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CHAPTER I.—TOM BRISBANE MAKES USEFUL FRIEND.


Table of Contents



The long-nosed young officer, who happened to be a lieutenant in the 12th
Light Dragoons, and who was passionately fond of hunting, turned in his saddle
to see who it was that had shouted 'hooray' with such obvious sincerity. Making
inquiry of a local squireen, Mr. Cornelius Blake by name, the lieutenant was
curtly informed that the acclaimer of his horsemanship was "a d—d
Scotchman be the name of Brisbane." Whereupon, after transfixing Mr. Blake with
a most haughty stare from his cold, blue eyes, the long-nosed young officer
rode off as hard as he could in the wake of the flying hounds, and at the first
check found himself alongside Tom Brisbane, to whom he courteously offered his
hunting flask. The young ensign took a drink from the flask with a smile of
thanks, and there and then inaugurated a life-long friendship with the
long-nosed young officer, whose name was Arthur Wellesley, and who many
eventful years afterwards procured for Major-General Brisbane, K.C.B., the
governorship of the colony of New South Wales in succession to Macquarie.

It is very doubtful whether at that time Tom Brisbane had ever heard of New
South Wales, the distant colony of which he was to assume the reins long
afterwards as a result of a personal request made by the Duke of Wellington to
Earl Bathurst, the Secretary of State for the Colonies. He had embarked on a
military career, and as his adventure eventually led to Henry Verner with his
wife and little son and daughter coming to New South Wales, where the second
son, Sydney, was soon afterwards born, it is necessary to keep an eye on Tom
Brisbane's campaigning and follow him as rapidly as possible from one
battlefield to another, until at last he was able to spend his time more
congenially in his observatory at Parramatta.

After hunting over the Galway stonewall country and shooting the Galway
woodcock in the company of that long-nosed Arthur Wellesley, who was the
keenest sportsman that Tom Brisbane had ever met, the young ensign of the 38th
was summoned to serve his country in less agreeable circumstances, and he bade
good-bye for a season to the long-nosed young gentleman, who went back to
Dublin Castle to resume his duties as aide-de-camp to the Lord-Lieutenant, Lord
Westmorland.

By steady devotion to his military duties, and the exercise of some
considerable family influence—for the Brisbanes of Brisbane House, Largs,
in Ayrshire, were people of some consequence, and had a guid conceit o'
themselves—the young ensign found himself a captain when the war with
France broke out in 1793. Having received his captaincy in the 53rd regiment,
he journeyed to Flanders, and smelt powder for the first time in the Duke of
York's disastrous expedition.

Long years afterwards, in the sultry Sydney summer, the Governor of New
South Wales was accustomed to look back to those freezing marches—when
the army was retreating to Bremen and when for six nights in succession he
slept in the snow wrapped only in his military cloak, and awoke at dawn to find
himself frozen to the ground. And once no fewer than 800 men who had lain down
like him to sleep never woke again. It was not much wonder that 'our armies
swore terribly in Flanders.'

But it was a fine, hardening experience for Tom Brisbane, and, after
fighting and freezing for a couple of years in the Low Countries he sailed with
Sir Ralph Abercromby's expedition to the West Indies, where he fought, and was
grilled, at Jamaica, and where he began that study of astronomy which was the
real interest of his life.

But, once a soldier, always a soldier. Retirement on half-pay did not suit
Tom Brisbane's active spirit, and after a period of enforced idleness, he
bethought himself once more of that long-nosed young gentleman who had been so
friendly with him at Galway and with whom he occasionally corresponded still.
Tom Brisbane, though a colonel, was plain Tom Brisbane still, but the
long-nosed lieutenant, by reason of his genius for harrying the enemies of
Great Britain, had been made a marquis, and members of Parliament who had been
clamouring for his recall a few years earlier were tumbling over each other in
their desire to offer him the thanks of the nation for his victories and to
vote him generous grants.

So Tom Brisbane, after much cogitation and also much earnest consultation of
the stars, wrote to his distinguished friend who was Commander-in-Chief of the
allied forces in the Peninsula, and suggested that he would like an appointment
if one could be found for him.

Wellington received the letter at Arroyo das Molinos, just after the
complete surprise and defeat of Giraud's force by General Hill, and he was in a
very good humour indeed. So he promptly wrote a short despatch to the Secretary
for War, in which he required rather than recommended that Colonel Thomas
Brisbane should be forthwith gazetted a brigadier-general and appointed to the
command of the first brigade in the famous Third Division under General Sir
Thomas Picton. The request was at once complied with. Colonel Brisbane lost no
time in getting his equipment together, and he arrived at Wellington's
headquarters early in 1812, with two horses, two pack mules and a creaking
iron-wheeled Portuguese ox-waggon, loaded with his ample baggage, in which he
had included as many astronomical instruments as he had dared to bring.

So there he was—in the field again and full of fight. His personal
staff included two thieving Portuguese muleteers, and he speedily provided
himself with a batman or soldier-servant in the person of Private Terence
Flynn, and a clerk or secretary in Private Henry Verner, who was strongly
recommended for the post by his colonel.

"You'll find Verner a most useful fellow, General," said Colonel Fox,
confidentially, "a man of considerable ability and education. Indeed, I have
heard that he held a commission formerly, but retired and fell on evil days.
Having neither money nor friends, he returned to the only trade that he knew,
and enlisted in the ranks."

So, Private Verner took his place in the ranks when the troops were on the
march, and when in camp he performed the duties of clerk to Brigadier-General
Brisbane, who taught him how to use the sextant, and how to take the daily
observation that enabled the Brigadier to keep the time of the army.

Verner was a silent, uncommunicative man, but an excellent soldier. With his
refined and regular features and his tall, graceful figure, he was in marked
contrast to most of the rank and file of his battalion. On one occasion a
foulmouthed fellow named Jim Mullens who was an ex-prizefighter and belonged to
Verner's company, was indiscreet enough to comment with blunt offensiveness
upon his birth and breeding and being in liquor at the time, to cast aspersions
on his mother. The mill that followed was long remembered in the battalion, for
the ex-pugilist got a worse hiding than he had ever received in the ring. So,
after that they took care to let Private Verner alone.

It was soon after Brisbane arrived to take the command of the first brigade
in Picton's Division that Wellington began the brilliant series of movements
that ended in the complete rout of the French army at Vittoria. In six weeks
Wellington, with 100,000 men marched 600 miles, crossed six great rivers,
captured two fortresses, and fought a decisive battle by which he hurled King
Joseph Bonaparte and his army across the Pyrenees and out of Spain.

Brigadier-General Brisbane, whose name is commemorated in the capital of
Queensland, the site of which was discovered by his Surveyor-General, Mr. John
Oxley, long after the last battle of the Peninsular War was fought, marched
every step of that 600 miles to Vittoria, and played his part as a brave and
capable leader of men, when the great collision took place between Joseph
Bonaparte's army and Wellington's British-Portuguese force with Spanish
auxiliaries.

Along with the brigadier and his three battalions went his clerk, Private
Verner, and his batman, Private Flynn. But in that great historic march there
also participated Mrs. Biddy Flynn, whose right to travel with the battalion
was recognised by the Regulations which prescribed that soldiers' wives to the
number of four to six per company might follow the army on the march. Thus it
was that Mrs. Biddy Flynn was one of a strange assemblage of about forty wives,
the hardiest of campaigners who marched in the rear of the battalion and
whenever they could elude the Provost Marshal, in advance of it, riding for the
most part upon donkeys and enduring untold hardship's with extraordinary
fortitude.

Brisbane encountered his batman's wife very early in the campaign, and she
freely enlightened him as to her history.

"Shure, me first husband, Mick Donovan, wasn't he kilt at Talavera? Hiven
rest his sowl, an' me not two days a widder whin Flynn azed me would I have
him. An I thought I'd beter be stayin' wid the battalion, yer 'anner for what
would I be doin' at home in Connemara and me own sisters throwin' it up to me
that I wint away wid a soldier. So I tould Flynn I'd have him and he found a
praste to marry us inside av a week, an' shure life's a quare thing, yer
'anner, an' we must all make the best of it."

So Mrs. Flynn dropped a curtsey to the 'gineral' and went off to make a drop
of tay for Terence and herself which they wanted badly, for the battalion had
marched twenty miles since daybreak. A tough old campaigner was Mrs. Flynn, but
she had a heart of gold, as will presently appear.

When the bugles blew an hour and a half before daybreak, as was the
invariable rule when the army was on the march, Mrs. Flynn was always the first
out of the blankets and ready to give Terence a helping hand in getting ready
his pack. Camp fires blazed out in the darkness, camp kettles were put on to
boil, and Mrs. Flynn, picking her way down the regimental lines among the
stacked halberds and the sleepy soldiers bandied many a rough jest with the men
as she slipped away to steal a few handfuls of hay from the commissariat cart
for her 'burro,' tethered far off among the transport mules of the battalion.
Then back for a bit of breakfast with Terence—bacon biscuit, and the
inevitable cup of 'tay,' and precisely at daybreak she was ready to march with
the army.

There was the army—ready to march. Method, organisation, discipline
had done the business. Here was a whole division of 6,000 men—Picton's
division, of which General Brisbane commanded a brigade, and of which Mrs.
Flynn was a unit recognised by the Regulations—and in an hour and a half
the men had dressed, breakfasted, and rolled and packed their blanket and
equipment. They were paraded in companies, told off in section of threes, and
marched to the alarm-posts of their respective regiments and finally to the
alarm-post of the brigade, where they formed in close companies and marched off
by sections of threes from the right, at sloped arms, and with the greatest
precision and regularity.

Mrs. Biddy Flynn and the other women followed the column on their burros,
the assistant provost-marshal with his guard bringing up the rear of the column
and being followed by the rear guard, under an officer who picked up all
stragglers.

In this way the army steadily made its way northward in accordance with the
plan that was formed in the brain of that tall, spate, silent horseman in
cocked hat, cloak, and cape, blue tightly-buttoned frock coat, and boots and
breeches. 'The mind of a great commander is the soul of armies,' says one of
the old-time historians of war, and the mind of Wellington was certainly the
animating principle of the army that marched by day and rested by night,
northward and ever northward, to where King Joseph Bonaparte and Marshal
Jourdan lay with 70,000 men encamped near the little city of Vittoria.

While Wellington was weaving his spells, King Joseph remained inactive,
first vacillating and then paralysed by his inability to discover what was
going on behind the frowning ranges that encircled the valley of the Zadora,
beyond which rose the spires of Vittoria. And so it was that on the 20th of
June, 1813, Brigadier General Brisbane knew before he lay down to sleep that on
the morrow he would fight the greatest battle of his life. He discussed the
position freely with his clerk, Private Verner, who was writing out his orders.
Brisbane was on the Staff of the Army, and was in close touch with the Duke. He
had a map on the table in his tent and he pointed out the features of the
country to this very intelligent private, whose appearance, manners, and
education were so inconsistent with his station.

"You see, Verner," said General Brisbane indicating a winding line on the
map, "here is the river Zadora, curving through the valley, and protecting the
French position on the opposite hillsides. The river has steep, high banks, and
is practically unfordable. General Graham, with his division, has already got
across the high road to France, and has cut the main line of retreat, so that
the French army, if it escapes us at all, can only get away by bypaths."

Verner nodded his head. "In which case," he said, "it must drop all its
artillery, baggage and stores."

"Precisely," said Brisbane, "and if everything goes right to-morrow, we
should have a good chance of capturing King Joseph himself along with his
baggage. Well, good-night, Verner. The general advance will begin at daybreak.
You had beter get a few hours' sleep, if you can." The brigadier dismissed his
clerk, and sat up writing letters until midnight, when he turned in for a
couple of hours' sleep.
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There was a thick mist and a light rain was falling when the army moved
forward at daybreak. Flynn and Verner, who were in the same company, found
themselves climbing up the steep hillside together, and as the sun rose just
when they reached the crest they could see the British uniforms trickling over
and through the hills all around them, and flowing into the valley in a great
and ever-growing torrent that soon became a flood.

As Verner and Flynn scrambled down the stony hillside together, they became
aware of a lonely little cottage nestling on the flank of the hill in the midst
of a small patch of cultivated ground. It was right between the opposing
armies. Coming closer to it they perceived the Spanish peasant, who was the
occupier of the place, sitting on a wheelbarrow, smoking, and in a shed
alongside the cottage was a girl, milking a cow. As the redcoats came swarming
down the hillside, she looked up with a startled gaze, and ran to her
father.

The black-bearded Pedro Moreno shouted to Verner, and, Verner, who had
picked up a good knowledge of Spanish during his campaigning, rapidly explained
to him the danger of remaining at the cottage, as the French artillery might
open at any moment, and the peasant and his daughter would be in serious
danger.

At this remark Juana approached, wide-eyed, and Verner saw that she was a
pretty, dark-eyed girl no more than 16 years of age at most. He smiled at her
encouragingly, and told her not to be frightened, whereupon she blushed shyly
and clasped her father's hand.

Moreno quickly grasped the military position. He had seen more than one
battlefield during the past four years. He spoke rapidly in the rough patois of
northern Spain. "The French devils are over there. They have been in this
valley for weeks. Carajo! They have dug up and eaten my turnips, they have
driven off my sow and her eleven young ones, they have taken my two best
bullocks to drag an ammunition waggon, and if I had not sat at my door with my
rifle on my knee they would have taken my daughter, Juana, also. But they are
strongly posted, senor. It will be hard work to drive them out."

"Lord Wellington will drive them out very quickly when he once begins," said
Verner, "meanwhile I strongly advise you to remove with the little Juana to the
other side of this range at the back of us. You will be far safer there." The
soldier, who was usually so silent and reserved, smiled pleasantly at Moreno's
daughter. "Don't you think so, Juana?" he asked, and the girl nodded and showed
her pretty white teeth in a pleased smile. She liked this tall Englishman
already, and was flattered at the thought that he was so solicitous for her
safety.

Moreno scowled as he looked across the Zadora, and shook his fist at the
hills on which the French outposts were drawn up. "If His Excellency Lord
Wellington could cross the river he might soon drive out those French devils,"
he remarked. And then he added, suddenly. "It is I, Pedro Moreno, who will
guide His Excellency. It is I who will show him where he can cross."

Verner was startled. "Where is the place?" he asked rapidly.

"At the bridge of the Tres Puentes," said Moreno. "I shall guide His
Excellency to it myself. You will take me to him now."

"Oh, father, must you leave me?" It was Juana who spoke.

Pedro turned to her swiftly and kissed her on the forehead. "It is necessary
for me to go now, my little Juana, but I will be back soon, and if any accident
should happen to me, this English soldier will look after you. So, courage, my
little girl, and now goodbye. You will look after her, senor, will you
not?"

And Verner quietly assented.

By this time the columns were pouring into the valley on the right and on
the left, but still the Frenchmen made no sign.

Flynn had gone on and rejoined his company, which was already forming up
with the brigade. Verner hurried along with the black-bearded peasant to where
he saw the easily recognised figure of Wellington, whom sat on his horse
surrounded by his staff, and repeatedly glanced impatiently at the tail ends of
the columns that were still defiling into the valley of the Zadora.

General Brisbane, as a member of the Staff of the Army, was one of the
group, and it was he who first recognised Verner.

"Now then, Private Verner, what on earth are you doing here? Why are you not
with your company?"

Verner saluted punctiliously. "I came across this civilian, sir, who desired
to be brought to the Commander in-Chief. He declares that he can guide the
troops to a place where the river can be crossed."

"Eh, what's all this?" said Wellington himself, who rode up in time to hear
the explanation. "Well, my man, if you do what you say you can do, you shall be
well rewarded. Where is the place?"

"The bridge of the Tres Puentes, Excellency," said Moreno, looking
Wellington frankly in the face. "The French pigs have left it unguarded. I can
guide you to it now."

Wellington made up his mind instantly. The tail-ends of the columns were
already through the hills. "Lead on, then, Guide," he cried.

But Moreno stopped for a moment to say a few words to Verner. "And remember
senor," he said, "if anything happens to me you have promised to look after my
little Juana, for she has no one else but me to look to now."

"I give you my promise," said Verner, and he clasped the peasant's strong
hand in his own and pressed it earnestly.

Wellington selected Kempt's brigade of the Light Division to open the ball.
A bugle blew, and the brigade was quickly on the march, led by this brave
Spanish peasant, who guided them by a circuitous path through rough and rocky
country to the bridge of the Tres Puentes, a narrow wooden structure that had
been entirely overlooked by the French general, Marshal Jourdan. In fact,
Jourdan was harassed so perpetually by King Joseph's constant interference that
he forgot many other things on that ill-fated day as well as the bridge of the
Tres Puentes.

As Kempt's brigade dashed across the bridge, followed by Picton's first
brigade, in which Verner and Flynn ran side by side, the French at last
realised that the bridge of the Tres Puentes had been left unguarded, and they
opened fire from their battery on the rising ground that commanded the
bridge.

As the Spanish peasant stood with outstretched arm pointing out the path to
a couple of officers a round shot from the battery struck him, and hurled him
to the ground. He was lying there in a pool of his own blood, while his life
ebbed away, when Picton's brigade reached the bridge head and Verner saw
him.

Holding his water bottle to the lips of the dying man, Verner caught his
last words. "Senor, it is for your country as well as my own that I die.
Remember your promise. Take care of my little Juana."

Pedro Moreno, a peasant with a hero's soul, fell back dead, and Verner
rushed forward to rejoin his battalion, which was supporting the 15th Hussars,
who had crossed the bridge of the Tres Puentes and were now preparing to charge
the French batteries.

It was Picton's sudden rush with his troops across the bridge and right up
to the village of Arinez that first shook the French defence. Brisbane and his
brigade were in the hottest of the fighting, and they pressed forward
indomitably, driving the French back to the second range of heights in front of
the village of Gomecha.

But the second position soon became as untenable as the first, for the
centre attack was directed by Wellington himself with four divisions of
infantry, together with his artillery and cavalry, and D'Urban's Portuguese
horsemen. The whole weight of this force was hurled upon the shaken French
defence, which was steadily pushed backwards, and the battle resolved itself
into a running fight and cannonade for six miles towards the city of
Vittoria.

It was 6 o'clock in the evening when the French were driven from the last
defensible height and the British troops, "faint, yet pursuing," could see the
terrified multitude of the non-combatants, a confused mass, including numbers
of women and children, carriages and vehicles of all sorts, and transport
animals, all gathered in the plain behind the city.

What a rout!

Never was there seen anything like it in the whole five years of the war.
The streets of the city were so densely blocked with fugitives and carriages
that the pursuing cavalry could not force their way through the mass in time to
cut off King Joseph, who jumped from his travelling carriage and escaped on
horseback, when the British riders were yelling "View holloa," as they hunted
him on the line of retreat to Salvatierra.

Nothing saved King Joseph but the fact that the horses of the British
cavalry could not raise a gallop at the close of that tremendous day.

The French King saved his skin, but he lost everything else, for, though his
army escaped with a loss of 6,000 men on the field of battle, he had to throw
away all his artillery, transport and stores, and even the priceless pictures
and art treasures that he was carrying away with him from the Royal Palace at
Madrid.

Late in the evening, when the troops were still cheering in the exaltation
of the great victory, Henry Verner made his way back slowly over the eight
miles of country that he had traversed in the fury of the fight. Here and
there—especially on the crests of the hills, where there had been
hand-to-hand fighting—the dead men, both French and English, lay thickly,
and Verner could see the ghouls of the battlefield, Portuguese muleteers and
camp followers, flitting hither and thither, as they bent over the corpses
robbing them.

The moon was riding high in the heavens as Verner reached the bridge of the
Tres Puentes. He had brought a spade with him. He intended to bury the brave
Spanish peasant where he had fallen.

And then the thought struck Verner that it would be necessary for him to go
still further—up to the flank of the hillside on which Moreno's little
cottage stood in its patch of cultivated ground, so that he might break the
news to that brave peasant's daughter, and at the same time find out from her
where her dead father's relatives could be found, so that he might hand her
over to them. He felt a thrill of pity for Juana. The task in front of him was
a painful one.

He descended the last ridge, picking his way among the silent dead, and,
spade in hand, strode down the slope towards the bank of the Zadora, where
Moreno fell.

Yes, that was the spot. He remembered it well. The guide had just crossed
the wooden bridge to the French side of the river, when the round shot from the
battery on the hillside struck him. Verner could see the spot, for the moon was
nearly full. He could see the long, narrow bridge of the Tres Puentes, and the
dark waters of the Zadora River, silvered by the moonlight. As he reached the
same spot early that morning the roar of the artillery was deafening. His ears
were filled by the crash of the musket volleys and the yells of the charging
troops. But all was silent now. The stillness was awe-inspiring where the dead
men lay with their faces turned towards the sky.

And then, as he drew near to the spot where Moreno fell, a low sound broke
the silence—the sound of a child sobbing.

Verner hurried forward to the place where he had left the dead guide, whose
devotion had enabled the great Commander-in-Chief to throw that first handful
of troops across the river and thus make the first step forward of the triumph
at Vittoria.
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