”

“No more we can. Prime and run out. Small arms to the centreline. Marksmen aloft and ready. Reload grape over ball. Bring any boats of refugees to the disengaged side. Wait my command before engaging.”

“Movement at quayside, sir… Sanchez and family boarding his trader and making sail, sir.”

“Wise man. Signal Mr Sanchez to remain a mile offshore, thereabouts, awaiting escort by Hawke.”

Nothing for a few minutes then a report that the fishing boats were pushing off the shingle, their crews aboard and women and children running to them with bundles on their shoulders.

“Taking their families aboard, sir.”

“Shout them to join Sanchez.”

“On deck, sir. Astraea in sight in company with two sail, sir.”

“Signal Astraea to escort convoy, to windward. Captain Traddle to report by boat.”

“Acknowledged, sir. Astraea clapping on sail, sir.”

Traddle was reliable, would always sail towards the guns, or to where he hoped they might be.

“I must see what is going on, Mr Mothersole. I suspect I shall have a disaster to report, must at least get the details right.”

Nick ran up to the maintopmast, knowing he must make a display of confidence and competence, matching the topmen, only staying on deck habitually because he was too big. They would not necessarily believe the show he put on, but he must make a display of virtue.

Into the top and lifting the telescope to his eye, the scene leaping into focus.

A double rank of guards across the road, just inland of the first houses. There was no wall.

In front of the guards, half a dozen officials, one in judicial robes, presumably the Corregidor himself, he being a magistrate as well.

The leading soldiers stopped perhaps ten yards distant from the few guards, waiting while the horsemen pushed forward.

Nick was far too distant to hear more than a confused rumble of feet and men, watched as the two parties indulged in an obvious dispute, accompanied by broad gestures, the one side demanding a halt, the other right of entry to the harbour.

“Oh! You silly little man…”

Eccles shook his head as he watched the guards level their muskets in threat.

“He should not do that, sir.”

“No, Mr Eccles. The wise man does not set eighty muskets to fire at two thousand men at a distance of at most thirty feet. He may succeed in making them very angry. He is not likely to achieve a lot else.”

As Nick watched, the grey smoke puffed from the barrels and a second or two later, he heard the crash of the volley. The howl of outrage that followed was easily heard.

“They are ripping them to bits, sir!”

“Knives. Bayonets. Musket butts. Boots. At odds of more than twenty to one, Mr Eccles. Not a wise fight to start. Can you see the officials? The one in robes, especially?”

“On the trees, to the larboard, sir. Oranges, I think. Hardly tall enough for the purpose, sir.”

Half a dozen bodies, stripped and bloody, dangling from the branches, their toes brushing the ground.

“What next, sir?”

“A sack, I must imagine. I doubt their officers will bring them under control, Mr Eccles.”

Nick leant over the top.

“Mr Mothersole. Boats to quayside. Rescue all you can. Boat guns mounted. Do not go ashore. Take all who run to you. Do not go on land to the rescue!”

They saved perhaps two hundred, those who ran the fastest, watched helplessly as children were cut down in the roadway, women and even the youngest girls were stripped and repeatedly raped in the street, men were killed, quickly if they were lucky.

Traddle appeared at Nick’s side.

“Admiral’s orders are to take the army aboard, sir.”

“The Admiral may stick his orders up his arse, Mr Traddle. Not one of them comes aboard my ship, or yours. They can wait for the French.”

Traddle nodded, said no more on the topic.

“Houses burning, sir.”

“I hope the whole town goes up in flame, Mr Traddle. They will have no shelter and we are going into autumn. The rains will come soon. It is already chilly at night.”

“What about the guns, sir?”

“They are still outside the town. I expect they will shift them into the square eventually. Out of our reach. I cannot order a landing party ashore.”

They watched, stone-faced, as the town died.

“Reached the places on the south side of the creek, sir.”

They hoped the houses were empty. The inhabitants must surely have had the sense to run.

“That merchant bloke, sir. Outside trying to talk, sir. Looks like he’s got money he’s trying to offer, sir.”

“The bloody fool, sir! Does he not realise they will steal every penny he possesses in any case?”

“They’ve cut his throat, sir. Busting into the house now.”

They were close to the southern shore, could hear the screaming start.

“Impossible to save a fool from his folly, sir.”

“So it is, Mr Traddle. One must try, however. Utterly unsuccessful, in every case.”

“On deck! Mainmast. Inland, sir, right where the road goes out of sight on the hills. Horsemen, sir. A lot of ‘em. Can’t see what sort.”

“Return to your ship, Captain Traddle. Take station to windward with Hawke. We shall escort our little convoy to Gibraltar. I shall delay until certain of what is happening here. Mr Mothersole, take us out of musket shot. Wait while we identify the cavalry and see what they intend. It is possible this rabble is allied to the French and we must know.”

Two hours made it clear the horse were French. They swept the road clear of stragglers and camp followers before forming a perimeter around the town.

A delay and blocks of infantry appeared on the road, regiments marching in disciplined ranks, every man with a musket shouldered.

“A full division, sir. Three brigades of infantry, all under command. Maybe eight thousand men?”

Nick nodded, watching as the French made ready for their onslaught.

“One brigade to the south, two to the northern shore. Forming line now and closing in. Three hours of daylight left – sufficient for their needs. Can we see the Spanish guns clearly now?”

“In the square, sir, the plaza sort of thing. Half the shops and that are burnt down, sir. Can see eight guns.”

“Wait until the French take the square. Draw the grapeshot now.”

The broadside was loaded grape over ball. The crews set to worming the guns, hooking out the nets of grape, carefully so as not to rip them apart, ramming the roundshot again to ensure the load was secure.

“All ready, sir. Just eleven minutes, sir.”

“Good. Guns will shoot by sections, point of aim being the artillery pieces in the square. Mr Holbourne, you will aim at the three guns we can see at the right of the line. Mr Peasley, the three visible to the left. Mr Prettyman, the four to the middle. On command, you will fire three rounds. Take your aim.”

The three lieutenants showed anxious. They were shooting from a moored ship at a stationary target no more than three cables distant. In theory, they must hit with every round.

As Nick had hoped, the artillerymen had remained with their guns. They commenced fire as the French appeared in the plaza, attracting attacking infantry to them.

Nick waited until the French had completed a professional advance and had finally overrun the guns, taking substantial casualties in process and responding by killing every gunner.

“Shoot!”

Twenty-two of twenty-four pound guns, aimed by experienced crews under command of young officers who knew their prime function was to keep the men calm. The gunlayers were experienced and could take an aim. The officers were there to prevent excitement.

Three rounds in five minutes, each of the artillery pieces hit three or four times, their carriages smashed and seven of the eight barrels broken apart, trunnions gone on all. There were some dozens of bodies lying in the square, the living well distant. Spilled powder was burning towards the left end of the line of guns, adding smoke to the confusion.

There was no possibility of taking off any of the draught animals. Nick did not dare order a party ashore.

“House your guns. Mr Mothersole, take us out.”

Hawke left the scene, all silent behind her.

“Course for Gibraltar. Carry on, Mr Scott.”

Nick sat to his desk, opened Traddle’s official report of his actions overnight. As expected, Astraea was drawn north in a chase, a polacre of two hundred tons fleeing before her and escaping in the night. In process, they had opened the harbour at Tarragona, had seen a pair of merchantmen at anchor and had come south again and cut them out in the middle of the night, Traddle himself leading the boats.

They had transpired to be a pair of three hundred tonners, under the French flag, victuallers contracted to the French military and still fully laden. Traddle had lost two men with a further three wounded. Interrogation of the captives had disclosed both ships to have originated from Messina in the Two Sicilies and thus to be in treasonable converse with the French. Their masters had been in drunken stupor when taken and hence had not destroyed their papers.

Nick was amused by the discovery. There would have been a substantial set of bribes paid and the money wasted. No doubt the corrupt government of the Two Sicilies would show outraged by the treachery of the ship’s owners and would condemn them in their courts. There would be fines and death sentences and further bribes and nothing more would happen. None of the sentences would be carried out. Usefully, the ships would go as lawful prize on this occasion. The next six months would show far fewer vessels in the unlawful trade, with the result that prices would rise, allowing for greater bribes and a resumption of unlawful traffic.

‘Even a six months hiatus will hurt the French armies. A worthwhile expedition.’

The little convoy made a leg almost to the Barbary coast and then was able to achieve a westing to Gibraltar, bringing them to the end of Collingwood’s orders. Nick reported ashore to the Port Admiral.

“No guns, sir. No Spanish soldiers. Two hundred of civilian refugees and eight fishing boats, also laden. One merchant with his wealth and the bulk of his stock in trade. Two prizes to Astraea frigate. A thoroughly unsatisfactory expedition, sir.”

The admiral read Nick’s report, saw that the siege train had been destroyed, showed wholly content.

“The French wanted those guns, Sir Nicholas. Big brass siege cannon which could have been a nuisance at Cartagena. They have not got them. That suffices for our purposes. More than that, we did not require, Sir Nicholas. Take yourself off to Portsmouth, Sir Nicholas. You have done well, again.”
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