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AUTHOR’S NOTE





This third and final sea adventure of Lieutenant Michael Fitton is based on the factual record in James’s Naval History and the Log of His Majesty’s gun-brig Cracker.

















ONE


Sea Lords





Old Martin, chief clerk in the Trade Division of the Admiralty, stood looking out of one window and sorrowing for the view from another. From his old office in the main Admiralty building he had been able to see all the comings and goings in Whitehall; seven years ago he had watched Nelson drive out through the gates on his way to Trafalgar (September 12th, declared Martin’s phenomenal memory, was the date of that final visit) and seventeen weeks later to the day he had seen the little Admiral’s coffin carried out to a waiting funeral car designed to look like his flagship. This present window, his since his transference to the newly-instituted Trade Division office a year ago, could command no such memorable scenes. It overlooked the cobbles of Craig’s Court, a cul-de-sac opposite the Admiralty, and apart from the daily arrival and departure of the curricle driven by the Honourable John Stannard, head of Trade Division, the cobbles bore little traffic other than the tread of official messengers in blue coats with brass buttons.


Nevertheless, old Martin spent a good deal of time standing at the window of his office. It was a chief clerk’s privilege, in his opinion. Moreover, a chief clerk’s quill needed frequent reshaping, for which a good light was essential, and he was accustomed to have a pen-knife and a quill in his hands during these window-watching spells. On this early autumn afternoon, indeed, his excuse was less adequate, for he was engaged (or pretending to be engaged) in fitting a ready-cut quill to a wooden pen-holder, a newfangled device recently decreed by Their Lordships to be used in all Admiralty offices. Martin scowled distastefully at this innovation and wagged his grey head irritably. Nelson gone; the feathered-quill pen gone. This wasn’t the way to beat Bonaparte.


“Bramah,” he said suddenly, “Joseph. Four dozen Bramah locks delivered five-eleven-eleven. Three gross wooden pen-holders delivered eighteen-seven-twelve.”


There was some satisfaction in accurately recalling the name of the Pimlico inventor and the dates of Admiralty transactions with him, but it was a poor use for a memory trained to retain matters more closely concerned with the struggle against Napoleon. In his old office on the other side of Whitehall his work had been among the files of warships and their commanders, and he had been used to claim – possibly with justice – that he could recollect at a moment’s notice the service record of any officer who had held command. Now his retentive mind automatically registered details of dockyard consignments and similar humdrum matters.


He slid the quill finally onto the holder and was about to return to his desk when a sudden clatter of hooves and wheels brought him back to the window. A carriage had swung into Craig’s Court – those were Admiral Duckworth’s bays and that was the Admiral himself in the carriage; it was like Sir John to have himself driven across from the Admiralty when he could have walked the distance in five minutes. He could have no other purpose but to call on the head of Trade Division and Mr Stannard had better be warned – swiftly, since he was usually dozing at this hour. Martin trotted to the inner door and knocked loudly on it. After a pause of some seconds a sleepy voice bade him come in and be damned.


Martin opened the door and put his head into the room. “Admiral Duckworth’s calling on us, sir – I hear him on the stair now.”


“Deuce take him!” Stannard, a stout gentleman with a choleric eye, sat up and adjusted his neckcloth. “But Martin – see he’s admitted instantly, and hold yourself ready to help me sit on him if necessary.”


Rightly interpreting this latter order in a figurative sense, Martin returned into the outer office just as the door to the stairway was thrown open and the Admiral stalked in. Sir John Duckworth was lean and greyhaired, and his pale blue eyes sparkled as irascibly as Mr Stannard’s for all that the whites were yellow-tinged from the fevers of the West Indies station. As Third Sea Lord he was responsible for the building and repair of His Majesty’s ships of war, their guns, and their stores. His necessary liaison with Trade Division was an uneasy one, since he and Stannard heartily disliked one another, and a personal visit such as this was certain indication of urgency and – almost as certainly – of complaint. To rebuff complaint and “sit on” Admiral Duckworth, the Honourable John might need the support of his chief clerk’s departmental knowledge and remarkable memory.


“Servant, Sir John,” said Stannard from the open doorway of his room.


The Admiral nodded stiffly and passed him without pausing in his stride. The door closed behind them. But Martin, deciding that his superior would hardly throw him out again when his presence could mean useful support, slipped in unobtrusively and glided shadow-like to a corner of the big room where the drawers of a filing bureau gave him an excuse to rummage and listen with his back turned to the speakers. The Admiral, seated opposite the head of Trade Division at the mahogany table, began without preamble.


“I’ve been absent for ten days, Mr Stannard, at Lord Kennet’s place in Sussex. I return to find chaos, absolute chaos.” He banged his fist on the table.” And damned dangerous chaos, I may add.”


“In what respect, Sir John?” demanded Stannard cautiously.


“In respect of masts and spars for His Majesty’s vessels of war, sir! My room at the Admiralty is crammed, absolutely crammed, with demands for masts and spars.”


“But surely the dockyards –”


“The demands, sir, are from the dockyards! Portsmouth, Chatham, Devonport, Sheerness – they haven’t ten fathom of pine between ’em. I have eleven 74’s refitting, sir, and three more have come in since yesterday. All require spars replaced, five require new masts.” The Admiral stared accusingly across the table. “Where are they?”


“At a guess,” said Stannard with half a grin, “they’re alongside the quays at Boston or New York – and that’s not my fault.”


The Third Sea Lord, with a visible effort, controlled his rising temper. When he spoke, after a pause of several seconds, it was in a cold and level voice.


“Though I can hardly credit it, Mr Stannard, your levity suggests that you have not perceived the urgency of the situation. I explain, therefore, what you should be well aware of. You realise, I take it, that this nation stands alone against Bonaparte with all Europe on his side?”


To this sarcasm Mr Stannard replied by raising his eyebrows and shrugging his shoulders. Duckworth nodded and continued with a patience that was intended to exasperate.


“Wellington’s eight fighting divisions in the Peninsula are all that stands between Bonaparte and world conquest. A small army to face the Emperor’s millions, Mr Stannard, and it would not long survive if only one of Bonaparte’s fleets broke out from the ports where the Navy holds them blockaded. Toulon and Venice, Rochefort and Brest and Cherbourg, Antwerp and the Texel – we haven’t ships enough to blockade them all and yet we are doing it. As for the Danish Baltic ports, one 74 and two frigates is the best that Admiral Saumarez can do there. I hope I don’t need to point out that one ship-of-the-line sent home from the blockade for repairs must materially weaken it. And I have fourteen in for refit, Mr Stannard – fourteen – with not a spar for the dockyards to give them.”


The Admiral’s secondary purpose of annoying the head of Trade Division had given way, as he spoke, to his primary purpose of dealing with an urgent problem. His bony face showed real anxiety rather than ill-temper. Stannard, perhaps not unmoved by the blunt recapitulation of Britain’s present dangers, refrained from a riposte.


“I admit all that, of course,” he said briskly. “The cause of the shortage you complain of is, as you know, the failure of the American timber convoy. If the United States hadn’t declared war on – when was it, Martin?”


“Eighteenth June, sir,” said Martin instantly, looking up from his drawer.


“Yes. If that hadn’t been the case the problem would not have arisen. And the timber contracts with the Americans –”


“‘Ifs’ will not solve the problem, Mr Stannard,” the Admiral broke in, recovering his acerbity. “Trade Division should have provided against such a shortage.”


“I was about to observe, Sir John, that the American contracts were put in hand without reference to this department.” Stannard leaned back complacently, assured now of putting his adversary on the defensive. “I was not officially informed of them. I had to assume that the dockyards were adequately supplied. I can’t accept the blame for the inefficiency of some fellow on t’other side of Whitehall.”


“There’s no question of inefficiency there, sir!” Duckworth said sharply. “The necessity of making unofficial arrangements with the American traders was forced on us by the Non-Intercourse Act. They were prepared to evade their President’s law and supply us with timber, but it had to be done quietly. One of their largest convoys was on the point of sailing from Boston when President Madison’s declaration of war was made known. I fancy you know this as well as I do, Mr Stannard.”


Stannard eyed him askance. “I fancy I do, Sir John.”


“And yet, God damn it, you did nothing about it!”


“I haven’t said so.”


The Admiral’s lean cheeks reddened and he sucked in his breath audibly.


“It’s evident, clearly evident, that you did nothing about it,” he said impatiently. “Else there would not be this dearth of masts and spars. Sweden should have been approached the instant war with America became certain. The Swedes are our one remaining source of supply. Neutrals though they are, they have not so far refused their trade –”


“A moment, Sir John, if you please.” Stannard turned to speak over his shoulder. “The date of the Stockholm order, Martin.”


“Twelfth July, sir,” replied the chief clerk without hesitation. “Eight shiploads, it amounted to. The Cherub sloop, Lieutenant Fisher in command, sailed from the Downs that day with the order.”


“Eight shiploads of good pine timber for your masts and spars, Sir John,” said Stannard, nodding at the Admiral with maddening benevolence. “I fancy that will remedy the dearth you speak of.”


The Third Sea Lord looked as if he wished that the Honourable John held rank as lieutenant or post-captain; even a post-captain can be ruined by an Admiral’s word.


“And why was I not informed of this?” he growled.


“Why, sir,” Stannard said blandly, “it appeared to me that you considered communication between our two offices unnecessary.”


Duckworth glared at him but let it pass. “You tell me this order was dispatched on the 12th of July. We are now at the end of September. Why have these eight shiploads not reached the dockyards?”


“The fortunes of war, Sir John. – Martin!”


“Sir?” Obedient to a nod, the chief clerk came and stood at one side of the desk table.


“You transcribed Mr Fisher’s report. Please to recall it for us – the gist, not the whole,” Stannard added hastily; Martin, he remembered, was quite capable of repeating these things verbatim.


“Yes, sir.” Martin cleared his throat. “On the 15th July the sloop Cherub was attacked by five Danish gunboats three miles north of the entrance to the Sound. In beating them off she received extensive damage to hull and spars and her rudder-post was shot away. Mr Fisher ran his vessel aground on a bank six miles south of Anholt island in order to effect the necessary repairs and it was not until the evening of the twenty-second that he was able to –”


“Very well, very well!” barked the Admiral. “I take it that Cherub did eventually complete her mission, that Stockholm agreed to supply eight shiploads of timber, that a convoy was arranged despite all this delay.” He jabbed a forefinger at the Trade Division man. “I want to know when that convoy will arrive.”


Stannard sat back and stared at the ceiling. “Let me see. The escort for the convoy – a gun-brig, Martin, I fancy?”


“Gun-brig Cracker, sir.”


“Ah. Well, Cracker sailed for the Baltic, escorting two merchant vessels to Gothenburg, on –”


“Twenty-third September, sir,” supplied Martin as he paused and snapped his fingers.


“Just so. Cracker, having seen her charges safely into port, will rendezvous with Courageux and receive her orders as to picking up the westbound convoy. It’s possible she’s doing so at this very moment – eh, Martin?”


“Quite possible, sir.”


“So the eight shiploads, Sir John, should anchor in the Downs within the week,” Stannard concluded.


“If,” amended the Admiral with emphasis, “if they get through the Sound.” He leaned forward with forefinger accusingly pointing. “You send a mere gun-brig to escort a convoy of eight ships – a most valuable convoy, on which, conceivably, may depend victory or final defeat in the present war. Was that the best you could do, Mr Stannard?”


“Yes, Sir John – it was,” Stannard countered pugnaciously. “If you can find me a frigate that can be spared for a Baltic convoy, or even a second gun-brig, you’ll do more than Admiral Louis could do. There are two frigates already in the Baltic –”


“Clio and Hamadryad,” interpolated Martin beneath his breath.


“– but I’m told they can on no account leave their present station. I have no need of excuses, Sir John,” added Stannard in a less aggressive tone. “What you yourself said a moment ago is only too true – we haven’t ships enough.”


For a little while the Admiral sat silent, drumming his fingers on the table. Then he got slowly to his feet.


“If I were a praying man,” he said gravely, “I would pray that this convoy may come safe to port. You impressed on Cracker’s commander the importance of his mission, I hope?”


Mr Stannard stood up. “Of course – a most courageous and reliable officer. We may count upon him.”


The two gentlemen exchanged the brief civilities of parting and the Admiral, attended by Martin, went to the door. Here he paused and turned.


“You have heard the old tale of the campaign that was lost for lack of a horseshoe nail, Mr Stannard,” he said in the same grave tone. “This Baltic convoy may be our horseshoe nail.”


The door closed behind him. Mr Stannard, grinning, cut a few steps of a jig and flung himself into his chair. Then he frowned. Then he took a glass and a bottle of Madeira from the drawer where he had pushed them on the Admiral’s arrival. He was sipping Madeira, still frowning, when the chief clerk re-entered the room.


“Well, Martin, we sat on him,” said Stannard reflectively, “but that don’t please me as much as it ought. I’ve been remiss – I admit it to you. I should have interviewed this gun-brig commander, as I told Duckworth I’d done. What sort of fellow is he, d’ye know? Young fire-eating lieutenant, I suppose.”


“Lieutenant, sir, but if I’m correct –” Martin, for the first time that day, had to strain his memory – “past middle age, or nearly. I believe he was in Their Lordships’ black books after some West Indies affair. On half-pay for four years before present appointment.”


“Good – God!” Stannard gulped his wine and set the glass down empty. “Duckworth’s right. We’d better betake ourselves to prayer. What’s this poor devil’s name?”


“Michael Fitton, sir,” said Martin.

















TWO


The Escort





1


Michael Fitton, seated at the table that occupied about a quarter of the deck space in his hutch of a cabin, penned an entry in his Log and waited for the ink to dry. Anchored in 11 Fms. Anholt island NNW 27 miles. Light W’ly breeze & hazy. It was likely, he thought, to be the last entry on that page, which was headed “Remarks at Sea 1st October 1812”. Cracker would weigh for the twenty-mile run to the entrance of the Sound tomorrow, at two bells in the middle watch; if this quartering breeze held steady she should be through the dangerous part of the narrows – less than four miles of water separating Danish Elsinore from Swedish Helsingborg – before there was light enough for the Danish gunners to try long-shots at her. This would be the seventh time the gun-brig had passed the Sound and it was almost as familiar as the run in behind the Goodwins to the Downs. A faint smile crinkled Mr Fitton’s square and usually impassive face as he recalled his first passage southward along that four-fathom channel into the Baltic, nerves at full stretch and the lead going all the time; the knowledge that he could safely keep close in to the Swedish shore, at or beyond the extreme range of the guns of the Kronenburg fort, had come later.


Familiarity, reflected Mr Fitton, who was of a philosophical turn of mind, should breed confidence, not contempt. Certainly it would not do to be contemptuous of Bonaparte’s Danish allies. Deprived of their entire battle fleet in two successive battles, the Danes had yet managed to maintain their attack by using gunboats, large pulling-boats mounting a 6-pounder in their bows; not long ago a British sloop had been all but sunk by gunboats a mere two-hour sail from Cracker’s present anchorage, which was why he had stationed lookouts at bows and stern and cautioned Honeyburn, his second-in-command, to keep silence on deck. Gunboats approaching by night would reveal their presence by the sound of oars, since they often pulled ten oars a side. Once through the Sound and in the southern waters of the Baltic there should be little danger of enemy attack, for those waters were constantly patrolled by Courageux and her two frigates. It was from Courageux that he was to receive his orders concerning the westbound convoy, making rendezvous with the 74 off the island of Bornholm “on the 2nd October or not later than 5th October”. The gun-brig had been delayed by headwinds in her passage to Gothenburg but she should sight Bornholm on the 3rd or 4th.


Mr Fitton put the Log in its rack on the bulkhead and stowed quill and ink-bottle in the drawer under the table. The cabin was in the stern below the quarterdeck and there had been just light enough from the small glazed port for his log-writing, but now the daylight was fading and the cabin was very dark. A clatter of feet on the ladder from the quarterdeck was followed by a knock on the door. Foden, one of the three ship’s boys, came in with a lighted lantern, preceding a very short seaman carrying his commanding officer’s supper on a tray. Foden hung the lantern on a hook in the low deckhead above the table and the seaman, christened Hezekiah Band but inevitably Shorty to his shipmates, offloaded his tray to the accompaniment of his usual commentary, which Mr Fitton had come to tolerate because it obviously gave Band much pleasure.


“‘Ere we are, sir, not such as we could wish to hoffer but good ’olesome vittles none the less –’ ot pea-soup in this mug, sir, a nubbin of salt beef fresh as they come, the last of the Deal bread we took aboard five days ago – stalish it is but better than ‘ard tack which we’ll be on for the rest o’ the cruise – and beer, sir. And –” Shorty’s tone heralded a bonne-bouche – “a fine ripe slice of Swedish cheese, sir, bought by meself off the bumboat at Gothenburg.”


“Very well, Band.”


It was a solecism for a captain to say “thank you” to a lower-deck rating though he would use the phrase repeatedly, and almost meaninglessly, to his subordinates of commissioned or warrant rank. Mr Fitton took care that his expression showed his pleasure.


“I hope you recovered your money from Mr Grattan,” he added.


Grattan the cook had charge of a fund subscribed by the upper deck.


“That I did, sir.” Band was quite ready to expatiate further. “What’s more, I ‘ad the bumboat woman bringing down ‘er price for some fish, ‘andsome they was, too, kind o’ sea trout, but Grattan, ‘e says –”


“That’ll do,” said Mr Fitton briefly, taking up his spoon.


“Aye aye, sir.”


Shorty turned and scuttled out with surprising quickness, pushing the boy before him, and Cracker’s captain was left to sup in solitary state.


Thirty-two years in the Navy and command in a series of little ships had convinced Mr Fitton that solitary state, a strict maintenance of aloofness, was of vital moment to any officer in command of a ship; especially to a middle-aged lieutenant who was nominally captain of a 12-gun brig with a crew of thirty-eight men and three boys. It had taken him eight months to achieve this in Cracker but he had done it, and the three floggings and one desertion that had taken place in that period were well below the average number for a gun-brig. Having established that he was just as powerful a monarch as the captain of a ship-of-the-line, and erected an impregnable barrier between himself and the rest of the ship’s company, he was able on occasion to ignore the barrier – where everyone was at such close quarters he had often to do so – and retire behind it again with no weakening of discipline. In the result he had a happy ship, an orderly and efficient crew, and the solitude which he had always preferred to human society.


Michael Fitton was aware that he was well liked by his crew. He knew that there had been fierce competition for the privilege of acting as “captain’s steward” – a privilege involving work additional to the ordinary duties of an able seaman – and that two black eyes and a cut lip had been Hezekiah Band’s badge of office for the first day or two. It was typical of him that his popularity surprised him. Seeking a reason for it, he found it (as he thought) in a story current on the mess-deck for’ard that he was the dispossessed heir to an earldom, with the bluest of English aristocratic blood in his veins; a story he strongly suspected to have originated with his second-in-command. Mr Henry Honeyburn, if indeed he was responsible, had only elaborated a little on the truth, for Mr Fitton was the last (barring his ten-year-old son) of those Fittons of Gawsworth whose ancestor had stood with his peers to witness the signing of Magna Carta. And it was a curious fact that the British fighting seaman would far more willingly obey an order given by a “born gentleman” than one given by an officer who had worked his way up from the lower deck. The real cause, however, was that Mr Fitton was one of those rare leaders whom men will follow and die for no matter where they lead; in this alone he was like the arch-enemy Bonaparte. Despite his long record of successes in small-ship actions – or perhaps because official recognition of them had been so cruelly denied – he still did not realise his power. Nor would he have understood that it was exemplified by the fact that he finished the fine ripe slice of Swedish cheese although it was the sweet-tasting getost and repellent to his palate. He washed the taste from his mouth with the last of the beer, picked up his cocked hat from the cot, and went on deck.


Cracker lay easily to her anchor in a circle of darkening twilight, opaque yet faintly luminous. The Kattegat was in one of its calmer moods and the little dark waves that slapped at her hull scarcely lifted her in their ceaseless progress from bow to stern. Mr Fitton’s first glance was upward to the squaresail yards of the two masts, just visible against the greyness overhead; he could make out fore and main courses, topsails, and topgallants loosely furled and gasketed, so his orders had been carried out. It was always advisable to check such matters when Mr Honeyburn was the executive. He turned to the tall, thin figure who had crossed the quarterdeck and was saluting him ceremoniously.


“Nothing to report, sir,” said Mr Honeyburn. “The river glideth at his own sweet will – and there you have it.”


“Thank you.” A voice, briefly loud then swiftly stifled, came to his ear. “Go for’ard and stop that noise, Mr Honeyburn, if you please. I’ll have the next man that speaks above a whisper flogged.”


“Aye aye, sir. Extremely naughty of them.”


Honeyburn stalked away along the narrow deck to where the watch squatted gossiping under the rail between two 18-pounder carronades. Mr Fitton lifted his square shoulders and let them fall; he was resigned to Mr Honeyburn by now, but still found him disconcerting.


Though a 12-gun brig was one of the least of naval commands she was required to carry two commissioned officers. Thus, when Lieutenant Fitton was appointed to her a year ago, he was at once presented with Lieutenant Henry Honeyburn, four years older than himself but junior to him by reason of the fact that his lieutenant’s commission was dated six months later. How Honeybiirn had ever succeeded in passing the examination for that commission was something to wonder about during uneventful night watches. He appeared to know little of seamanship and less of navigation, though he had somehow acquired a rather erratic knowledge of gunnery and ballistics and an enthusiasm for these arts which made his long, amiable, and somewhat vacuous face light up with unwonted intelligence whenever it was necessary to load a gun. According to his own account, he had been a schoolmaster until his readings in the poems of one William Wordsworth had fired him to exert himself in the cause of freedom. Somehow he had got himself into a midshipman’s berth and there had been every chance that he would stay there, one of the thousands of middle-aged midshipmen who through drink or incapacity would never rise any higher; but by what could only have been a miracle – unless, as Mr Fitton sometimes tended to think, drink or incapacity had blinded his examiners – he had been commissioned lieutenant in 1804. Among his many failings was a disposition to sprinkle his conversation with tags from his favourite poet; among his merits were perfect good-humour and a sort of absent-minded indifference to danger or discomfort. Mr Fitton, whose reading was among dead philosophers rather than living poets, had come to tolerate the quotations from the works of Mr Wordsworth, which he found more amusing than irritating. As for the ex-schoolmaster’s inefficiency in his role of Cracker’s first lieutenant, his senior had only to consider the various kinds of undesirables he might have got in his stead to accept Honeyburn’s sobriety, even temper, and general amiability in lieu of sterner virtues.


The brief consideration of his odd subordinate had taken Mr Fitton across the gently-heaving deck to the after rail, where a dim and bulky shape leaned motionless in the gathering gloom.


“You know what you’re listening for, Peters?” he said.


“Them bl – them Danes, sir,” said the lookout. “Oars gruntling in th’ rollocks.”


“Very well.” That was a word apt to the sound, that gruntling. “Report any sound you hear to Mr Honeyburn at once. Don’t wait until you’re certain it’s oars.”


“Aye aye, sir.”


Mr Honeyburn, his mission for’ard completed, was performing his usual meticulous salute. He was absurdly punctilious in observing his brother lieutenant’s seniority on all occasions, but Mr Fitton knew that the acknowledgement was offered in all sincerity; there was no sarcasm in Honeyburn’s simple nature.


“I shall turn in now, Mr Honeyburn,” he said. “No need to remind you that I’m to be called instantly if the approach of any vessel is suspected.”


“Probably no need,” agreed his first lieutenant reflectively, “but a wise reminder all the same. ‘The soberness of reason –’”


“Good night,” said Mr Fitton hurriedly, and went below.


Ten years ago, he thought as he descended the ladder, Honeyburn would have tried his patience sorely. Now his impatience had gone overside with his ambition and he was ready to tolerate all men and all things that did not explicitly oppose his duty as a sea officer. He had achieved at least the status of a philosopher although he could never, now, achieve those starry heights of post-captain and admiral – perhaps even a peerage, like Nelson – for which he had striven in the face of repeated frustration. Down in the lamplit cabin he groped in his locker for the tattered book, once calf-bound but now held together with tarry cord, which had been his vade mecum for half a lifetime in the Navy. The words of Epictetus were familiar enough without looking them up in the Moral Discourses but it was a comfort to read them for the hundredth time: True instruction is this – learning to will that things should happen as they do. Yes, he had learnt that. Contentment was the true gold of life, ambition the false metal; a greater poet than Honeyburn’s Mr Wordsworth had said, “By that sin fell the angels.”


Mr Fitton took off his jacket and loosened his neckcloth, dowsed the cabin lamp, and lay down on his cot, which was fitted athwartships so that the gentle pitch of the gun-brig rocked him as in a cradle. The rhythmic groan and creak of the timbers, the fainter and more remote treble of the westerly in the rigging, made an accustomed lullaby too often repeated to be noticed. He could get three hours’ sleep before he relieved Honeyburn and took the middle watch, which would be a busy one; up anchor at two bells and away south-east through the night to the entrance of the Sound. Usually he would have been asleep thirty seconds after putting his head down, but tonight his thoughts kept him awake for a good five minutes, pursuing the reflections started by that glance into the Moral Discourses. It was curious to recall by what devious paths he had reached contentment at the age of forty-six, an ageing lieutenant happy in the command of a small and unimportant ship, with no prospects but retirement on half-pay and final slow decay in Greenwich Hospital.


There had been the brave days of teenage as “captain’s servant” and midshipman, when his mother had been alive and they had both believed that his brilliant naval career would end in the Fittons regaining their rightful place among the great families of England; the long years of deferred promotion and waning hope; the glitter and glory of the Caribbean adventures, when “very gallant conduct and superior professional abilities” – and the total of forty-two valuable prizes taken – had at last brought him his commission, ten years overdue; the bitter enmity of an admiral, which had kept him unemployed on half-pay for nearly four years; and at last re-employment in little ships, Archer in the Channel and Cracker on Baltic convoy duty. Those three decades of his past were remote as a blue horizon far astern. He could remember them without bitterness or regret – as he remembered Mary and the tiny cottage at Gawsworth.


Michael Fitton had married Mary Rushton in what might be called a reaction of despair, when he had been sent home after the Peace of Amiens and believed that the Navy would never employ him again. He knew he had never really loved his sharp-tongued wife but he had been loyal and affectionate and a good husband; their son Frederick, now ten years old, was being brought up by his grandparents. For Mary had died three years ago, and Mr Fitton, drowsy in his cot aboard Cracker, could not find any reproach for himself in his memory of her. His enduring love for ships and the sea had left him no room for the passionate love of a woman – and in any case, he told himself comfortably, he was too old for that sort of thing now. He shifted his head on the coarse pillow, sighed once, and was instantly asleep.


2


The westerly breeze had freshened at midnight and Cracker was snoring along through the darkness with the wind over her starboard quarter, her best point of sailing.


“How’s her head, Mr Sholto?” asked Mr Fitton.


“Sou’-east, sir, dead on.”


“Bring her a trifle closer. Steer sou’-east by east.”


The gun-brig’s deck tilted very slightly over to leeward as she brought the wind more on her beam.


“Course sou’-east by east, sir,” reported Sholto.


That should offset the leeway she would have made in the last hour, reflected her commander. In his careful estimation his position was now some dozen miles west-nor’-west of the Kullen point on the Swedish side of the entrance to the Sound; with Sholto’s sensitive handling Cracker should be able to run straight for the narrows, where – with ordinary luck – a light or two in sleeping Helsingborg would give him bearing and distance.


Only in a naval vessel as small as a gun-brig, and probably in few of those, would it be possible for a boatswain to be given a trick at the helm. Between Cracker’s little hierarchy of two lieutenants and the lower orders for’ard there was the middle class of three warrant officers – cook, carpenter, and bos’n. Grattan, Trapp, and Sholto were all entitled to the honorific “Mister” and like all their kind were insistent upon their professional superiority to the manual labourers of the lower deck. But Mr Fitton had discovered that Sholto, the lean redheaded bos’n, was by far the best helmsman on board, having that special sympathy with the ways of a ship under sail which is inborn rather than acquired. For this blind passage of night sailing, by dead reckoning in shoaling waters, he needed Sholto’s hands on the wheel-spokes to counteract the insidious tendency of the quartering wind to edge the brig off course, and it was a measure of the concord in his ship’s company that Mr Sholto had taken his post as quartermaster without the least demur.


Mr Fitton went to the weather side of the little quarterdeck and stood gazing into the blankness of night ahead. No stars gleamed through the overcast, but the haze of yesterday evening had cleared for he could make out the moving wave-ridges a pistol-shot away even in the darkness. The ghostly curve of the main course above him was taut and motionless, filled with the steady breeze. Wind and weather were as favourable as he could wish for this passage, which he would not have attempted by night in thick or stormy conditions. It was reasonably certain that Cracker could have passed the narrows unscathed in daylight, but it was preferable that a British gun-brig should enter the Baltic unobserved if possible; the Danes must know by now that gun-brigs were being used as convoy escorts, and the sight of an inward-bound brig might alert them for an attempt on the outward convoy they could expect a few days later.


The chart pinned on the table in his cabin was clear in Mr Fitton’s mind, but he pictured now the larger map of the Baltic and its shores. Not for the first time, he wondered at the extraordinary freak of nature by which a great arm of the sea, 1,000 miles long, was almost sealed off from the outer oceans by a barrier of land 150 miles across, and accessible only by one of the three narrow channels that pierced the barrier. You steered north-east into the Skagerrak, doubled the Skaw and sailed south up the Kattegat, to be brought up short by this opposing barrier of eastern Denmark, cut into two huge islands by those dividing channels. The central channel, the Great Belt, you would not attempt unless you were a Baltic seaman in a shallow-draught galliot, for the gut between Funcn and Zealand was a maze of ill-charted shoals. The Little Belt farther to the west boasted a continuous deep channel, but it was exceedingly narrow and winding and a very roundabout way of getting from the Kattegat into the Baltic. Moreover, in this present time of war both entrances ushered a British vessel into the heart of a hostile country – or rather (Mr Fitton amended his thought) a country whose king had sworn allegiance to Bonaparte under threat of invasion and was now “monitored” by a representative of the Emperor. The remaining channel, the Sound for which Cracker was heading, was by far the shortest route to the Baltic coast of Sweden and the handiest for a sailing-ship; you had practically a straight north-south run, which meant that with the prevailing westerlies you could enter or leave the Baltic with a fair wind. And here there was only one enemy shore to the channel. Sweden, surprisingly and resolutely neutral under an adopted ruler who had been one of the Emperor’s marshals, offered no aid or refuge on the opposite, eastern, shore but would not interfere with the passage of a British ship.


“Good morning, sir.”


Mr Fitton turned with a start to the dark shape that had materialised out of the darkness at his side. He could almost feel the wind of Mr Honeyburn’s salute.


“Eight bells,” continued the lieutenant, raising his reedy voice above the ceaseless plainsong of the wind, “the hour of your relief as officer of the watch, sir. I take over the deck.”


“I’d no idea the morning was so far advanced,” Mr Fitton said repentantly. “I had intended to send a hand below to tell you not to stir, since I shall remain on deck until we’re past Kronenburg.”


“But I would have stirred, you know,” said Honeyburn with a chuckle. “I’m always glad to take the morning watch. Why, its very name is a poem. “The beauty of the morning – silent, bare –’”


“Just so, Mr Honeyburn. We’ll keep the watch together, then. I’ll have a lookout at the foremasthead to report when he sees any light ahead. It’ll probably be on the port bow. Will you see to that, if you please?”


Honeyburn delivered his windmill salute and departed. Mr Fitton, wondering why he always felt it necessary to speak gently to his second-in-command, walked across to the helm.


“Your trick’s over, Mr Sholto, but I want you at the wheel until we sight Helsingborg. I’ll have you relieved then.”


“Aye aye, sir. I’m game for a double trick if you want.”


“No need. Another hour should do it.”


Mr Fitton returned to the weather rail and began to pace up and down in the darkness, aware after a minute or two that Mr Honeyburn was doing the same a few yards away on the port side. He would not have thought of objecting if the only other officer on board had chosen to join him; but the punctilious Honeyburn knew that the weather side of the quarterdeck was customarily the walking-place of the captain and had accordingly betaken himself to the lee side. For a moment he thought of asking the lieutenant to join him, though he had no wish for conversation. Then he dismissed the idea. Honeyburn would neither expect the invitation nor be in the least pained by the lack of it. So the two paced their ten steps for’ard and ten steps aft in the darkness as if they were acolytes performing some ritual of the night, with Sholto at the wheel amidships acting hierophant.


A little before two bells a hail from the masthead reported a light fine on the port bow. Twenty minutes later the few scattered lights of Helsingborg were visible from the deck and Mr Fitton, having replaced Sholto with a new quartermaster, bore slightly away to head straight for the Swedish port. The pallor of the false dawn was glimmering above the coast when he estimated his distance from the lights as one mile and put his helm down. The scattered yellow sparks on shore slid round on the beam as the gun-brig settled on her course due south, and then drifted farther and farther astern as she sailed on through the pitchy darkness that preceded true daybreak. There were no lights to starboard, where Elsinore and the guns of the Kronenburg fortress gave no sign of their existence to eye or ear. Grey light came slowly over the clouded sky and revealed the low hills of the Swedish coast close on the port hand, Denmark a dark receding line on the horizon to starboard, and the Swedish island of Hven raising its green hump above bronze-coloured cliffs ahead. Beyond Hven full day had come and the brown sails of small sailing-craft moved on the grey-green waters of Lundakra Bay; but already the coasts on either hand were four or five miles distant and soon they were only visible to the masthead lookout. Cracker had virtually passed the Sound, and with less incident than a beat up the Thames would have afforded.


Honeyburn, sent below to get his breakfast when the hands tumbled-up for the forenoon watch, was on deck again in twenty minutes to insist with courteous firmness that his commander should take his turn. Mr Fitton made no objection. There was one last piece of easy pilotage ahead, where the channel narrowed between some shallows and the low flat island of Saltholm, but Honeyburn could at least be trusted to keep close in to Saltholm; it was Danish territory but uninhabited, being nothing more than a grassgrown sandbank six miles off the Copenhagen shore. So Mr Fitton went below for the first time in eight hours, glad enough of his cabin chair and a platter of oatmeal porridge.


He should, he knew, have been pleased with his success. It meant that he could safely shepherd his convoy – eight ships, he had been told to expect – northward through the Sound by night, given a favourable wind. But somehow he could find no satisfaction in prospect or retrospect. The humdrum six days across the North Sea with the two ships for Gothenburg and the easy and entirely uneventful passage of the Sound were going to be succeeded by an equally trouble-free return, he foresaw. He was thinking of those bygone years in the blue Caribbean when every cruise was a life-or-death hazard, when he was hunting the enemy instead of sneaking past him by night, when he had made the names of his little fighting-ships  – Ferret and Active, Gipsy and Pitt – bywords on the West Indies station and far beyond it; when the hairsbreadth between survival and oblivion had made life a thousand times worth living, an infinitely better thing than this Baltic creeping –


Mr Fitton pulled himself up, with a rueful grin at his own folly. This was too much like an old man’s idealisation of past adventures, which had in fact been unimportant, bloody, and highly uncomfortable. Know what you are, and behave according to that knowledge, said Epictetus. Well, he was an elderly lieutenant now, concerned solely with doing his duty; and that duty was to bring a convoy of merchant ships back to England with as little hazard as possible.


Mr Fitton finished his porridge and the mug of Mr Grattan’s excellent coffee and got out the chart of the south Baltic. With this steady wind on her beam Cracker had little to fear from any Danish gunboats that might be lurking in the bight south of Copenhagen. Twenty miles beyond Saltholm he could hug the Swedish coast to get round the Falsterbo peninsula, the southernmost point of Sweden, and then there remained only the run due east to his rendezvous west of Bornholm island. If the wind didn’t fail him he should be there on the morning of the 3rd, a day later than had been appointed but well within the three days’ latitude allowed him. The eight ships would be at the rendezvous by now, and he hoped their eight captains would be amenable to the orders of a British naval lieutenant; merchant skippers of whatever nationality were the most cantankerous breed on the face of the earth and (not unnaturally) reluctant to submit the direction of their vessels to anyone but themselves. That, however, was the only problem he would have to tackle, if indeed it arose at all. The return voyage –


An explosion, dull but heavy, ended his reflections abruptly. Before he reached the cabin door a second and a third gun fired from somewhere ahead of the gun-brig. Honeyburn’s high-pitched voice yelled orders, feet thudded on the deck overhead, and Cracker heeled sharply over to starboard. He ran up the ladder and onto the quarterdeck. Erikson, the bearded seaman at the helm, shot an apprehensive glance at him but his own gaze went instantly to the shore a mile distant on the starboard quarter. Saltholm was a long line of greenish brown on the ruffled grey water; smoke-clouds drifted above a hump that showed among the marram-grass flats.


“I ventured to alter course, sir,” said Honeyburn, with the inevitable salute; his long bony face wore an expression of mild surprise. ‘The Danes have mounted a battery on Saltholm since we were here last. 12-pounders. The shot fell short, but since we were within range –”


“Just so.” Mr Fitton was curt and impassive. “You altered course away, in so doing heading her straight for shoal water. – Helm a-starboard, Erikson. Steady. – Mr Honeyburn, I’ll thank you to set a leadsman to work at once.”


The lieutenant, who had been standing aghast with a hand clapped to his mouth and his eyes bulging, turned and dashed away as the bos’n came hurrying aft.


“Pipe all hands, Mr Sholto. I’ll have the starboard guns run out and gun-crews closed up.”


“Aye aye, sir.”


Sholto’s red head bobbed down with curious rapidity. A 12-pounder ball had whistled across the quarterdeck a few feet from the mainmast, just clearing the rail and doing no damage. The bos’n trotted away, his abashed and crimson face averted as he passed a seaman carrying the leadline coiled in his hand. Mr Fitton was watching for the next salvos. They came almost together, raising two jets of white water a stone’s-throw ahead of the gun-brig and so nearly on her future position that it was clear those Danish gunners knew their business.


In putting Cracker back on her course parallel to the shoreline of Saltholm he had brought the enemy battery precisely on her starboard beam, and though the three guns were firing at long range and Cracker was making a good seven knots with this freshening wind they could reach her with their next discharge. The deck vibrated under his feet as the six guns of the starboard broadside rumbled out on their trucks, and the shout of the leadsman chanting his first sounding rose above the noise.


“By the mark two!”


Twelve feet of water – and Cracker drew more than ten!


“Starboard a point, Erikson,” he said quickly to the man at the wheel; the main channel must be regained even though it meant closing the range for the Danish battery.


Just as well he had given that earlier helm order when he did. With the gun-brig aground on a shoal the 12-pounders could have played ducks-and-drakes with her at their leisure.


“Deep four!”


All was well, then; the underwater bank must be steep-to here. Mr Fitton made this deduction without taking his gaze from the distant hump of the battery, now falling astern, and hard on his thought his eye caught the three orange flashes, nearly together and bright in the dull atmosphere. Simultaneously with the two white fountains that rose out of the furrows of the gun-brig’s wake came the jarring crash of a hit. The ball had struck somewhere on her quarter below deck-level by the feel of it.


“Carpenter’s party, come aft here!” he shouted; and when Mr Trapp and his two men came running, “Below decks, starboard side – try Mr Honeyburn’s cabin.”


A 12-pounder ball finding its target at extreme range had spent much of its striking force; depending on how close it was to the waterline, it might with luck be easily repairable.


“Deep four!” came the leadsman’s shout again.


“Port helm,” he told the helmsman. “Steady as you go.”


Cracker, again on her proper course down the channel, must surely be out of range now – and here came the fourth discharge to test it. Three splashes one after the other and all half-a-cable away on the quarter. If that battery fired again he could ignore it – but it might not be the only battery on Saltholm. Mr Fitton sent his powerful voice to the lookout high on the foremast.


“Masthead, there! Why didn’t you report the battery when you saw it?’


A pause. “Saw a ’ump, sir – didn’t know ’twas a battery.”


That was young Weldon, pressed two months ago and fresh out of the receiving-ship; probably he’d never seen a battery before or heard an enemy gun fired.


“You’ll know the next one, Weldon. Keep your eyes skinned.”


But what had Courageux and the two frigates been about to allow the Danes to establish a battery here? Cracker was lucky to have got off as lightly as she had done. However, a hole in her quarter was a small price to pay for the knowledge that the Saltholm channel was commanded by enemy guns; knowledge sufficiently disturbing to a sea-officer who was proposing to take a large convoy out of the Baltic by way of that channel.
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