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Ye gentlemen of England that live at home at ease


Ah! Little do you think upon the dangers of the seas


– Martyn Parker ca. 1635







Chapter 1



Nicholas Renzi nodded to the man sharing with him the warmth of the log fire at the Angel posting-house and regarding his deep tan with suspicion. It was not an attribute often seen in England after a hard winter. Renzi was newly returned from tumultuous experiences on the other side of the world that had left him questioning his reason. He had sailed to New South Wales as a free settler, determined to forge a new life there, but it was not to be. And now, in just a little while, he would see Cecilia . . .


The ship that had brought him home had docked three days ago and, having signed off on the voyage, he and Thomas Kydd had made for Guildford. It had been cowardly of him, Renzi acknowledged, to have asked his friend to arrive first to prepare his sister for their sudden reappearance. Cecilia had nursed him through a deadly fever and touched his heart, but such was his respect for her that he had vowed to achieve something in the world before he made his feelings known to her, and had left without a word.


He had laboured long and hard to try to create an Arcadia of his small landholding for Cecilia, in that raw land. Eventually Kydd had rescued him: he had suggested that Renzi make use of his education by devoting himself to the elucidation of natural philosophy from a new standpoint. Where Rousseau and his peers had pontificated from the comforts of rarefied academia, Renzi’s studies would be rooted in the harsh reality of the wider world, which he had encountered at first hand in places as varied as the Caribbean and the vast South Seas, the sylvan quiet of Wiltshire and the alien starkness of Terra Australis.


He would distil his observations and experiences into a series of volumes on the extraordinary variety of human response to the imperatives of hunger and aggression, religion and security – all the threats and challenges that were the lot of man on earth . . . That would be an achievement indeed to lay before Cecilia and, it must be confessed, it was a prospect most congenial to himself.


This he would owe to Kydd, who had said he would employ his friend as secretary aboard whichever ship Kydd might captain.


For Renzi, performing this role – more of a clerk than anything – was a small price to pay for the freedom it bestowed on him; he had learned the tricks in Spanish Town long ago and knew that his duties would not be onerous. He had never set store by the petty vanities of rank and was glad to withdraw discreetly from the hurly-burly of tasking and discipline to be found on deck. Above all, he and Kydd, old friends, would continue to adventure together . . .


A boy brought the other man’s pot of flip, beer spiked with rum, and looked doubtfully at Renzi, who shook his head and stared into the fire. It was all very well to have found for himself an agreeable position but the wider world was now filled with menace: the recently concluded hostilities had ended with the worst possible consequences. Prime Minister William Pitt had been replaced by Henry Addington, whose panicked response to the spiralling cost of the Revolutionary War was to trade away all of England’s hard-won conquests round the world for peace at any price. And Napoleon Bonaparte, now squarely atop the pyramid of power in France, was energetically accruing the means to succeed in his greater goal: world dominance.


The King had recently delivered an unprecedented personal message to Parliament. In tones of bleak urgency, he had pointed to the First Consul’s naked aggression since the peace – his occupation of Switzerland, his annexation of Savoy and more: there was little doubt now that Addington’s gamble of appeasement had failed, and that England must brace herself to renew the struggle against the most powerful military force the world had ever seen.


Kydd, an experienced and distinguished naval officer, would not languish in unemployment for long and Renzi felt a stab of concern: might his friend be prevented from keeping his word on their arrangement?


He glanced at his pocket watch, his thoughts now on his imminent meeting. Cecilia’s image had gone with him in his mind’s eye on his long journey and stayed with him to be burnished and cherished: soon he would face its reality. He drew a long breath.


Kydd’s mother handled the capacious muff of kangaroo skin dubiously; its warm, fox-red fur divided pleasingly to an underlying soft dark grey – but might not other ladies disdain it as an inferior substitute for fine pine marten?


‘T’ catch ’em boundin’ along, Ma, it’s so divertin’ t’ see! They hop – like this!’ To the consternation of the housemaid, Kydd performed a creditable imitation of a kangaroo’s leap.


‘Do behave y’self, son,’ his mother scolded, but today Kydd could do little wrong. ‘Have y’ not given thought, dear,’ she continued, in quite another tone, ‘that now you’ve achieved so much an’ all it might be a prime time t’ think about settlin’ down? Take a pretty wife an’ sport wi’ y’r little ones – I saw some fine cottages on the Godalming road as might suit . . .’ But her son was clearly not in the mood to listen.


The commotion of his arrival began to subside a little as the rest of the knick-knacks expected from a voyage of ten thousand miles were distributed. His father, now completely blind, felt the lustrous polish of a Cape walking-stick fashioned from walrus bone and exotic wood as Kydd presented Cecilia with a little box, which contained a single rock. ‘That, sis, y’ may not buy, even in London f’r a thousan’ guineas!’ he said impressively.


Cecilia examined it quietly.


‘It’s fr’m the very furthest part o’ the world. Any further an’ there’s jus’ empty sea to th’ South Pole – th’ very end of everythin’.’ He had pocketed the cool blue-grey shard when Renzi and he had gone ashore for a final time in the unspeakably remote Van Diemen’s Land.


‘It’s – it’s very nice,’ Cecilia said, in a small voice, her eyes averted. ‘You did promise me something of your strange land in the letter, Thomas,’ she said, ‘I do hope the voyage wasn’t too . . . vexing for you.’


Kydd knew she was referring to his captaincy of a convict ship and murmured an appropriate reply, but he was alarmed by her manner. This was not the spirited sister he had known and loved since childhood: there was a subdued grief in her taut, pale face that disturbed him. ‘Cec—’


‘Thomas, do come and see the school. It’s doing so well now,’ she said, sounding brittle, and retrieved the key from behind the door. Without another word they left the room and crossed the tiny quadrangle to enter a classroom.


For a space she faced away from him, and Kydd’s stomach tightened.


‘T-Thomas,’ she began, then lifted her head and held his eyes. ‘Dear Thomas . . . I – I want you to know that I – I’m so very sorry that I failed you . . .’ Her hands worked nervously. Her head drooped. ‘You – you trusted me, with your d-dearest friend. And I let him wander out and be lost . . .’


‘Wha—? Cec, you mean Nicholas?’


‘Dear brother, whatever you say, I – failed you. It’s no use.’ She buried her face in her hands and struggled for control. ‘I – I was so tired . . .’


Kydd reeled. He had sworn secrecy about Renzi’s feelings for his sister and the logic that had impelled his friend to sever connection with her. They had prepared a story together to cover Renzi’s disappearance: it had better be believable. He took his sister’s hands and looked into her stricken face. ‘Cecilia, I have t’ tell ye – Nicholas lives.’


She froze, searching his eyes, her fingers digging painfully into his own.


‘He’s not lost, he – he straggled away, intellect all ahoo, y’ see.’ It seemed such a paltry tale and he cursed yet again the foolish logic that had denied her the solace of just one letter from Renzi.


‘He was, er, taken in an’ attended f’r a long time, an’ is now much recovered,’ he ended awkwardly.


‘You know this?’


Kydd swallowed. ‘I heard about Nicholas in Deptford an’ hurried to him. Cec, you’ll be seein’ him soon. He’s on his way!’


‘May I know who took him in?’ she continued, in the same level voice.


This was not going to plan. ‘Oh, er, a parcel o’ nuns or such,’ he said uncomfortably. ‘They said as how they didn’t want thanks. Th’ savin’ o’ souls was reward enough.’


‘So he’s now recovered, yet was never, in all that time, able to pen a letter to me?’


Kydd mumbled something, but she cut in, ‘He tells you – he confides in his friend – but not me?’ A shadow passed across her features. She stiffened and drew back. ‘Pray don’t hold my feelings to account, Thomas. If you are sworn to discretion then who am I to strain your loyalties?’


‘Cec, it’s not as ye’re sayin’—’


‘Do you think me a fool?’ she said icily. ‘If he’s taken up with some doxy the least he can do is to oblige me with a polite note.’


‘Cec!’


‘No! I’m strong enough! I can bear it! It’s just that – I’m disappointed in Nicholas. Such base behaviour, only to be expected of – of—’


Her composure was crumbling and Kydd was in a turmoil. Where did his loyalties lie? The words fell out of him. ‘Th’ truth, then, sis, an’ ye may not like it.’


Now there was no going back. She waited, rigid.


‘Ye have t’ understand, Cec, that Nicholas is not like y’ common sort o’ cove. He has a rare enough headpiece.’


‘Go on.’


‘An’ at times it leads him into strange notions.’ She did not stir. ‘Er, very strange.’ There was no help for it: she would have to know everything. ‘He – he cares f’r you, sis,’ Kydd said. ‘He told me so himself, “I own before ye this day that Cecilia is dearer t’ me than I c’n say.” This he said t’ me in Van Diemen’s Land.’


She stared at him, eyes wide, hands at her mouth. ‘He was there with you? Then what . . . ?’


‘Y’ see, Cec, while he was abed wi’ the fever he was thinkin’. Of you, sis. An’ he feels as it would be improper for him t’ make it known t’ ye without he has achieved somethin’ in th’ world, somethin’ he c’n lay before ye an’ be worthy of y’r attention. So he ships out f’r New South Wales as a settler, thinkin’ t’ set up an estate in th’ bush by his own hands. But I reckon he’s no taut hand at y’r diggin’ an’ ploughin’, an’ he lost his fortune and reason toilin’ away at his turnips.’


Kydd took a deep breath. ‘I offered him passage home. Now he’ll come t’ sea wi’ me an’ work on an ethnical book. It’s all a mort too deep f’r me, but when it’s published, I’ll wager ye’ll hear from him then.’


Cecilia swayed, only a slight tremor betraying her feelings.


Kydd went on anxiously, ‘He made me swear not t’ tell a soul – an’ it would go ill wi’ me, y’ understand, Cec, should he feel I’d betrayed his trust.’


‘Nicholas – the dear, dear man!’ she breathed.


‘We conjured up th’ story, sis, as would see ye satisfied in th’ particulars, but . . .’ He tailed off uncertainly.


‘Thomas! I do understand! It’s more than I could ever . . .’ A shuddering sigh escaped her and she threw her arms round him. ‘Dear brother, you were so right to tell me. He shall keep his secret, and only when he’s ready . . .’


‘Why, it’s Mr Renzi. Just as y’ said, Thomas!’ Mrs Kydd was clearly much pleased by Renzi’s reappearance and ushered him into the room. His eyes found Cecilia’s, then dropped.


‘Why, Nicholas, you are so thin,’ Cecilia said teasingly, ‘And your complexion – anyone might think you one of Thomas’s island savages.’ She crossed to him and kissed him quickly on both cheeks.


Renzi stood rigid, then pecked her in return, his face set. She drew away but held his eyes, asking sweetly, ‘I’m so grateful to the nuns who ministered to you. What was their order? I believe we should thank them properly for their mercies to our dear brother restored to us.’


‘Oh, er, that won’t be necessary,’ Renzi said stiffly. ‘You may be assured that every expression of gratitude has been extended, dear sister.’


‘Then a small gift, a token – I will sew it myself,’ she insisted.


Kydd coughed meaningfully, then grunted, ‘Leave him be, Cec. Tell us your news, if y’ please.’


She tossed her head. ‘Why, nothing that might stand with your exciting adventures.’ She sighed. ‘Only last week—’


‘Oh dear!’


‘What is it, Mama?’


‘I’ve jus’ this minute remembered.’ Mrs Kydd rose and went to the sewing cupboard. ‘I have it here somewhere – now, where did I put it?’


‘Put what, pray?’


‘Oh, a letter f’r Thomas. From London, th’ navy, I think.’ She rummaged away, oblivious to Kydd’s keen attention. ‘I thought I’d better put it away safely until – ah, yes, here it is.’


Kydd took it quickly. From the fouled anchor cipher on its face it was from the Admiralty. He flashed a look of triumph at Renzi and hastened to open it, his eyes devouring the words.


‘The King . . . orders-in-council . . . you are required and directed . . .’ Too excited to take in details, he raced to the end where, sure enough, he saw the hurried but unmistakable signature of the First Lord of the Admiralty – but no mention of a ship, a command.


Renzi stood by the mantelpiece, watching Kydd with a half-smile. ‘Nicholas, what do ye make o’ this?’ Kydd handed him the letter. ‘I should go t’ Plymouth, not London?’


Renzi studied it coolly. ‘By this you may know that your days of unalloyed leisure on half-pay are now summarily concluded and you are, once again, to be an active sea officer. If I catch the implication correctly, Lord St Vincent has knowledge of your far voyaging and therefore is not sanguine as to your immediate availability for service. He directs you, however, to repair at once to Plymouth where, no doubt, the admiral will be pleased to employ you as he sees fit.’ He frowned. ‘Yet within there is no mention of the nature of your employment. I rather fancy you should be prepared for whatever the Good Lord – or the admiral – provides.’


‘Then we should clap on all sail an’ set course f’r Plymouth, I believe!’ exclaimed Kydd.


‘Just so,’ said Renzi, quietly.


Cecilia’s face set. ‘Nicholas, you’re sadly indisposed. You need not go with Thomas.’


With infinite gentleness Renzi turned to her. ‘Dear sister, but I do.’


‘Come!’ The voice from inside the admiral’s office was deep and authoritative.


Kydd entered cautiously as the flag-lieutenant intoned, ‘Commander Kydd, sir,’ then left, closing the door soundlessly after him.


Admiral Lockwood looked up from his papers, appraised Kydd for some seconds, then rose from his desk. He was a big man and, in his gold lace, powerfully intimidating. ‘Mr Kydd, I had been expecting you before now, sir. You’re aware we’ll be at war with Mr Bonaparte shortly?’


‘Aye, sir,’ Kydd replied respectfully. It was not the navy way to offer excuses, whatever their merit.


‘Hmm. The Admiralty seems to think well enough of you. Desires me to give you early employment.’ The gaze continued, considering, thoughtful.


‘Now I can give you an immediate command –’ Kydd’s heart leapt ‘– in the Sea Fencibles. The whole coast from Exmouth to the Needles. Eighty miles, two hundred men. Immediate command! What do you say, sir?’


Kydd had no wish to take a passive role ashore with a body of enthusiastic amateurs and fishermen watching and waiting on the coast. He clung stubbornly to his hopes. ‘Er, that’s very generous in ye, sir, but I had hoped f’r a – f’r a command at sea, sir.’


‘At sea!’ Lockwood sighed. ‘As we all do, Mr Kydd.’ He came round the desk and stood before Kydd, legs braced as though on a quarterdeck. ‘You’ve come at it rather late for that. For weeks now I’ve had all the harum-scarum young bloods to satisfy and you as commander and not a lieutenant . . .’


It had come back to haunt Kydd yet again: as a lieutenant he could be put instantly in any one of the large number of cutters, brigs, armed schooners and the like, but as a commander only a sloop as befitting his rank would do. ‘Ah – I have it. Command? How do you feel about taking Brunswick, seventy-four, to the Leeward Islands, hey?’


A two-decker ship-of-the-line to the Caribbean? Kydd was dumbstruck. Was the admiral jesting? Where was the joke? Then he realised: the only way he could captain a seventy-four was if she was going to sail en flûte – all her guns removed to make room for troops and stores, a glorified transport, which would effectively remove him from the scene of action. ‘Sir, if y’ please, I’d rather—’


‘Yes, yes, I know you would, but almost everything that swims is in commission now. Don’t suppose Volcano, fire-ship, appeals? No? Oh – I nearly forgot. Eaglet! Fine ship-sloop, in dock for repair. Confidentially, I rather fancy that, after the court meets, her present commander may find himself removed for hazarding his vessel and then we’ll have to find somebody, hey?’


Kydd realised he had probably reached the end of the admiral’s patience and, in any case, a ship-rigged sloop was an attractive proposition. ‘That would suit me main well, sir, I thank—’


‘But then again . . .’ Lockwood seemed to have warmed to him. His brow furrowed and he faced Kydd directly now. ‘It’s only proper to tell you, Eaglet will be long in repair. There is one other in my gift – but again, to be fair, no one seems keen to take her. That’s probably because she’s a trifle odd in her particulars, foreign-built, Malta, I think. Now if you’d be—’


‘Sir, her name’s not – Teazer?’


‘As it happens, yes. Do you know her?’


‘Sir – I’ll take her!’




Chapter 2



Kydd’s face was sore from the spray whipping in with the dirty weather disputing every foot of Teazer’s progress, but it bore an ecstatic smile as he braced against the convulsive movements of his ship.


It would be some time before they could be sure of clearing the Cherbourg peninsula in this veering sou’-sou’-easterly, but it would be an easier beat as they bore up for Le Havre. Kydd couldn’t help but reflect that it was passing strange to be navigating to raise the enemy coast directly where he had every intention of anchoring and making contact with the shore.


Earlier, he had eagerly claimed his ship and set about preparing her for sea. Then, in the midst of the work, urgent orders had been hurried over from the admiral’s office: it was His Majesty’s intention to respond to the repeated provocations of Napoleon Bonaparte by ‘granting general reprisals against the ships, goods and subjects of the French Republic’ within days. It would be the end of the fragile peace.


England planned to steal a march on Napoleon by declaring war first and any vessels, like Teazer, that could be spared were dispatched urgently to the north coast of France to take off British subjects fleeing the country before the gates slammed shut.



Teazer had put to sea within hours, terribly short-handed and with few provisions, little in the way of charts and aids to navigation, and neither guns nor powder. In the race against time she had left behind her boatswain, master and others, including Renzi, who was ashore acquiring some arcane book.


Still, miraculously, Kydd was at sea, in his own ship – and it was Teazer, bound for war. What more could he ask of life?


Warmly, he recalled the welcome from the standing officers who had remained with the vessel all the time he had been far voyaging; Purchet the boatswain, Duckitt the gunner, Hurst the carpenter. And, in a time of the hottest press seen that age, the imperturbable quartermaster Poulden had appeared on the dockside, followed some hours later by the unmistakable bulk of Tobias Stirk, who was accompanied by another, younger seaman.


‘Thought as how Teazer might need us, Mr Kydd,’ Stirk had said, with a wicked grin, and pushed forward the young man. ‘An’ has ye need of a fine topman as c’n hand, reef ’n’ steer, fit t’ ship aboard the barky?’


Kydd had grunted and sized the man up; in his early twenties he had the build and direct gaze of a prime deep-water sailor. Of course he would take him – but why was the man wearing a grin from ear to ear that just wouldn’t go away? Then it dawned on him. ‘Ah! Do I see young Luke, b’ chance?’ The ship’s boy of long ago in the Caribbean had grown and matured almost unrecognisably and was now Able Seaman Luke Calloway.


But as Stirk and Calloway were trusted men, Kydd had allowed them to go ashore and they were somewhere in the dockyard when he had sailed.


‘Sir!’ Teazer’s only other officer, Kydd’s first lieutenant, Hodgson, pointed astern. Twisting in his streaming oilskins Kydd saw the dark outlines of questing scouting frigates emerge through the blurred grey horizon and then, behind them, lines of great ships stretching away into the distance.


He caught his breath: this was Cornwallis and the Channel Fleet – ships-of-the-line on their way to clamp a blockade on the great port of Brest and thereby deny Napoleon the advantage of having his major men-o’-war at sea on the outbreak of hostilities. The grey silhouettes firmed; the stately seventy-fours passed by one after another, only two reefs in their topsails to Teazer’s own close-reefed sail and disdaining to notice the little brig-sloop.


The grand vision disappeared slowly to leeward across their stern. Kydd felt a humbling sense of the responsibility they held, the devotion to duty that would keep them at sea in foul conditions until the war had been won or lost.


‘We’ve made our offing, I believe,’ Kydd threw at Hodgson. ‘Stations t’ stay ship.’ Now was the time to put about to clear Start Point for the claw eastwards.


Kydd was grateful that a brig was more handy in stays than any ship-rigged vessel but he had to make the best of the situation caused by their hasty departure. ‘You’ll be boatswain, Mr Hodgson, an’ I’ll be the master.’ As well as the absence of these vital two warrant officers, he had a raw and short-handed ship’s company.


They wore round effectively, though, and set to for the thrash up-Channel. With no shortage of wind, they would be in position to seaward off Le Havre at dawn the next day. However, Kydd was uncomfortably aware that nearly all his sea service had been in foreign waters; the boisterous and often ferocious conditions of these northerly islands were unfamiliar to him. The morning would tax his sea sense to the limit: all he had of the approaches was the small-scale private chart of Havre de Grâce of some forty years before, published by Jeffreys, with barely sufficient detail to warn of the hazards from shifting sandbanks in the estuary.


Daybreak brought relief as well as anxiety: they were off the French coast but where? Small craft scuttled past on their last voyages unthreatened by marauders and paid no attention to the brig offshore under easy sail. Kydd had ensured that no colours were aloft to provoke the French and assumed that if any of the vessels about him were English they would be doing the same.


He steadied his glass: rounded dark hills with cliffs here and there, the coast trending away sharply. From the pencilled notes on the old chart he realised that these were to the south of Le Havre and Teazer duly shaped course past them to the north. They would be up with their objective in hours.


His instructions were brief and plain. He was to make the closest approach conformable with safe navigation to Honfleur further up the river, then send a boat ashore to make contact with an agent whose name was not disclosed but whose challenge and reply were specified. It would mean the utmost caution and he would need to have men with a hand-lead in the chains as they entered the ten-mile-wide maze of channels and banks in the estuary.


They closed slowly with the land; the wind was now moderating and considerably more in the west. Then he spotted a sudden dropping away and receding of the coast-line – it was the sign he had been looking for: this was where a great river met the sea, the mouth of the Seine. Paris, the centre for the storm that was sweeping the world into a climactic war, was just a hundred miles or so to the south-east.


In the forechains the leadsman began to intone his endless chant of the fathoms and deeps below: the Baie de Seine was a treacherous landscape of silted shallows and other hazards that could transform them into a shattered wreck, but that was not Kydd’s greatest worry. As Teazer busily laid her course into the narrowing waters, who was to say that the peace had not ended while they were on passage, that behind the torpid quiet of the just visible fortifications ahead soldiers were not casting loose their guns and waiting for the little brig to glide past?


The firming heights of Cap de la Hève loomed on the north bank of the estuary; the chart noted the position closer in of the Fort de Sainte-Adresse, which lay squat atop the summit of its own mount, but their entry provoked no sudden warlike activity. The huddle and sprawl of a large town at its foot would be the main port of Havre de Grâce; their duty was to pass on, to lie off the ancient village of Honfleur on the opposite bank and make contact with the shore.


Uneasily Kydd conned the ship in. His chart was at pains to point out the menace of the Gambe d’Amfard, a sprawling, miles-long bank that dried at low water into hard-packed sand, lying squarely across the entrance. He glanced over the side: the turbid waters of the Seine slid past, murky and impenetrable.


He straightened and caught Hodgson looking at him gravely, others round the deck were still and watching. If the venture ended in failure there was no one to blame but the captain.


Kydd began to look for little rills and flurries in the pattern of wavelets out of synchrony with their neighbours, the betraying indications of shoaling waters. A deep-laden cargo vessel was making its way up-river and Kydd fell in to follow, carefully noting its track. A passing half-decked chaloupe came close to their stern and the man at the tiller hailed them incomprehensibly; but his friendly wave reassured Kydd as they passed the batteries into the confines of the river mouth.


Honfleur was five miles inside the entrance, a drab cluster of dwellings round a point of land. Kydd sniffed the wind: it was still unsettled, veering further, but if it went too far into the west they stood to be embayed or worse. ‘Stand by, forrard!’ he snapped.


He turned to the set-faced Hodgson. ‘Take th’ jolly-boat an’ four men. There’ll be one in th’ character of an agent looking f’r us somewhere in th’ town.’ He moved closer, out of earshot of the others, and muttered, ‘Challenge is “peur”, reply “dégoût”, Mr Hodgson.’


‘S-sir? Purr and day-goo?’ the lieutenant asked hesitantly.


‘That’s “fear” an’ “loathin’” in the Frenchy tongue,’ Kydd said impatiently.


‘Ah, I see, sir. Fear and loathing – yes, sir.’


‘Peur and dégoût, if y’ please!’


‘Purr and day-goo. Aye aye, sir!’


Kydd smothered his irritability: it had not been so long ago that he was equally ignorant of French, and if the agent was wise allowances would be made for uncultured Englishmen.


‘And, sir,’ Hodgson held himself with pathetic dignity, ‘perhaps it were best that I shift out of uniform while ashore?’


Kydd hesitated. ‘Er, I think not. How will th’ agent sight ye as a naval officer else?’ He refrained from mentioning that in uniform it was less likely Hodgson would be mistaken for a spy.


It was unsettling to order another into danger, particularly the harmless and well-meaning Hodgson, who had been almost fawning in his gratitude to be aboard – he had spent the last five years on the beach – but there was no other with the authority. ‘Send th’ boat back wi’ the agent. We’ll keep the rest o’ the boats manned ready to ship th’ refugees as y’ sends ’em.’ Kydd stood back while Hodgson called for volunteers. There were none: Teazer had yet to acquire that sturdy interdependence within her ship’s company that would develop into a battlefield trust, and even the most ignorant could see the danger. Kydd picked the only names he could remember, ‘Harman, Joseph,’ then pointed at a nearby pair, ‘an’ you two.’ Later the rest would find themselves manning the other boats.


In deference to the unknown tide condition the anchor went down a quarter-mile offshore and Teazer swung immediately to face up-river, a disquieting measure of the strength of current. ‘Ye may leave now, Mr Hodgson,’ Kydd said encouragingly. ‘Red weft at th’ main is y’r recall.’


The little boat leant jauntily under a single spritsail, bobbing through the hurrying waves in a series of thumps of spray. It disappeared round the headland to the small port beyond, leaving Kydd under a pall of apprehension, now the rush and excitement had settled to danger and worry.


It seemed an age before the jolly-boat hove into view; the busy river still had no apparent interest in the anchored brig with no colours and the boat wove tightly through the other vessels. Hodgson was not in it but a dark-featured man with an intense expression boarded quickly and hurried to Kydd.


‘M’sieur le capitaine?’ he said in a low, nervous voice. ‘Nous devons nous déplacer rapidement!’ Then, glancing about, he exclaimed, ‘C’est la guerre! Le tyran a choisi de se déplacer contre l’Angleterre!’


Kydd went cold, and the agent continued. Napoleon had suddenly declared war himself on the pretext that Britain had not ceded Malta under the terms of the 1801 treaty. The news was not yet public but dispatches were being sent even now all over France – and the worst was that, contrary to the rules of war and common humanity, the First Consul had ordered the instant arrest on the same day of every citizen of Britain, including civilians, on French soil.


It could be days, hours or the next minute that the orders came, and when the origin of the unknown brig off Honfleur was revealed the guns would open fire. They were inside the ring of forts and in full view: the time to leave was now. But ashore there were desperate people who had made a frantic dash to the coast. Their only hope was Teazer. Kydd could not just depart.


‘Every boat in th’ water. We’re not leavin’ ’em to Boney,’ he yelled, and challenged the seamen with his eyes. ‘Do ye wish t’ see the ladies taken b’ the French soldiers? An’ th’ gentlemen cast in chokey?’ There were growls of unease, but they came forward.


‘Well done, y’ sons o’ Neptune,’ Kydd said heartily, ‘There’s those who’ll fin’ reason t’ bless ye tonight.’


The first boat returned. The sight of the packed mass of forlorn, wind-whipped creatures brought mutterings of sympathy from those still aboard who helped them over the side, but Kydd did not want to waste time in introductions and waited apart.


Poulden dealt manfully with a tearful hysteric while the gunner took the brunt of a tirade from a foppish young blade. An animated babble replaced Teazer’s disciplined quiet until the first passengers were shooed below at the sight of the cutter coming with others. More arrived, including a tearful woman who had been separated from her husband, and an older man with a strong countenance who looked about watchfully as he boarded.


How much more time would they be granted? A muffled crump sounded ominously from across the estuary, answered almost immediately from the Ficfleur battery further up the river. A horrified lull in the chatter on deck was followed by excited speculation, then alarm as another thud was heard. This time the ball could be seen, the distant plume of its first touch followed by an increasing series of smaller ones as it reached out towards them.


‘Send up th’ signal weft,’ Kydd ordered. There was no longer any doubt about French intentions: the news had got through and they must now know of Teazer’s origins. ‘Be damned to it!’ he said hotly, ‘Hoist th’ ensign, if y’ please.’ They would go out under their true colours. ‘Hands t’ unmoor ship.’ There was every prospect of the situation turning into a shambles; so many were away in the boats still, yet he needed men to bring in the anchor, others to loose sail.


‘Silence on deck!’ he roared at the milling crowd, as more boatloads arrived in a rush.


Where was the damned jolly-boat? Was Hodgson having difficulties disengaging from the other frantic refugees who, no doubt, had arrived? His mind shied away from the memory of a similar plight in Guadeloupe and he tried to focus on the present. One more thud, then another – shots from cannon ranging on them. Distances over sea were deceptive for land-based gunners but sooner or later they would find the range and then the whole battery would open up on them.


He needed time to think: most forts faced the wrong way to be a serious menace at this stage but that didn’t mean Teazer was safe. Any warship hearing gunfire and coming to investigate would end their escape before it began.


A ball skipped and bounced not more than a hundred yards away to screams of fright from those who had never been under fire before. Kydd knew they had to go – but should he wait for Hodgson? Send someone back for him? There was still no sign of the jolly-boat but to put to sea now would condemn both the officer and the four seamen with him to capture and incarceration – or worse. Could he bear to have this on his conscience?


In a whirl of feeling and duty he made the decision to leave.


He lifted his face to sniff the wind again; it would dictate how Teazer should unmoor and win the open sea. Then he realised that while he had worried over other things the wind had shifted westwards and diminished – the arc of navigability for a square-rigged vessel was closing. Already their entry track was barred to them; more mid-channel and tightly close-hauled on the larboard tack was the only way out – and be damned to the half-tide banks.


He sent a hand forward to set axe to cable as others loosed sail on the fore alone. Tide-rode and therefore facing upstream, Teazer began rapidly to make sternway, and under the pressure of full sails on the fore, and a naked mainmast together with opposite helm, she wore neatly around until able to set loose at the fore, take up close-hauled – and proceed seaward.


A ripple grew under her forefoot: they were making way at two or three knots, and with the current from the great river this was increasing to a respectable speed. They had a chance. Kydd trained his glass on the fortifications. They seemed to have been caught unready by Teazer’s smart pirouette and were silent, but the penalty for making mid-stream was that they were opening the bearing of the closer Villerville guns – and shortening the range for those on the opposite bank.


It would be a near thing; Kydd shied at the mental image of Hodgson and his seamen watching hopelessly as they left but he needed to concentrate on the sea surface ahead for any betraying cross-current and tried not to notice the renewed activity of the cannon. The fall of most shot could not be seen but several balls came close enough to bring on a fresh chorus of shrieks; he bellowed orders that the decks be cleared, all passengers driven below. It would give them no real protection but at least they would be out of sight of the gunfire – and Teazer’s commander.


Poulden took several sailors and urged the passengers down the main-hatchway; a lazy dark stippling in the sea to larboard forced Kydd to order the helm up to pay off to leeward and skirt the unknown danger. Suddenly there was an avalanche of crumps from the far shore; they were losing patience with the little brig that was evidently winning through to freedom. But would the artillery officer in charge of this remote coastal battery be experienced enough to direct the aim with deadly effectiveness?


More sinister rippling appeared ahead; Teazer bore away a few points further to leeward. More guns sounded.


The last of the people were being shooed below, and in an unreal tableau, as though it happened at half the speed, Kydd saw a well-dressed lady take the rope at the hatchway and her arm disappear. She stared at the stump in bewilderment. Then the blood came, splashing on her dress and down the hatchway ladder. She crumpled to the deck.


Chaos broke out: some tried to force passage down the hatchway as others sought to escape the madness below. The fop tore himself free and beseeched Kydd to surrender; the man with the strong features snarled at him. It may have been just a lucky shot but who were these folk to appreciate that? Kydd reflected grimly.


Others joined in a relentless assault on his attention and his concentration slipped. With a discordant bumping Teazer took the ground and slewed to a stop. Sail was instantly brailed up but, with a sick feeling, Kydd knew his alternatives were few.


As far as he could tell they had gone aground on the southern edge of the Gambe d’Amfard tidal bank. The critical question was, what was the state of the tide? Would they float off on the flow or end hard and fast on the ebb?


He looked about helplessly. Virtually every vessel in the estuary had vanished at the sound of guns, the last scuttling away up-river as he watched. The battery rumbled another salvo and he felt the wind of at least one ball. It was now only a matter of time. Was there anything at all? And had he the right to risk civilian lives in the saving of a ship-of-war? Did his duty to his country extend to this? If only Renzi was by his side – but he was on his own.


‘T’ me! All Teazers lay aft at once, d’ ye hear?’ he roared against the bedlam. Frightened seamen obeyed hurriedly, probably expecting an abandon-ship order.


Kydd became aware that the strong-featured man had joined him. ‘Captain Massey,’ he said simply. ‘How can I help ye?’


After just a moment’s pause, Kydd said, ‘That’s right good in ye, sir. I’ve lost m’ only l’tenant and if you’d . . .’ It was breathtaking gall but in the next instant HMS Teazer had a full post-captain as her new temporary first lieutenant, in token of which Kydd gave him his own cocked hat as a symbol of authority. Together they turned to face the seamen as Kydd gave out his orders, ones that only he with his intimate knowledge of Teazer was able to give, and ones that were her only chance of breaking out to the open sea.


In any other circumstance the usual course would be to lighten ship, jettison guns and water, anything that would reduce their draught, even by inches. But Teazer had not yet taken in her guns and stores and was as light as she would get. The next move would normally be to lay out a kedge anchor and warp off into deep water but he had neither the men nor the considerable time it would take for that.


And time was the critical factor. As if to underline the urgency another ripple of sullen thuds sounded from across the water, and seconds later balls skipped past, ever closer. ‘Long bowls,’ Massey grunted, slitting his eyes to make out the distant forts. A weak sun had appeared with the lessening airs and there was glare on the water.


The last element of their predicament, however, was the hardest: the winds that had carried them on to the bank were necessarily foul for a reverse course – they could not sail off against the wind. And Kydd had noticed the ominous appearance of a number of small vessels from inside the port of Le Havre. These could only be one thing: inshore gunboats. A ship the size of Teazer should have no reason to fear them but with empty gun ports, hard and fast . . .


What Kydd had in mind was a common enough exercise in the Mediterranean, but would it work here?


From below, seamen hurried up with sweeps, special oars a full thirty feet long with squared-off loom and angled copper-tipped blades. At the same time the sweep ports, nine tiny square openings along each of the bulwarks, closed off with a discreet buckler, were made ready. The sweeps would be plied across the deck, their great leverage used to try to move Teazer off the sandbank.


‘Clear th’ decks!’ Kydd roared, at those still milling about in fear. Through the clatter he called to Massey, ‘If ye’d take the larboard, sir . . .’ Then he bellowed, ‘Every man t’ an oar! Yes, sir, even you!’ he bawled at the fop, who was dragged, bewildered, to his place. Three rowers to each sweep, an experienced seaman the furthest inboard, the other two any who could clutch an oar.


‘Hey, now – that lad, ahoy!’ Kydd called, to a frightened youngster. ‘Down t’ the galley, y’ scamp, an’ find the biggest pot an’ spoon ye can.’


Kydd, at an oar himself, urged them on. The ungainly sweeps built up a slow rhythm against the unyielding water. Then, with a grumbling slither from beneath, it seemed that a miracle had happened and the brig was easing back into her element – in the teeth of the wind.


To the dissonant accompaniment of a cannon bombardment and the urgent, ting-ting-ting clang of a galley pot, His Majesty’s Brig-sloop Teazer slid from the bank and gathered way sternwards and into open water. The sweeps were pulled in, the playful breeze obliged and Teazer slewed round to take the wind on her cheeks. With sails braced up sharp she made for the blessed sanctuary of the open sea.


After this, it seemed all the more unfair when Kydd saw the three gunboats squarely across their path, a fourth and fifth on their way to join them. Clearly someone had been puzzled by the lack of spirited response from Teazer and had spotted the empty gun ports. One or two gunboats she could handle but no more, not a group sufficient to surround and, from their bow cannon, slowly smash her into surrender.


It was senseless to go on: they could close the range at will and deliver accurate, aimed fire at the defenceless vessel with only one possible outcome. This could not be asked of innocent civilians and, sick at heart, Kydd went to the signal halliards and prepared to lower their colours.


‘I’d belay that if I were you, Mr Kydd,’ Massey said, and pointed to the bluff headland of Cap de la Hève. Kydd blinked in disbelief: there, like an avenging angel, an English man-o’-war had appeared, no doubt attracted by the sound of gunfire. He punched the air in exhilaration.




Chapter 3



‘Aye, it was as who might say a tight-run thing,’ Kydd said, acknowledging with a raised glass the others round him in the King’s Arms. He flashed a private grin at Captain Massey, who lifted his eyebrows drolly – their present coming together in sociable recognition of their deliverance was due to his generosity.


‘I own, it’s very heaven to be quit of that odious country. And poor Mrs Lewis – is there any hope for her at all?’ a lady of mature years enquired.


‘She is in the best of hands,’ Massey said, and added that she was at Stonehouse, the naval hospital.


Kydd looked out of the mullioned windows down into Sutton Pool, the main port area of old Plymouth. It was packed with vessels of all description, fled from the sea at the outbreak of war and now settling on the tidal mud; it took little imagination to conceive of the economic and human distress that all those idle ships would mean.


However, it was most agreeable to sit in the jolly atmosphere of the inn and let calm English voices and easy laughter work on his spirits. The immediate perils were over: Teazer now lay in the Hamoaze, awaiting her turn for the dry-dock after her encounter with the sandbank. Her grateful passengers were soon to take coach for their homes in all parts of the kingdom, there, no doubt, to relate their fearsome tales.


A couple from an adjoining table came across. ‘We must leave now, Captain,’ the elderly gentleman said. ‘You will know you have our eternal thanks – and we trust that your every endeavour in this new war will meet with the success it deserves.’


Others joined them. Pink-faced, Kydd accepted their effusions as he saw them to the door. In a chorus of farewells they were gone, leaving him alone with Massey. Kydd turned to him. ‘I have t’ thank ye, sir, for y’r kind assistance when—’


‘Don’t mention it, m’boy. What kind of shab would stand back and let you tackle such a shambles on your own!’


‘But even so—’


‘His Majesty will need every sea officer of merit at this time, Mr Kydd. I rather fancy it will be a much different war. The last was to contain the madness of a revolution. This is a naked snatching at empire. Bonaparte will not stop until he rules the world – and only us to stand in his way.’


Kydd nodded gravely. The dogs of war had been unleashed; destruction on all sides, misery and hunger would be the lot of many in the near future – but it was this self-same conflict that gave meaning to his professional existence, his ambitions and future. No other circumstance would see his country set him on the quarterdeck of his own ship, in a fine uniform to the undoubted admiration of the ladies.


‘I shall notify their lordships of my presence in due course,’ Massey said affably, ‘and you will no doubt be joining the select band of the Channel Gropers.’


‘Teazer was fitting out when we put t’ sea,’ Kydd responded. ‘I’m t’ receive m’ orders after we complete.’ This was probably a deployment with Cornwallis’s Channel Squadron off Brest.


‘Yes,’ Massey said slowly. ‘But hold yourself ready for service anywhere in these waters. Our islands lie under as grave a threat as any in the last half a thousand years. No more Mediterranean sun for you, sir!’


At Kydd’s awkward smile he added, ‘And for prizes the Western Approaches can’t be beat! All France’s trade may be met in the chops of the Channel and on her coasts you shall have sport aplenty.’ A look suspiciously like envy passed across his face before he continued, ‘But of course you shall earn it – it’s not for nothing that the English coast is accounted a graveyard of ships.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And a different kind of seamanship, navigation.’


‘Sir.’


‘You’ll take care of yourself, then, Mr Kydd. Who knows when we’ll see each other again?’ He rose and held out his hand. ‘Fare y’ well, sir.’


Kydd resumed his seat and let the thoughts crowd in.


‘Admiral Lockwood will see you now, sir.’ Noiselessly the flag-lieutenant withdrew, leaving Kydd standing gravely.


‘Ah.’ Lockwood rose from his desk and bustled round to greet him warmly. ‘Glad you could find the time, Kydd – I know how busy you must be, fitting for sea, but I like to know something of the officers under my command.’


Any kind of invitation from the port admiral was a summons but what had caught Kydd’s attention was the ‘my’. So it was not to be the Channel Fleet and a humble part of the close blockade, rather some sort of detached command of his own. ‘My honour, sir,’ Kydd said carefully.


‘Do sit,’ Lockwood said, and returned to his desk.


Kydd took a chair quietly, sunlight from the tall windows warming him, the muted rumble of George Street traffic reaching him through the creeper-clad walls.


‘Teazer did not suffer overmuch?’ Lockwood said, as he hunted through his papers.


‘But three days in dock only, Sir Reginald,’ Kydd answered, aware that in any other circumstance he would be before a court of inquiry for touching ground in a King’s ship. ‘Two seamen hurt, an’ a lady, I’m grieved t’ say, has lost an arm.’


‘Tut tut! It’s always a damnably distressing matter when your civilian is caught up in our warring.’


‘Aye, sir. Er, do ye have news o’ my L’tenant Hodgson?’


Lockwood found what he was looking for and raised his head. ‘No, but you should be aware that a Lieutenant Standish is anxious to take his place – asking for you by name, Mr Kydd. Do you have any objection to his appointment in lieu?’


‘None, sir.’ So Hodgson and the four seamen were still missing; the lieutenant would probably end up exchanged, but the unfortunate sailors would certainly spend the rest of the war incarcerated. As for his new lieutenant, he had never heard of him and could not guess at the reason for his request.


‘Very well. So, let us assume your sloop will be ready for sea in the near future.’ The admiral leant back and regarded Kydd. I’ll tell you now, your locus of operations will be the Channel Approaches – specifically the coast from Weymouth to the Isles of Scilly, occasionally the Bristol Channel, and you shall have Plymouth as your base. Which, in course, means that you might wish to make arrangements for your family ashore here – you may sleep out of your ship while in Plymouth, Commander.’


‘No family, sir,’ Kydd said briefly.


The admiral nodded, then continued sternly, ‘Now, you’ll be interested in your war tasks. You should be disabused, sir, of the notion that you will be part of a great battle fleet ranging the seas. There will be no bloody Nile battles, no treasure convoys, and it will be others who will look to the Frenchy invasion flotillas.’


He paused, then eased his tone. ‘There will be employment enough for your ship, Mr Kydd. The entrance to the Channel where our shipping converges for its final run is a magnet for every privateer that dares think to prey on our shipping. And in this part of the world the wild country and filthy state of our roads means that four-fifths of our trade must go by sea – defenceless little ships, tiding it out in some tiny harbour and hoping to get their hard-won cargo up-Channel to market. Not to mention our homeward-bound overseas trade worth uncounted millions. Should this suffer depredation then England stands in peril of starvation and bankruptcy.’


‘I understand, sir,’ Kydd said.


‘Therefore your prime task is patrol. Clear the Soundings of any enemy privateers or warships, safeguard our sea lanes. Other matters must give best to this, Mr Kydd.’


‘Other?’


‘Come now, sir, I’m talking of dispatches, worthy passengers, uncommon freight – and the Revenue, of course.’


‘Sir?’


Lockwood looked sharply at Kydd. ‘Sir, I’m aware your service has been for the most part overseas—’ He stopped, then continued evenly: ‘His Majesty’s Customs and Excise has every right to call upon us to bear assistance upon these coasts should they feel overborne by a band of armed smugglers or similar. Understood?’


‘Sir.’


‘Now, I say again that I would not have you lose sight of your main task for one moment, Mr Kydd.’


‘Security o’ the seas, sir.’


‘Quite so. For this task you are appointed to a command that puts you out of the sight of your seniors, to make your own decisions as to deployment, engagements and so forth. This is a privilege, sir, that carries with it responsibilities – should you show yourself unworthy of it by your conduct then I shall have no hesitation in removing you. Do you understand me, sir?’


‘I do, sir.’


‘Very well. No doubt you will be acquainting yourself with navigation and its hazards in these home waters. I suggest you do the same soon for the other matters that must concern you.’


‘I will, sir.’


The admiral leant back and smiled. ‘But then, of course, you will have a splendid opportunity in the near future.’


‘Sir?’


‘I shall be holding a ball next month, which the officers of my command will be expected to attend. There will be every chance then for you to meet your fellow captains and conceivably learn much to your advantage.’


He rose. ‘This I’ll have you know, sir. Your contribution to the defence of these islands at this time stands in no way inferior to that of the Channel Fleet itself. If HMS Teazer and you, Mr Kydd, do your duty in a like manner to the other vessels under my flag I’ve no doubt about the final outcome of this present unpleasantness. Have you any questions?’


‘None, sir.’ Then he ventured, ‘That is t’ say, but one. Do ye have any objection to my shipping Mr Renzi as captain’s clerk? He’s as well—’


‘You may ship Mother Giles if it gets you to sea the earlier,’ Lockwood said, with a grim smile. ‘Your orders will be with you soon. Good luck, Mr Kydd.’


So this was to be Teazer’s future: to face alone the predators that threatened, the storms and other hazards on this hard and rugged coast, relying only on himself, his ship’s company, and the fine ship he had come to love – not in the forefront of a great battle fleet but with an equally vital mission.


Poulden brought the jolly-boat smartly alongside. The bowman hooked on and stood respectfully for Kydd to make his way forward and over Teazer’s bulwark as Purchet’s silver call pealed importantly.


Kydd doffed his hat to the mate-of-the-watch. The etiquette of the Royal Navy was important to him, not so much for its colour and dignity, or even its flattering deference to himself as a captain, but more for its outward display of the calm and unshakeable self-confidence, rooted in centuries of victory, that lay at the centre of the navy’s pride.


Purchet came across to Kydd. ‘I’ll need more hands t’ tackle th’ gammoning, sir, but she’s all a-taunto, I believe.’


Kydd hesitated before he headed below; the view from where Teazer was moored, opposite the dockyard in the spacious length of the Tamar river, was tranquil, a garden landscape of England that matched his contentment.


He turned abruptly, but paused at the foot of the companionway. ‘Mr Dowse,’ he called.


‘Aye, sir?’ The master was tall, and had to stoop as he swung out of his cabin.


‘Might I see ye f’r a moment?’ They passed into the great cabin and Kydd removed a bundle of papers from his other easy chair, then offered it. ‘Have ye had service in this part o’ the world, Mr Dowse?’


‘I have that, sir. Not as you’d say recent, ye’d understand, but I know most o’ the coast-line hereabouts an’ west t’ the Longships. Can be tricky navigation, an’ needs a lot o’ respect.’


‘That’s as may be. Our orders will keep us here f’r the future, an’ I mean t’ know this coast well, Mr Dowse. Do ye find the best charts an’ rutters, then let me know when ye’re satisfied an’ we’ll go over ’em together.’


‘I’ve sent out f’r the new Nories an’ I has Hamilton Moore ready set by. F’r a Channel pilot he can’t be beat.’


More discussion followed; Dowse was new to Kydd, but was of an age and had experience. His wisdom would be vital in a small ship like Teazer. ‘Thank ye, we’ll talk again before we sail.’


With a sigh, Kydd turned to his paperwork. Fielding, the purser, had carefully prepared his accounts for signature. Tysoe entered silently with coffee, his urbane manner in keeping with his station as the captain’s servant and valet: Kydd congratulated himself yet again on having sent Stirk ashore to find his servant of Teazer’s last commission, whom he had necessarily had to let go when he had lost his ship with the brief peace of the Treaty of Amiens. Tysoe had raised no objections to quitting his situation with a local merchant and had slipped back easily into his old post.


Kydd completed a small number of papers but found he was restless. All over the ship men were working steadily on the age-old tasks of completing for sea and all he could find to do was address his interminable load of reports. There was one matter, however, far more agreeable to attend to.


He got up quickly, passed through the wardroom and emerged on to the broad mess-deck. There were surprised looks from the seamen but his hat was firmly under his arm, signifying an unofficial visit, and he crossed quickly to the tiny cabin adjoining the surgeon’s that extended into a corner of the mess space.


It was new, the thin panels still with the fragrance of pine and with a green curtain for a door. It had cost him much debate with the dockyard but Teazer now had a cabin for her captain’s clerk, an unheard-of luxury for one so humble. Kydd tapped politely. After some movement the curtain was drawn aside and a dishevelled head appeared.


‘Nicholas, is this at all to y’r liking or . . .’ Renzi pulled back inside and Kydd could see into the tiny compartment. The forward bulkhead was lined with books from top to bottom as was the opposite side, with each row laced securely; in the middle a very small desk stood complete with a gimballed lamp, and a cot was being triced up out of the way. It was definitely a one-person abode but if the sea-chest could be made to suffer duty as a chair, and movements were considered and deliberate, there were possibilities.
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