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Mr Midshipman Trignac





1


Michael Fitton, master’s mate, rested his elbows on the midships rail of HMS Fortitude and contemplated Portsmouth harbour by night. Fortitude was at her moorings two cables off the Sally Port quays, the thin tracery of the rigging on her three masts hardly visible overhead against the clouded sky. Across the black water came a continuous murmur of muted sound: a thousand voices in the hundred taverns and brothels of the distant town whose lights winked in yellow reflection between the dark hulls of moored vessels. Half Fortitude’s crew were ashore there, making the most of their last leave before putting to sea tomorrow. Mr Fitton was not envious of their freedom; his was not a nature to enjoy the conviviality of taverns. Of far greater value, to his philosophic mind, was this rare opportunity for meditation.


Across on the Gosport side he could just make out the shadowy bulk of two three-deckers; one of them, he knew, was Lord Howe’s flagship Queen Charlotte. They hung in the night haze above the invisible water, and he thought of James Thomson’s line: ‘Ships, dim-discovered, dropping from the clouds’. A better line, that, than any in Thomson’s Rule, Britannia, a misquoted version of which (to Arne’s music) was currently popular on the lower deck.


Fortitude was an unusually quiet ship just now. She was a razée, a third-rate ship-of-the-line cut down by one deck to increase her speed and ease of manoeuvring, so that she was in effect a powerful frigate particularly useful for convoy escort. Since she was to sail tomorrow all the women, to the last painted trollop, had been sent ashore that morning; a noisy and tumultuous business in which he had played his part. Her crew numbered 320, so that well over a hundred men were now on board below in the mess-decks; yet there was little noise, apart from a ceaseless low rumble of conversation that was rather to be felt as a vibration of the ship’s frame than heard. That argued a taut ship with a first lieutenant who was a disciplinarian, thought Mr Fitton. He had yet to discover what kind of men ruled over this little floating kingdom made of wood, soon to detach itself from the higher authorities and less arbitrary pronouncements of the land.


The lantern slung in the mizen shrouds cast a dim circle of light on the after-deck where Mr Arbuthnot, third lieutenant and officer of the harbour watch, paced to and fro a few yards away, and shone on the white breeches of the marine sentry at the gangway. For’ard in the bows the seamen of the duty watch chatted in lowered voices. Mr Fitton’s situation was as near to solitude as he was ever likely to get in a man-of-war. In thirteen years of sea service he had learned that solitude, even at the masthead in a freezing wind, was for him a pearl of inestimable price.


‘Who’s that at the rail?’ Arbuthnot called, halting.


‘Fitton, sir, master’s mate.’


‘Take the deck, Mr Fitton, will you? I’m going below for a couple of minutes.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


It would be ten minutes and two noggins of brandy, thought Mr Fitton, judging by his brief acquaintance with the third lieutenant. Arbuthnot spoke again from halfway down the companion-ladder.


‘There’s a new mid joining. If he comes aboard, report to me or Mr Ratcliff.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


Mr Fitton resumed his meditations. It was not the first time he had taken charge of a watch. In his last ship, the Defiance 74, he had indeed been rated acting lieutenant for a short time, but that was the nearest he had come to his long-hoped-for commission. When he had joined the Royal Navy as ‘captain’s servant’ at the age of fourteen he had dreamed of rapid promotion, a command at the age of twenty like Captain Nelson, prize-money that would enable the last of the Fittons of Gawsworth to restore the fortunes of his ancient family. Now, at twenty-seven, he was still a master’s mate, one step above the rank of midshipman; and the knowledge that there were scores of midshipmen between the ages of thirty and forty, and that he was senior to all of them, was small comfort. It was no presumption, he told himself, to say that he had earned promotion long ago. Keppel of Vestal had promised the necessary captain’s recommendation after the boat landings at the siege of Gibraltar, but Keppel had died suddenly. Captain Garratt of Defiance had half-promised it, but Defiance had paid off last week and her captain was on his way to the West Indies. Though Fortune had not been kind to Michael Fitton, the long frustration had not soured him; a disciple of the old Stoic Epictetus, he regarded these mischances as things, to be accepted with an equable mind. But he could not help wondering whether that all-important recommendation could be won from Captain Marshall of Fortitude, whom he had not yet seen.


For Mr Fitton had only come on board this vessel yesterday. He had been drafted hastily from his old ship, with a dozen seamen and a bosun’s mate, to make up the complement of Fortitude, shortly due to sail as escort to a convoy down Channel. From a fine 74 to a fifth-rate of 44 guns was something of a comedown but he had accepted it with his customary equanimity, even with satisfaction when he discovered that he was to berth not in the gunroom, which was occupied by three midshipmen all in their teens, but in a cabin on the orlop deck with three senior uncommissioned members of the crew. These included Eames, the captain’s clerk, and from Eames he had learned that Fortitude’s escort duty would end a few leagues beyond Ushant; after that, said shipboard rumour, she would return along the Brittany coast, with the chance of prize-taking on the way.


Perhaps, thought Mr Fitton, recollecting this as he stared unseeing across Portsmouth harbour, his fortunes were about to change at last. He knew many parts of the Breton coast better than most men, for he had spent some weeks taking soundings and bearings there when he was in Eolus before the war, her captain having been given the task of checking the charts. And a master’s mate was qualified to take command of a prize; that had been one reason for his taking the step which many midshipmen never bothered with – a step that necessitated a sound knowledge of pilotage and navigation. So far the war with revolutionary France, now in its third year, had given him no real opportunity to distinguish himself. Maybe this cruise would provide it. There might be landings to destroy batteries or signal-stations too if Captain Marshall proved to be a man of enterprise, or some contact with the anti-Jacobin forces reputed to be mustering in Brittany; his French (the old French exile at Gawsworth had called it assez bien) could be of great –


‘Sir!’ called the marine at the gangway. Boat ‘eadin’ for us, sir, pistol-shot orf.’


‘Very well.’ Mr Fitton straightened himself and sent a deep-voiced shout across the water. ‘Boat, there! What boat’s that?’


The faintly heard creak of oars ceased and the answering shout, or rather volley of words, came in a high-pitched tenor of which he could make nothing. The deeper voice of the waterman enlightened him.


‘Midshipman ’ere, for Fortitude.’


‘Come alongside!’ returned Mr Fitton.


This must be the ‘new mid’ the third lieutenant had warned him about; a rum customer if that strident unintelligible voice was anything to go by. He moved along to the head of the gangway, which was merely the yard of rail below which the ladder of battens up the ship’s side ended. From below came the gentle scrape of the boat coming alongside, followed by a grunt as its passenger stepped up on to the gangway and an oath as his foot slipped and he recovered himself. Oaths were common enough but this one surprised Mr Fitton for it was a French oath, a petulant ‘Sacré nom!’ His surprise was augmented a few seconds later when the newcomer stepped across the rail and stood confronting him haughtily. He saw a tall youth immaculately dressed in a light blue coat gold-braided at the collar, white breeches and white silk stockings; he wore a powdered wig with a small tricorn hat perched on top of it. The marine sentry came belatedly to attention, obviously wondering whether he ought to present arms.


‘Marcel de Laval, Vicomte de Trignac,’ the tall youth announced, adding as an afterthought, ‘Enseigne de vaisseau.’


He was well over six feet and so could look down his long nose at Mr Fitton, who was of middle height and – in his old blue coat and breeches patched at the knee – an unimpressive figure.


‘So you’re Mr Midshipman – um – Trignac’, said Mr Fitton, accurately translating the rank and ignoring the title. ‘Welcome aboard. I’m Fitton, master’s mate. Allow me to –’


‘I wish to present myself to your captain’, interrupted the other loftily.


‘Captain Marshall’s not on board. Allow me to tell you, Mr Trignac, that on boarding a King’s ship you must doff your hat.’


‘Doff?’


‘Take it off – your hat.’


The Vicomte reddened. ‘Take off my hat – to you? Jamais de la vie! To your officers, your captain, seulement!’


‘You take it off to the quarterdeck, my lad, whether there’s officers there or not’, said Mr Fitton equably. ‘Thus.’


He reached up, twitched the tricorn from the Vicomte’s head, and presented it to him. It was not done as neatly as he intended and the powdered wig, unseated simultaneously, rolled on the deck. The Vicomte sprang to snatch it up and straightened himself with flashing eyes and a face distorted with fury.


‘Pardieu!’ he cried – it was a veritable screech. ‘You have assault me! You shall –’


‘What the devil’s this?’


The sharp demand came from the foremost of the two officers crossing the after-deck towards them: Ratcliff, first lieutenant, with Arbuthnot at his heels. Mr Fitton touched his hat as they came into the circle of lantern light.


‘A slight misunderstanding, sir. Midshipman Trignac has just come aboard’, he added quickly.


‘Trignac?’ repeated the first lieutenant, peering incredulously at the new arrival. ‘Oh. Yes. Ah.’


The French youth had replaced his wig, somewhat askew, and now he set his tricorn on top of it in order to raise it, at the same time bowing slightly from the waist. Ratcliff touched his cocked hat in response.


‘Very well, Mr – Mr Trignac’, he said shortly. ‘Where’s your sea-chest?’


‘Votre coffre-de-mer’, muttered Mr Fitton as Trignac stared uncomprehendingly.


‘It is au-dessons – in the boat, monsieur’, Trignac said.


‘You call me “sir”, Mr Trignac. Mr Fitton, lend a hand and get this sea-chest aboard. Show Mr Trignac his quarters and then report to me here on deck.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


‘A word with you, Mr Arbuthnot, if you please’, said Ratcliff, turning away.


No doubt the first lieutenant’s word would concern itself with Mr Arbuthnot’s duty not to leave the deck while on watch, thought Mr Fitton. A word as to Mr Trignac’s duty, he decided, would not be out of place.


‘Listen to me’, he said rapidly. ‘In this ship I’m senior to you. You don’t call me sir but you do what I tell you. Comprise?’


As Trignac’s only response was a stony glare he went straight on.


‘Get down into the boat. Pay the waterman – don’t give him any more than sixpence – and hoist your sea-chest as high as you can.’ He turned to the marine. ‘Your name, sentry?’


‘Strong, sir.’


‘Couldn’t be apter. Strong here will haul from above, Mr Trignac. Look lively, now. Which being interpreted’, he added, ‘is dépêchez-vous.’


Without a word Trignac turned and went down the side. The sea-chest, sufficiently large and heavy to extract an oath from Marine Strong, was hauled on board and its owner followed. Mr Fitton handed over the musket which he had taken charge of and grasped the rope becket at one end of the chest.


‘Take the other end’, he said over his shoulder. ‘I’ll see you down to the orlop. That’s where you’ll berth.’


There were two ladders to descend in almost total darkness and on the first of these Trignac banged his head on the low deck-beams with considerable force. It wrenched a groan from him but no word, and in silence they reached the smelly hutch on the orlop deck that housed the midshipmen. Mr Fitton had made brief acquaintance with them already and they were all there, sitting round the red-painted table playing vingt-et-un by the light of a candle in a tin sconce.


‘Mr Codling, Mr Holt, Mr Creswell’, he said, setting down the sea-chest to point them out. ‘A new messmate for you, gentlemen – Mr Trignac. He’s French.’


‘A Frog, by God!’ shouted Holt, starting up. ‘Damme, let’s guillotine him!’


‘We’ll have that bloody wig off him for a start, anyway’, said Codling.


‘Pipe down, you lubbers’, growled Creswell, the senior of the three. ‘He looks flush. We’ll cut him in on the game. Got any money, Froggy?’


Mr Fitton heard no more for he had started back for the deck. The Vicomte de Trignac was old enough and big enough to look after himself; the duties of a master’s mate didn’t include acting nursemaid to sprigs of the French nobility.


The first lieutenant was standing by the rail, hands behind back. Mr Arbuthnot had withdrawn to the quarter-deck above, where he was pacing alertly albeit a trifle unsteadily. Ratcliff was a big man with an angular square-jawed face, a quiet-spoken man whose voice could crack like a whiplash when he wasn’t obeyed on the instant.


‘This new midshipman’, he said abruptly as Mr Fitton halted and touched his hat. ‘You speak his lingo, it seems.’


‘Yes, sir.’ There was no point in saying he spoke it imperfectly; he had already discovered that the first lieutenant required a Yes or No to a question.


‘He was a cadet in King Louis’s navy’, Ratcliff went on. ‘His father was guillotined by the Jacobins the day after they took the head off their king. He escaped to England with his mother the Comtesse.’ He paused. ‘You’d better know this. His mother has – um – influence with the Navy secretary. That’s how he comes to be wished on us. He’ll be treated precisely as any other midshipman. You follow me?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Very well. Mr Trignac has a deal to learn and he’ll have to learn it fast. You’ll make it your business to see that he does. He’s to do away with that absurd wig, for one thing.’


‘I fancy the midshipmen’s mess will see to that, sir’, Mr Fitton ventured.


‘I dare say. You, however, will make certain of it.’ Ratcliff fixed him with a cold stare. ‘You’re newly joined, Mr Fitton. You’ll find this is a taut ship, though not as taut as I’d like her. A Frenchman on board, aristo or not, could cause trouble of one sort or another. I’ll have no trouble and you’ll see to it that I don’t. He’ll speak English on all occasions, not French. If he needs to be given instructions in his own language you’ll do it, but you’ll do it covertly. You understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Very well.’


The first lieutenant walked to the companionway and went below. Mr Fitton rubbed his chin reflectively, a rueful grin on his square brown face. It appeared that he was, after all, appointed acting nursemaid.
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‘Hold the reel above your head’, muttered Mr Fitton. ‘Both hands, and stand fast. Keep it level.’


Midshipman Trignac, beside the lee rail, did as he was told with no sign of expression on his thin high-boned face. He was wearing an old dark-blue jacket and breeches from which the tar stains had been imperfectly removed. A round hat some sizes too small for him revealed the dose-cropped black hair beneath it. Mr Fitton heaved the wooden log clear of the ship’s side, waited for the red tag on the logline to be drawn level with the stern, and called ‘Turn!’ The quartermaster standing beside him turned his litde sand-glass and held it close to his eye until the last grain dropped into its bottom. ‘Stop!’ Mr Fitton nipped the logline firmly between thumb and fingers; the row of six knots on its outboard part was a foot from his grip. He jerked the log-pin free, told Trignac to reel in and stow, and chalked 6 If on the board hanging below the rail. Then he went up the ladder to the quarterdeck.


Fortitude was close-hauled on a fresh breeze, speeding across a furrowed blue sea through the alternate sun and cloud shadow of a fine May morning. On her quarterdeck Mr Chalmers, second lieutenant and officer of the watch, was chatting with Mr McIlwraith the master, standing by the lee rail. On the weather side the captain paced solitary, hands behind back. Captain Marshall was a stout red-faced man with a big nose and a choleric blue eye; it was said that he prided himself on a close resemblance to King George. Mr Fitton went up to the second lieutenant.


‘Six and a fathom, sir’, he said, touching his hat.


Mr Chalmers walked across the quarterdeck and touched his hat to the captain.


‘Six knots and a fathom, sir’, he said.


Captain Marshall grunted and turned to stare at the three big Indiamen half-a-league away on the lee quarter.


‘Those buggers are falling away again, God damn ’em!’ he said explosively. ‘Why the pox can’t they hold the course?’


‘They can’t sail as close to the wind as we can, sir’, ventured Chalmers, a shortish man wih a scarred left cheek.


‘D’ye think I don’t know that, man? They ought to, that’s what I say – they ought to. Get the topgallants off her, Mr Chalmers.’


Chalmers jumped to the fore-rail. ‘Hands to take in sail! Look alive, there! Mr Crump! In t’garns’ls!’


‘Aye aye, sir’, returned the boatswain.


His call shrilled piercingly, his mates hounded on the hands who came running to race up the shrouds. Mr Fitton was already halfway along the deck. He had many duties besides the hourly heaving of the log and one of them was the supervision of the foresail sheets. He glanced overhead as he reached his station and caught a glimpse of Trignac poised motionless on the futtock-shrouds, the trickiest part of the ascent. As he watched, a figure on the shrouds immediately below him (it was Creswell) reached a hand to the seat of the Frenchman’s breeches and he moved on with a jerk. It had been the first lieutenant who ordered the midshipmen to go aloft with the foremast topmen, Mr Fitton who told Creswell to stick behind Trignac; the buttocks pinch was Mr Creswell’s own contribution.


As he had anticipated, Fortitude altered course as soon as the topgallants were brailed on their yards, and he was busy. With time, though, to spare a nod for a gigantic seaman hauling on the foretopsail brace; Moro, dark brown, totally bald, and of unknown nationality, was one of the men drafted from Defiance. Fortitude, turning two points to starboard, brought the wind over her beam and headed in to close the distance between herself and her convoy.


They had been fortunate with the weather, a steady breeze from sou’-sou’-west, and were expecting to make their landfall of the Start before noon of this their second day out from Portsmouth. Thirty-six hours on board had convinced Mr Fitton that Mr Ratcliff s claim that Fortitude was a taut ship was no vain one; the crew were the usual mixture of pressed landsmen and hardened seamen, with the inevitable half-dozen boobies and imbeciles, but the ship was run like clockwork. It had taken only that short time too for him to be convinced that this desirable state of things was entirely the work of the first lieutenant and that Captain Marshall, compared to Ratcliff, was a stuffed dummy. Mr Fitton had in his time served with half-a-dozen captains and each of them had been a different character from the last. But they all had one thing in common: they never discussed or explained – they gave orders. His new captain was a curiosity, a loudmouth (and he had a very loud voice) for whom some handy listener was an evident necessity. The role of chief listener fell, naturally, on the first lieutenant, and Mr Fitton had overheard him playing his part on the morning of their first day at sea.


Fortitude and her charges had passed St Catherine’s Point and the master’s mate had been aft below the quarterdeck, rigging a new lashing for the traverse-board. Above him on the weather side captain and first lieutenant were pacing to and fro, out of sight but – in Captain Marshall’s case – by no means out of earshot. The captain’s voice, a blustering foghorn-like utterance, came clearly to Mr Fitton’s ears.


‘Their confounded lordships ask too much of a man, Mr Ratcliff – that’s what it is. Or some goddamned Admiralty clerk, more likely. I’m to escort this convoy to forty-seven north eight west, and with privateers like this Dorimond feller snapping up our shipping right and left that’s no light duty, you’ll agree.’


The exploits of Captain Dorimond and his big chasse-marée were currently the talk of the south coast ports. Ratcliff made some remark which was inaudible to Mr Fitton.


‘I’m aware of it, sir, I’m aware of if, the captain said testily. ‘It doesn’t alter the fact that his bloody Demoiselle could sail circles round us. Never mind – where was I? Ha, yes. I get rid of my convoy and head back up Channel. I’m to harass enemy merchant shipping off the Brittany coast – and that means prizes, Mr Ratcliff. More to our taste, hey?’ He could be heard smacking his lips. ‘You and I could make use of some extra pewter, hey? I’m to report to the admiral at Portsmouth by the end of the month so there’ll be no more than a week for that work. You’d think that was enough to occupy Fortitude, but oh, no. What says our Admiralty clerk?’ His voice rose to a ridiculous falsetto. ‘“Should the opportunity occur of assisting the anti-Jacobin forces known to be operating in northern Brittany, you will render such aid as is in your power.”’ He blew out his breath disgustedly. ‘What the devil do they expect me to do, I ask you? Make a sortie twenty miles inland with my dozen marines?’


Again the first lieutenant’s response was inaudible. The arrival of Mr Chalmers to take over the watch, and the sounding of eight bells, had put an end to Mr Fitton’s involuntary eavesdropping. It had left him with the impression that Captain Marshall was less concerned with his duty than with his one-eighth share of any prize-money that might come Fortitude’s way.


His critical mind found no particular fault with the other officers. Arbuthnot and Chalmers were both competent sea-officers despite the one’s addiction to brandy and the other’s unprepossessing appearance. Mr McIlwraith, the master, a tall grey-haired man with a club-foot, was remarkable only for his courtesy to his juniors. Discovering that Mr Fitton had been engaged in charting the Brittany coast, he had taken him to his own cabin and they had spent a pleasant and highly technical half-hour with the charts from Pontusval to Lannion, where Eolus had done most of her work. Mr McIlwraith had spoken somewhat apologetically about his assistant’s berth.


‘Ye’ll realize, Mr Fitton,’ he had said, ‘that a vessel that’s had her upper deck sliced awa’ has to make some wee differences in accommodation. That’s why ye’re messing with a captain’s clerk, a ship’s carpenter, and a bosun’s mate. Forbye the latter, as I understand, is an old shipmate of yours and a superior pairson for his rating.’


The bosun’s mate was in fact James Lawless, late of Defiance. Mr McIlwraith’s description of him was no doubt intended to excuse his intrusion into a mess where the other three were his seniors; but if intelligence, competence, and utter reliability were marks of superiority then Lawless merited the description. Mr Fitton and he had a somewhat unusual bond between them, and the master’s mate welcomed Lawless’s presence in a strange mess rather than otherwise.


At the four bells that marked the last dog-watch and the end of Mr Fitton’s watch-on-deck on that second day out, he went below and into the mess that had originally been intended for the gunroom. His three messmates were already there, sitting at the small table drinking cocoa. The low-beamed cabin was lit only by a glass scuttle let into the ship’s side and after the bright daylight on deck it was hard to see the men’s faces, but he thought that they all looked a trifle embarrassed at his entrance.


‘Cocoa, sir’, said Lawless, picking up the can from the deck and filling a fourth mug. Just from the galley and pipin’ hot.’


‘Thank you, Mr Lawless.’


It had been tacitly agreed that the bosun’s mate, who might be considered a warrant-officer in posse, should be given the honorific accorded to the others of his mess. Mr Burman the ship’s carpenter, a thickset Devon man, cleared his throat portentously.


‘Mr Lawless here,’ he said, ‘he’m just spinning a yarn consarning Defiance’s boats off St Malo. You saved mun’s life, seemingly.’


‘Twas that night we was beaten off the deck of République, tryin’ to cut her out’, Lawless said quickly. ‘I was chucked into the water with a bloody head, an’ me no swimmer. Mr Fitton dove in an’ got me into the boat – I wouldn’t be here else.’


Mr Fitton sipped cocoa and set down his mug. ‘What Mr Lawless hasn’t told you’, he said, ‘is that five days earlier he had saved my own life. It was a successful cutting-out that time – armed brig Papillon. The French lieutenant had disarmed me and his point was at my midriff when Mr Lawless cut him down.’


‘A very fair quid pro quo, indeed, indeed’, commented Mr Eames, smoothing the sparse hairs across his pallid skull; the captain’s clerk, a Welshman, was clad in coat and breeches of rusty black. ‘There’s romance in it, as in the epics of the old bards. You have seen much action, then?’


‘A little’, Mr Fitton said briefly; he turned to Lawless. ‘Mr Trignac is in your watch, I believe, the French midshipman. What do you make of him? In strict confidence’, he added.


Lawless fingered his chin, considering. He was a tall man, gaunt of face and figure, with a close mop of curling black hair and exceedingly blue eyes.


‘A rum cove for a young gentleman, is Mr Trignac’, he said. ‘Maybe it’s because he’s French, but there’s ne’er a smile on that long face of his, not ever. He was in the French king’s navy, sir, wasn’t he?’


‘So I am told.’


‘Well, he’s no seaman – never been to sea afore, I’ll wager. But he’s a trier, I’ll say that. See him goin’ aloft, unhandy as he is, his face is grim-like, never changes even when the other young gentlemen bait him.’ Lawless finished his mug of cocoa. ‘I seen it change once, though. Takin’ in sail this forenoon he was slow latchin’ on to the ratlines, kind of stuck, he seemed. I fetched him a bit of a tap with my starter, same as I would any other midshipman if he played laggard. He turned his head an’ give me a proper glare – Christ, I thought for a jiffy he was goin’ to hit me, and I reckon he thought so too. He was up them ratlines next moment, though.’


‘They’m proud as Pontius Pilate, they Frenchies’, opined the carpenter.


‘But it was small wonder, indeed’, Mr Eames declared. ‘You had struck a nobleman, an aristocrat, Mr Lawless.’


Lawless chuckled. ‘An’ me a son of the people, eh? Ah, I’d heard something of that. A vicomte, is he?’


‘Mr Trignac comes of one of the oldest families of France’, Eames said solemnly. ‘He is the Vicomte de Trignac, and before the start of the Terror, as they call it, his father was lord of a vast estate in Britanny. It’s to avenge his father’s death by the guillotine that Mr Trignac’s taken service with us.’


‘You know a deal about mun, seemingly’, observed Burman.


‘Captain Marshall is – fond of talking’, said the captain’s clerk with a faint grin.


Lawless looked at Mr Fitton. ‘Does it mean we’re to treat him gentle-like, sir? If that’s it there’d better be a word to Mr Crump –’


‘Nothing of the kind’, Mr Fitton cut in firmly. ‘Mr Ratcliff s said he’s to be treated like any of the other mids. But if there’s trouble – like the incident you told us of just now – I’d be glad to hear of it before it’s reported to the first lieutenant. In a way,’ he added, ‘I’m responsible to him for Trignac’s behaviour.’


He was considering this responsibility some hours later, on deck in the afternoon watch. Fortitude had taken her departure from the Start at six bells of the forenoon watch and the Lizard was twenty miles beyond the horizon astern. West-sou’-west was now the convoy’s course but the wind had veered westerly; they were unable to hold it and were making long reaches, the bulky Indiamen sagging away to leeward at every opportunity as usual. Captain Marshall’s frequent comments on their seamanship were audible as far as the rail amidships where Mr Fitton was standing.


It was not his business, he told himself, to watch over Midshipman Trignac like a tutor with an earl’s son in tow. Far better for Trignac to learn his duties from his messmates in the midshipmen’s berth. Creswell and Holt and Codling were not bad-hearted youngsters and they’d help him shed his ignorance, though no doubt they’d make fun of him at the same time; and any hint that Trignac was to be treated differently from themselves would undoubtedly set them against him. Though he found the young Frenchman unlikeable Mr Fitton could feel some sympathy for him, a foreigner suddenly surrounded (albeit by his own volition) with the arbitrary disciplines and strange customs of a British man-of-war. The French navy of the late King Louis’s régime, he reflected, must have been a very different kettle of fish with its hierarchy based on blue-blooded lineage. Trignac was young – not more than eighteen, he thought – and the task in front of him was a hard one, hard enough certainly to warrant the ‘grim-like’ countenance Lawless had observed. The youngster was resolute, evidently; resolute, it appeared, to seek vengeance on his perverted countrymen for their brutal killing of his father. No doubt he had visions of confronting a host of fanatical Jacobins and –


‘Deck, there!’ hailed the masthead look-out. ‘Sail – broad on the stabb’d beam, sir!’


On Fortitude’s present course the starboard beam meant north-west, on the farther side of the convoy ships. The hail brought its usual bustle on deck, the seamen of the watch crowding to the rail to stare though they knew there would be nothing to see as yet. Captain Marshall’s shout sent the third lieutenant aloft with his glass and Mr Fitton moved aft in the hope of hearing his report. In the event it was relayed (as he might have expected) by the captain. Arbuthnot, who was over-fat, came hurrying back down the shrouds and up to the quarterdeck panting like a pair of bellows. His message was undistinguishable but Captain Marshall obligingly repeated it.


‘Chasse-marée, three masts?’ he trumpeted. ‘By God, it’s that damned feller Dorimond!’
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There was reason for Captain Marshall’s certainty. The chasse-marée rig with its huge lugsails was common enough off the French coast from Ushant to Boulogne, but the vessels – big shallow-draught craft, roomy and exceptionally fast – normally had two masts or sometimes one. Captain Dorimond’s Demouelle, well-known from her raids on the English south coast shipping, had been built as a privateer of three masts and eight guns and carried a crew of fifty men. In a ship-to-ship fight she was no match at all for Fortitude, who carried twenty-six 24-pounders on her main deck and fourteen 18-pounders on her upper deck besides the four 12-pounders mounted on the quarterdeck. No doubt she could ‘sail circles’ round Fortitude, as Captain Marshall had averred, but fast sailing and speed of manoeuvre alone were no use in attacking an escorted convoy. The privateer had to sheer alongside, grapple, and board in order to take her prize, and while she was doing that there was ample time for an escort vessel much slower than Fortitude to come up with her and pound her into splinters.


These considerations flashed through Mr Fitton’s mind while he was running for’ard amid a babel of noise. The squeal of the bosun’s pipe had brought up all hands and he dodged his way through the crowds of men dashing to their stations. Ratcliff s powerful voice rang across the tumult in a string of orders, sending the seamen streaming up the shrouds of fore and main and mizen to make sail. Mr Crump and his assistants harried the laggards with yells and thwacks from their starters. Topgallants and royals blossomed on Fortitude’s topmasts and she heeled far over to starboard as she turned across the wind to head for the convoy. The last ‘Tally and belay!’ heralded comparative quiet on deck and Mr Fitton, finishing with his foresheets, could find time to look outboard.


The sky of late afternoon had clouded over with the change of wind and only a narrow strip of blue remained in the far north. He looked across half-a-mile of grey-green water flecked with white to the three Indiamen, big brown hulls each under its triple tower of canvas. They were in a straggling line-ahead but the rearmost ship was far astern of the other two, and beyond this gap he could see the sea horizon and on it a small dark upright streak – the chasse-marée. If she intended to attack, the straggler was the one she would go for. But he couldn’t believe that she would attack. Only a fool would do that with Fortitude about to close the convoy, and Dorimond, by all accounts, was no fool.


The last of the men from aloft were jumping down from the shrouds. He felt a touch on his arm and turned to find Midshipman Trignac at his side – a transfigured Midshipman Trignac. His long thin face was smiling, his grey eyes sparkling and the arched eyebrows above them hoisted in a look of excited anticipation.


‘Sir!’ said Trignac. ‘We go to fight, is it not?’


‘Nous allons parler français’, returned Mr Fitton severely, recovering from his astonishment. ‘If you ask my opinion, Mr Trignac, there’ll be no fighting this time. In any case –’


He was about to add that Captain Dorimond was probably less concerned with the subduing of aristocrats than with the increasing of his own fortune, but he was cut short by the first lieutenant’s shout which was followed instantly by the rafale of the marine’s drum.


‘Action stations, Mr Trignac’, he snapped. ‘Main deck – down you go.’


His own post in action was in charge of the 12-pounders, and he ran aft through the throngs of men surging to their quarters and leaped up to the quarterdeck. In a few minutes Fortitude’s quarterdeck was crowded, with only a few square feet for Captain Marshall and Mr Ratcliff to stand at the weather rail. There were the 12-pounder gun crews waiting to load and run out, the master, Holt the signal midshipman, half-a-dozen red-coated marines with their muskets ranked at the lee side; Fortitude carried only twelve marines and a sergeant, and the rest were mustered amidships ready to climb to the maintop. The ship was heading to pass astern of the Indiaman second in line, whose hull blocked for the moment any view of the chasse-marée. They drew across the massive ornately gilded stern a cable-length clear, and Mr Fitton could see men running back and forth on her poop. Someone shouted, but the wind carried the words away. Then they were past and there was the chasse-marée a bare three miles away on the beam.


‘She’s come up fast, sir’, remarked the first lieutenant.


‘And holding straight on’, said Captain Marshall. ‘The damned impudent dog!’


‘Bath City’s signalling, sir’, said Holt, his glass to his eye; Bath City was the leading Indiaman. ‘Can’t make out what –’


‘Pox on Bath City!’ the captain exploded. ‘I’ve enough to do without answering her vapourings. Look at that damned Frenchman heading straight for us – what the devil does he think he’s about?’


Mr Fitton glanced down at the upper deck. The men motionless at their guns, at each gun the water-bucket with the slow-match smoking on its rim; Arbuthnot and Codling standing behind their divisions; the marine sergeant and his men stiff as ramrods. Down on the maindeck Chalmers, with Creswell and Trignac, would be ready behind their own guns. In the magazine, below decks amidships, the gunner was waiting among his open powder-kegs, his fearnought screens spread. Aboard the Indiamen there would be hasty preparations to resist attack. Whatever Captain Dorimond (if it was Dorimond) was about, he had already given a great deal of trouble to four ships and a thousand men.


‘Larboard two points’, growled Marshall to the quartermaster. ‘Head her for that bugger.’


‘Sheets and braces, there!’ shouted Ratcliff, and the sail-handlers darted from their gun-crews to trim the sails as she came round.


Now she was close-hauled again, the wind broad on her larboard bow and her bowsprit pointing straight at the chasse-marée. The privateer was running with the wind over her quarter, and the tacks of her three tall brown lugsails were well out to leeward. She was near enough for Mr Fitton to see the bow wave at her forefoot and the big tricolor flag at the peak of her mizen yard, and with both vessels approaching each other at a combined speed of something like sixteen knots the gap was closing fast.


Load and run out, Mr Ratciff, barked the captain.


The first lieutenant’s yell echoing the order was almost drowned in the hollow thunder of the trucks as the quarterdeck 12-pounders trundled in to receive ball and charge and were hauled up again to the open gunports. When Mr Fitton turned from supervising this operation, Demoiselle – there was little doubt that it was she – was hardly more than a mile away and still coming on.


‘By God, I’ll teach him manners!’ Captain Marshall vociferated. ‘Starboard, quartermaster – hard over.’


‘She’s scarce in range yet, sir’, Ratcliff said.


The captain disregarded him. ‘Mr Chalmers! Larboard broadside – fire when your guns bear.’


Chalmers lifted his hat in reply and a moment later, Fortitude having come round with her flank fronting the privateer, the thirteen 24-pounders of her broadside flashed and roared in rapid succession. The wind over the ship’s stern kept the quarterdeck free from the billowing clouds of powder-smoke and Mr Fitton could clearly see the white splashes of the shot; a quarter-mile short of Demoiselle, he estimated. And still she came on. The men at the guns worked like madmen to reload and run out again but in the two-and-a-half minutes that it took them the privateer had reached the area where the shot had fallen, brought her booms across in a flash, and gone flying away north-easterly. The skilful handling, the speed with which she drew away out of range, elicited Mr Fitton’s admiring approval but not Captain Marshall’s.


‘Making for that bloody straggler, the bastard!’ he shouted, positively skipping with rage. ‘Starboard helm – meet her, blast you! Steady!’


Mr Fitton was fully convinced that the privateer had no designs on the rearmost Indiaman and his conviction was strengthened a few minutes later. Demoiselle was now heading in the opposite direction to that of the convoy, sailing a wide arc half-a-league from the Indiamen, and Fortitude was on a course to intercept her. He had no doubt that the privateer was the faster of the two vessels by two or three knots, but now she seemed to be moving more slowly; either she was spilling her wind, he thought, or she’d streamed some sort of sea-anchor astern. Fortitude was well headed. In a very short time she had brought Demoiselle less than a mile ahead and about to cross her bows. Captain Marshall was obviously on the point of ordering the helm over and trying his broadside again when the chasse-marée seemed to shake her sails and surge forward. Graceful as a swallow, she drew rapidly away, far clear of the last Indiaman, the brown sails dwindling on her eastward course towards the French coast ninety miles away. And as she went the tricolor at her peak dipped once, twice, and thrice, in ironical salute.


‘The goddamned insolent –’ the captain choked and mastered his rage with an effort. ‘Mr Ratcliff,’ he went on between his teeth, ‘I’ll thank you to clear away and stand down.’


The drawing of charges and shot, the restoration of struck-down bulkheads and the stowage of materials and ammunition, was a long job, and Fortitude had almost regained her position to windward of the convoy by the time it was finished. Mr Fitton, his own duties completed, was moving towards the companion-way when Trignac came up the ladder from the maindeck and confronted him. His face wore a puzzled scowl.


‘Qu’est-ce que – he checked himself and began again. ‘What has happened? Up here the guns fire, down there not.’


‘The French privateer played a game with us’, said Mr Fitton. ‘Our guns didn’t hit him and he sheered off.’


‘Where then is he now, the fripon?’ demanded Trignac, glaring wildly from larboard to starboard across the darkening sea.


‘On his way back to France, I should say. He was heading –’


‘Sacré nom! He is let to escape?’ Trignac’s voice rose to a screech. ‘Pardieu! It is – it is lâche! The Captain Marshall knows not his duty! He should –’


‘Tais-toi!’ hissed Mr Fitton, jabbing his elbow into the midshipman’s ribs.


The first lieutenant was walking for’ard along the deck some yards from them. He directed a hard stare at the two by the companion-way but walked on without saying anything.


‘If he’d heard you say that’, began Mr Fitton in an undertone, and got no further.


With a final glare at him, Trignac turned and bolted down the companion-way. That glare made Mr Fitton raise his brows, for it came from eyes glittering with tears. He was frowning as he went below; the lad was obsessed. Unless he got his hands on one of his revolutionary countrymen pretty soon he’d have an apoplexy, thought Mr Fitton.
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