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AUTHOR’S NOTE





It may add to the reader’s interest to know that these exploits of Mr Fitton and his companions actually took place. They are here expanded from the records in The Naval and Military Gazette of 1853, O’ Byrne’s Naval Biography, and the Log and Muster Books of H.M.S. Abergavenny. 

















[image: ]




















ONE


H.M.S. Abergavenny





“It’s the pox,” said the third lieutenant, stooping under the deck-beams as he entered the wardroom.


“You’ll please to shut that God-damned door, Mr Smith,” snarled Pemberton, the first lieutenant. “No need to bellow the news to the lower deck.”


“I’ll lay you three to one in guineas the lower deck knew it before Smith came on board,” said Bell the surgeon without looking up from his nails, which he was trimming with a scalpel.


Lieutenant Smith shut the door and tossed sword and cocked hat on the table. He was a fairhaired youth with a somewhat foppish air, and his shoregoing clothes—blue coat with white lapels and cuffs, white breeches and silk stockings—were clean and faultlessly fitting.


“So poor Knipe’s detained in the Kingston hospital,” he said, tugging at his neckcloth, “and sooner him than me. It’s devilish hot ashore.”


The Reverend Thomas Fringham laid aside the book he was dozing over and set his stubby fingers together.


“I pray, gentlemen,” he boomed impressively, “that this may be a lesson and a warning to such others as may be granted leave ashore in Kingston. Mr Knipe indulged in fleshly sin, and the wages of sin—”


“Is the pox,” Smith cut in flippantly. “Save it up for Sunday, Tommy, there’s a good soul. I want to get cool again.”


He sat down on one of the seachests that were ranged along the bulkheads of the big cabin and let the faint draught from the open port above him play on his glistening face. H.M.S. Abergavenny, flagship of the much-reduced West Indies squadron, was lying a mile offshore in Kingston Harbour midway between Kingston and Port Royal, as much to obtain the tempering coolness of the Seabreeze as to escape the breath of the yellow fever that ravaged Jamaica, and though shore leave was rare for her officers and almost non-existent for her crew the wardroom did not envy Mr Smith his recent trip ashore. That trip had been an official one, to ascertain the state of the unfortunate Mr Knipe, Acting-Lieutenant, whose shore leave had included a visit to a strictly-forbidden quarter of Kingston with consequences not unexpected.


Mr Knipe’s unwise indulgence might deserve the censure of the flagship’s chaplain, but it was hardly to be wondered at in the circumstances. For nearly two years Abergavenny had been lying at moorings. A teak-built two-decker of 54 guns, she had been commissioned especially to be a flagship on this station, a mere Admiralty office afloat, the reporting base for the handful of frigates and brigs whose duty it was to protect the Jamaica convoys from French and Spanish privateers. Even as an office she was singularly inactive, for the Commodore preferred to reside in the house of a wealthy planter ashore, and transacted a great deal of his business from there. It was galling for the sea-officers of Abergavenny to be held to a peace-time routine in a ship that never put to sea, during the years when distant Europe lay under the fast-growing shadow of Revolutionary France and Nelson’s great victory of the Nile had shown that the British Navy was the sole check to French ambition of world domination. But it was natural that use and monotony should heal the sore. A lavish wardroom table, comfortable cots, and a broad flush deck for promenade and conversation had obvious advantages over conditions in the privateer-hunting frigates; and though it was the custom for everyone in the flagship’s wardroom to profess envy of the frigate officers, there was now, in January of the year 1799, not one of them who would have welcomed an exchange. Mr Knipe of lamentable fate had been perhaps the likeliest to opt for a more active service, and indeed his defection had left a gap in a certain project initiated—in a moment of acute ennui—by the whole wardroom in concert.


The surgeon was the first to realize the hiatus.


“Hell and damnation!” he exclaimed, his scalpel poised above a half-trimmed thumbnail. “This puts Knipe out of the running for command of the tender. Volunteer wanted—eh, Mr Pemberton?”


“Aye.” The first lieutenant scowled and chewed his lip. “Better go into committee.” He raised his rasping voice. “Wardroom! I call a meeting. Poulden—Anderson—Pearson! Round the table here, and look lively.”


The brilliant light of the afternoon sun coming through the open ports, tremulous with watery reflections, deepened the shadows in the corners of the wardroom. From these retreats two figures emerged at Pemberton’s order, each of them as he came carefully folding and placing in his pocket the letter he had been reading for the fourth or fifth time. The frigate Thetis had dropped anchor in Kingston Harbour at noon of the previous day, bringing from England the first mails for four months.


“Mister Pearson, if you please, Mr Pemberton,” growled the older of the two as he seated himself. “And Mister Poulden has the watch-on-deck.”


This would normally have been the cue for a nagging-match between the irascible first lieutenant and the burly Pearson, whose rank of master made him second in wardroom seniority to Pemberton. This time Pemberton let the opportunity pass with no more than a snarl and turned a sardonic eye on the younger man.


“At least we have Mister Anderson with us,” he said jeeringly. “Pray forgive me, sir, for interrupting your reading. A missive, no doubt, from his lordship your godfather?”


Anderson the fourth lieutenant, a frail-looking youngster of seventeen, gulped and blushed by way of reply. He owed his commission to a nobleman whose influence at the Admiralty was irresistible.


“That’s six out of nine,” Pemberton said, looking round the table. “Knipe’s out, Poulden’s second lieutenant and Captain Vansittart’s pet—he won’t be let go—and the ninth’s Desberry. Where’s he?”


“Drunk in his cabin as usual,” said Bell. “Anyway, a captain of Marines is a non-starter for our little race.”


“Very well, then. I want a volunteer from among those round this table.”


Pearson snorted contempt. “By your leave, Mr Pemberton,” he said punctiliously, “that’s nonsense. There’s yourself and myself who can’t leave the ship, there’s the surgeon and the chaplain likewise—so the choice is between Mr Anderson and Mr Smith.”


“In that case there’s no choice,” snapped Pemberton. “If any man here can see Anderson commanding a boatload of thirty seamen on a month’s cruise he’s a bigger fool than Anderson.”


The fourth lieutenant looked as if he was about to hide his red face and trembling lips under the table; but no one was looking at him. All eyes were on Mr Smith, who had left his seachest to sit beside the chaplain at the table. The third lieutenant gazed round him with dropped jaw and goggling eyes. Then he closed his mouth with a snap.


“I’ve a motion to propose,” he said. “As a shareholder I’m entitled. I move that we dissolve the Fund, sell the launch, and go snacks with the proceeds.”


There was a chorus of disapproval, led by the Reverend Mr Fringham.


“Woe, woe to the faithless shepherd who deserts the flock! Woe—”


“I’ve ten guineas in the venture,” interrupted Bell. “You’re a cullion, Smith.”


“You’re a volunteer, Smith,” Pemberton amended grimly. “And you’ll make it so, d’ye hear—or I’ll know the reason why.”


“W-w-why?” stammered Smith, manifestly cudgelling his brains for excuses. “Well, damme—you all know I had the fever last year. It’s in my bones still. A week in an open boat would kill me. And how the devil am I to find my way round the Caribbean? I’ve forgot what navigation I ever knew. I tell you—”


He stopped abruptly. Through the open ports there came the thud and clatter of boated oars, and a gruff word of command. Smith’s hunted expression gave place to a grin of triumph.


“That’s our man!” he exclaimed.


“What man?” demanded the first lieutenant irritably.


“The man for our job. That’ll be him coming aboard—Thetis’s cutter. Our new shipmate, gentleman, and an acting-lieutenant like Knipe.”


“A newcomer?” said the chaplain doubtfully. “To command our venture?”


“Listen.” Smith ticked off points on his fingers. “He’s been in the service nigh on twenty years. He was Keppel’s aide at the relief of Gib. He was out here in the Stork sloop—in these very waters—two years ago. He’s a better man for the job than Knipe.”


“Twenty years’ service, and acting-lieutenant still,” ruminated the master. “That might mean—”


“It means he hasn’t a noble godfather, that’s all,” said Pemberton with a sneer at Anderson. “Smith’s right. He’ll do. I’ll speak to the captain.”


“Aren’t you forgetting the Commodore’s condition?” Pearson objected. “All officers and men on this service to be volunteers. If he chooses to decline he can do so.”


“I’m well aware of it, thank you.” Pemberton bared yellow teeth in a grin at Smith. “In that event the third lieutenant will volunteer.”


Smith shrugged his shoulders. Only he knew how much money he owed Pemberton.


“There’ll be no need,” he said with a confidence he was far from feeling. “Leave him to me, gentlemen. We allow him—allow, you understand—to take a ten-guinea share in the Fund.”


“You’ll work that trick more easily after supper,” Bell interposed.


“Just so” nodded the chaplain, “with a bottle of the madeira to oil the works.”


“I’d so intended. He should be ripe for volunteering after a gill or two of the madeira.”


“He’d better be,” growled Pemberton.


On that the meeting broke up. The slow-witted Anderson, always a cable’s-length behind everyone else, whispered a timid question to the third lieutenant.


“Name?” said Smith. “Why, damme, you heard it read in orders a month ago. It’s Fitton. Michael Fitton, acting-lieutenant.”
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“Michael Fitton, Acting-Lieutenant, sir,” said the square man standing stiffly in front of Captain Vansittart.


Square, thought the captain, who was tall and stringy with silver hair as beautifully curled as a wig, was the word for everything about this fellow. Square shoulders, face, head. Dull sort of face, no expression at all. Something odd about the eyes, almost call ’em green. Half-closed as if the fellow was dreaming or composing poetry. But no shiftiness, no dodging aside from his appraising stare. The captain blinked and shifted uncomfortably in his chair; he had the impression that the square fellow knew exactly what he was thinking.


“You’re welcome abroad Abergavenny, Mr Fitton,” he said with brisk affability. “The first lieutenant will have you on his watch-bill and your duties will commence at once.”


“Yes, sir,” responded Mr Fitton; his deep voice went with that broad chest of his.


Post-captains, he was thinking, were a very diverse sort of men, ranging from autocratic brutes through genuine heroes to old women. This one inclined rather to the old-woman end of the scale.


Captain Vansittart cleared his throat. “Ah—h’rmm. I—ah—am aware of your record, Mr Fitton. Captain Keppel was a friend of mine. You’ll find little opportunity here to be as active as you seem to have been.”


“No, sir,” said Mr Fitton as he paused.


“Tedium, rather than French arrogance, is our enemy,” continued the captain, getting into his stride. “Strict attention to duty, regular drills, a ship kept neat and spotless—these are our weapons against that enemy. Shore leave,” he added with apparent inconsequence, “is granted only at long intervals.”


“Yes, sir,” said Mr Fitton.


“The tedium, or lack of the action we would all prefer, tends to encourage undue licence on these occasions.” Captain Vansittart stared hard at the acting-lieutenant. “The brothels of Kingston, Mr Fitton, are more dangerous than any sea-fight. Bear it in mind. Ah—ah—you will of course retain your present rank and privileges on board Abergavenny. Your substantive rank remains that of master’s mate.” He raised his voice. “Sentry! Pass the word for the duty midshipman.”


The Marine outside the cabin door was heard bellowing for the duty midshipman. The captain, about to dismiss his junior, was struck by a sudden thought.


“I spoke just now of the—ah—dangers of Kingston. One of my officers, a young man of your own rank, has recently succumbed to those dangers, thus losing his opportunity of playing a leading part in a venture for which my permission has been given. You will learn from the wardroom the nature of this venture. I think I may say that it demands both courage and experience. Curiously enough, the circumstances make it impossible for me to order any officer or man on this service—”


“I’ll volunteer, sir,” said Michael Fitton, so quickly that Captain Vansittart jumped in his chair.


“Very well.” The captain concealed his mild surprise at this leap in the dark. “You may tell Mr Pemberton from me that you are to take Mr Knipe’s place.—Mr Jeffrey, conduct Mr Fitton to the wardroom,” he added to the midshipman who had appeared in the doorway.


Mr Fitton took a step backward, bowed stiffly, wheeled, and followed his guide.


Since the Abergavenny’s quarterdeck was flush with her upper deck, emergence from the captain’s cabin to the open air was by way of a ladder. Mr Fitton climbed its steep and narrow treads with a singular lightness and balance, using both hands to adjust his cocked hat athwartships on his head as he did so; his somewhat unwieldy body was evidently more athletic than it looked. On deck (a deck as spotless as Captain Vansittart could wish) he drew in a breath of the spicy Jamaican air. It tasted better than it had done five minutes ago. Kingston’s white houses a mile away across the pearly shimmer of the Harbour, with the humped shapes of the Blue Mountains lifting beyond, were on Abergavenny’s starboard beam and the long sandspit with Port Royal’s warehouses and fortifications to larboard; these familiar Jamaican prospects, repulsive to Mr Fitton’s eye yesterday, now looked quite attractive. He smiled inwardly, aware that it was Captain Vansittart’s unexpected offer of a ‘venture’, implying action to come, that had wrought the change. So much, it seemed, a man’s judgement of appearances could be influenced by things that had nothing to do with those appearances. His philosophical mind made a note of it—also of the fact that he had rashly volunteered for the ‘venture’ without knowing what it was. In every affair consider what precedes and what follows, and then undertake it. The excellent advice of Epictotus, whose philosophy Mr Fitton greatly admired and sought to follow, had been sadly ignored in this.


The black shadow of the mainmast lying immobile across the deck seemed to underline Abergavenny’s long disuse as a seagoing craft. The acting-lieutenant, following his guide towards the main hatch just for’ard of the mainmast, noted the little groups of seamen lying or squatting on the fore-deck in such patches of shadow as they could find—noted, too, the listlessness of their attitudes and the querulous murmur of conversation. With tedium their only enemy, the flagship’s crew would sacrcely be happy men.


“Have many hands run lately?” he demanded.


The midshipman, a heavy-faced youth, answered without turning his head.


“One since Christmas.”


Mr Fitton was not unused to lack of respect from his juniors; though he was twice this lad’s age he was only his equal in substantive rank. Desertion, he reflected, must be even more difficult than usual from a ship moored more or less permanently a mile offshore, for few seamen could swim that distance and in any case the sharks would take a swimmer before he reached the shallows. Mutiny was an impossibility aboard a ship in Kingston Harbour, under the guns of Fort Augusta and Fort Charles. In Mr Fitton’s experience a British seaman deprived for any length of time of his chance of fighting invariably found an outlet in mutiny or desertion or some equivalent mischief; deprived of any outlet at all, as were Abergavenny’s men, he must either have lost all spirit or be as dangerous as a barrel of powder with a slow-match glowing alongside it.


The midshipman led him down the ladder of the main hatch and having pushed open a door mumbled something inarticulate and left him. Mr Fitton tucked his hat under his arm and entered the wardroom, resigned to the cool reception usually accorded when the newcomer was merely a ‘past lieutenant’, a midshipman who had qualified for a commission but had not yet been granted one. He was consequently a trifle surprised to be welcomed with courtesy, if not with warmth, by Mr Smith the third lieutenant and by him made known to the other five officers present. Service in eight different ships of the Royal Navy had given the acting-lieutenant some basis for assessing his superior officers at sight and he was not greatly impressed by the occupants of Abergavenny’s wardroom. He had seen Pemberton’s brusqueness before, a mask to cover uncertainty of self; the foppish Smith and the obviously incompetent Anderson were common enough types in a Navy whose officers too often obtained their commissions through influence; the chaplain’s inane smile and the surgeon’s slovenly dress suggested that they too were types of their kind. Pearson, he thought, might be a very competent master when there was something for him to do, but lacking it he was a pompous ass. It was not to be expected that first-rate officers should be found aboard a ship like Abergavenny, doomed to lie idle at moorings; and it crossed his mind that yet again a malignant fate, by sending him into such company, had reared an obstacle against his struggle for advancement in his career.


Mr Fitton was aware that his own appraisal was being countered by another. He was being examined with more interest than was merited by his humble rank, and it was hardly conceivable that his exploits in Eolus and Fortitude had reached the ears of his new shipmates; they had indeed reached the ears of no one except Captain Keppel’s friends and acquaintances, which was no doubt one of the reasons for the long delay in his promotion. A lesser perspicacity than Mr Fitton’s could have divined that this interest of Abergavenny’s wardroom was connected with the mysterious ‘venture’ to which Captain Vansittart had so promptly introduced him, but the acting-lieutenant resolved that the wardroom should reveal its nature to him before he disclosed his own interest in it.


“We keep normal sea watches, Mr Fitton, by captain’s orders,” Pemberton was saying with unwonted geniality. “You’ll take the morning watch. And we sup at one bell of the last dog-watch. Before then Mr Smith here will have shown you round the ship. Ask him anything you want to know.”


A clatter in the alleyway was followed by a knocking on the wardroom door. Smith opened it.


“Your seachest,” he said to Fitton. “Come on and I’ll show you your quarters.”


Abergavenny’s wardroom was right aft on the deck below the captain’s cabin, and the officers’ cabins were for’ard of it on the same deck. They were mere fenced-off cupboards walled with elm, and the one allotted to Mr Fitton—the smallest—occupied a deck area of six feet by four. When two seamen had deposited his seachest beside the cot and the miniature writing-desk there was just room for him to stand in the cabin.


“We’re devilish cramped in this ship, Mr Fitton,” said Smith as the seamen departed. “More room in a frigate than in a flush-decked 54.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial mumble. “In strict confidence—don’t wish to appear disloyal—it’s a dog’s life on board here. I’d advise any friend of mine to get clear of Abergavenny if the least chance offered.”


He swung round with the air of a man who has said more than he should and walked abruptly away. Mr Fitton closed the cabin door and began methodically to unpack the contents of his seachest.
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There had been Fittons at Gawsworth Hall since Magna Carta until Sir Edward Fitton, Chancellor of Ireland under James the Second, succeeded in bankrupting the family. The manor and estate passed into the hands of the Earls of Harrington and an outlying lodge of the Hall became the Fitton home. By 1780 only two of the family were alive, a widow with an only son, Michael, aged fourteen. It had been Mrs Fitton’s untiring labour (she conceived it a sacred duty) to educate her son as a Fitton of Gawsworth, one who should of right be master of Hall and manor, descendant of warriors whose power had made and unmade kings—a Fitton, moreover, who would by exercising his hereditary gifts of brains and courage restore the family fortunes. The Free Grammar School at Macclesfield, where young Michael’s education in other things began, did much to unconvince him of his right to kick Lord Harrington out of the ancestral Hall; but the implanted view of the Fittons as a warrior family remained. Mrs Fitton and her son were in full agreement that the French war was a sovereign opportunity for a Fitton resurgence and the Navy the means for achieving it.


There was no one to procure favour or good chance of advancement for a penniless Fitton; but the Vicar of Gawsworth had a cousin at the Admiralty in Lord Keppel’s office, and the pulling of this one available string eventually resulted in Michael Fitton’s name appearing on the muster-book of H.M.S. Vestal, 28, captain George Keppel, as ‘Captain’s Servant’. A year later he was duly rated midshipman; at seventeen years old he passed the examination for master’s mate and at twenty satisfied the Navy Office examiners of his fitness for a lieutenant’s commission. At the age of thirty-three Michael Fitton was still substantively rated master’s mate, with pay at fifty shillings a month.


All that was needed for Mr Fitton to be commissioned lieutenant in 1786 (failing the upward push of influence) was his captain’s commendation following commendable behaviour, preferably in action against the enemy. Or, rather all that should have been needed. For such commendation had been forthcoming three, if not four, times during the thirteen years he had been waiting; and this in spite of the fact that none of the many ships he served in took part in any notable action of those years. Like many another youngster thirsting for glory and advancement, he discovered that for one midshipman lucky enough to be at Camperdown or St Vincent there were a hundred engaged in minor sea duties where the chance of glory lay always beyond the dull horizon, and that courage and competence had to find opportunity before they could be noticed. The opportunities had been few and insignificant. Efficient command of boat-landings at Gibraltar under Keppel; prompt handling of dissident seamen at the Nore Mutiny; command of a prize crew bringing a captured felucca to Jamaica in 1797. That he had not been made lieutenant after any one of the subsequent recommendations could only have been due to a succession of evil chances—an Admiralty suspension of further promotions to lieutenancy, a temporary lack of vacancies, or merely an oversight by some clerk in Whitehall—but to young Fitton it had seemed at first as if an impenetrable barrier was raised perpetually between him and his commission. A kinder chance had saved him from becoming embittered or resigned to frustration. Being of a reflective mind and an avid reader, he had come upon Mrs Elizabeth Carter’s translation of Epictetus, and from the Moral Discourses he had drawn a hard and comforting philosophy that had at least some relation to the Stoic. Since he could not make opportunity, his part was to prepare himself continually for any opportunity that should come; he must face frustration as manfully as he would face a single-ship duel. An outward manifestation of this way of thought was the wooden imperturbability with which in these latter years he confronted his world.


It was his mother’s illness in 1796 that impelled him to apply for the appointment of purser to the sloop Stork; there was additional pay and he could send more money home. Her death a year later coincided with the chance of a transfer to the Jamaica station—perhaps the first time in seventeen years that Fortune had noticed the existence of Michael Fitton. The lodge that had been his home had been leased to another tenant and he had no longer any roots in England or relatives left alive. He had seized the chance, resigning the highly uncongenial office of purser and applying for the West Indies transfer, which was granted. Too late for withdrawal came the appointment as Acting-Lieutenant to the flagship Abergavenny, a vessel as unlikely to see action as any ‘stone frigate’ at Portsmouth or Chatham.


Some of this past history had been going through the acting-lieutenant’s mind as he unpacked his seachest in the little cabin. His certificate as master’s mate was among the parcel of papers on top of his things; he had made himself as efficient in navigation as most qualified masters since the date it bore. Here was his mother’s last letter, a little querulous in tone because of Michael’s long delay in restoring the Fitton fortunes. His tarpaulin coat and trousers; the patched and shabby uniform he kept for active service; the boat-cloak; the leather wallet with his money—only fifteen guineas to hand at this moment; the worn calf-bound volume of the Moral Discourses. He paused for a moment with the book in his hand, then let it fall open at random. He read: “Bring on me now, O Jupiter, what difficulty thou wilt, for I have faculties granted me by thee and abilities by which I may acquire honour and ornament to myself.” Mr Fitton permitted himself a brief wry smile. That had been his own prayer for a very long time, and the most philosophical mind would have to admit that the gods had grudged—he caught himself up sharply on that thought, and amended it. The gods had grudged him the sort of difficulties he wished them to bring on him; instead, they had steadily confronted him with the much larger difficulty of having no opportunity for advancement.


He put the book on the desk and began to hang his sea clothing on the hooks above the cot. Doubtless, he reflected, a true Stoic would be content with the “honour and ornament to himself gained by mere patience. But Their Lordships at the Admiralty wouldn’t grant him a commission for being patient, and that commission he had to have as the point of departure for the course he had set himself so long ago—first lieutenant of a frigate, post captain, bold deeds and rich prize-money. Horatio Nelson (Baron Nelson of the Nile now) had been made post captain at twenty-one. The chances of Michael Fitton, still acting-lieutenant at thirty-three, attaining a post-captaincy looked small indeed. The one gleam of hope, a spark that might yet prove to be a will-o’-the-wisp, was this unexpected hint of action given him by Abergavenny’s captain and in some sort confirmed by the wardroom. Mr Fitton vowed to himself that if indeed it was a spark of opportunity he would blow it into flame, if he had to use all the breath in his body to do so.


He finished arranging his few belongings, gave the cot blankets a shake, and went in search of Lieutenant Smith.


He found the third lieutenant on the quarterdeck in talk with Mr Poulden, the second, a pouchy-faced man of middle-age. Introductions were rendered difficult by the uproar of gun-drill amidships, where part of the larboard broadside was being exercised in loading, ramming, and running-out.


“Salutes,” said Smith in Mr Fitton’s ear as they walked for’ard along the starboard side. “That’s all the work Abergavenny’s guns ever get, and it don’t come their way often.”


The roar and rumble of the gun-trucks was somehow comforting to the acting-lieutenant, who had found the flagship unnaturally quiet up to now. He had served for nearly three years in Defiance, 74, and never in port or at sea had there been a stillness approaching that of the Abergavenny when he first came on board her. Yellow Jack, he had been told, had reduced her complement by one-third and it had not been made up, but even so there were more than two hundred men on board whose presence in a healthy ship would have made itself known in a ceaseless hum of talk, spurts of laughter, the occasional loud quarrel swiftly quelled by bosun’s mate or master-at-arms. A silence of stagnation. Smith, perfunctorily showing him round the ship, dwelt only on such aspects of her as might dissatisfy Mr Fitton with the prospect of living on board; a circumstance which increased his hope of being offered the chance of some independent mission by the wardroom. But this absence of spirit, the sense of a ship less than half alive, had already given him a sufficient repugnance.


They descended to the orlop and went for’ard to the store rooms. There were men here, even some activity—the purser checking his list while a dozen hands stacked bread and biscuit in their linen sacks, a party reeving the halyards of the windsail that ventilated the storage of the meat-casks—but the men were listless at their work, their faces sullen and indifferent. By the forehatch ladder they came up into the orange glow of the westering sun and found the boatswain busy on his foredeck, crosslegged in a circle of squatting seamen and giving instruction in the mysteries of Turk’s Heads and Double Matthew Walkers, some hundreds of which ornamental knots (Mr Fitton had noticed) adorned the snow-white ropework of the flagship. The men were dressed uniformly in white duck and like all Abergavenny’s hands were singularly quiet. The boatswain, a tall gaunt man with black beard and thatch of hair, succeeded in looking slightly uncouth despite his neat regulation coat of blue cloth and clean white trousers. At sight of him Mr Fitton halted. The boatswain looked up, met his eye, and got to his feet. Mr Fitton put a finger to his cocked hat and the boatswain gave a tug at a black ringlet above his forehead.


“You know the man?” Smith said as they walked on.


“Yes. Lawless, isn’t it? He was boatswain’s mate in Defiance.”


“Four years ago, that’d be. He was rated boatswain into us eighteen months ago.”


The sun was an enormous red globe floating in the western haze. The thunderous noise of gun-drill had ceased some time ago and the ship was lapped once more in that uncanny silence. A hand trotted past them to the wooden belfry right for’ard and grasped the lanyard of the ship’s bell.


“One bell,” Smith said as the single stroke vibrated across the silence. “Supper. We’d best get below.”
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The unnatural quietness of H.M.S. Abergavenny was not noticeable in her wardroom as supper ended. A babel of talk interspersed with snatches of song rose from the long table, where two Kingston negroes dressed in white had just finished clearing the remains of the meal. An oil-lamp hanging from the deckhead above the table had been lit, for the swift Jamaican dusk had fallen, and the wardroom’s cherished madeira was circulating briskly. A liberal supply of a passable Spanish wine had accompanied the grilled flying-fish, turtle soup, and rare-done beefsteak, but no one except the fourth lieutenant seemed to regard this as a reason for not punishing the madeira hard and fast. Anderson was deathly pale and looked as if he badly wanted to be sick.


It had been an excellent meal. Mr Fitton had contrived to enjoy it in spite of the disparaging comments of the third lieutenant, who was sitting next to him. Smith was at pains to point out the excessive quantity of bones in flying-fish and the toughness of the beef, and had actually expressed a longing for a taste of biscuit and salt pork. Mr Fitton, whose head for wine was notably strong and who had deliberately limited his intake, found it easy to deduce what was going on. They intended to cajole him intoun dertaking some project thoroughly distasteful to the rest of them; since he could not be ordered to undertake it, the project was obviously the service Captain Vansittart had mentioned as being a venture for volunteers. It would take him away from Abergavenny for a considerable period and in conditions of discomfort, so the flagship was to be presented in as unfavourable a light as possible—a presentation rendered more difficult by the parallel scheme to lush him up with good food and wine before broaching the matter to him. Unsubtle, inefficient, and confirming his first impression of his companions. Insulting also, to a Fitton; but he couldn’t expect them to know that. Maintaining that wooden countenance which, long years ago, he had cultivated for the concealment of fiery ambition and bitter frustration, Mr Fitton made courteous reply to Smith’s feeble sallies and the coarser jests of Bell the surgeon on his other side.


“Mr Fitton!” called the first lieutenant from the head of the table. “Permit me, sir—take wine with you.”


“Honoured, sir.”


They raised their glasses to each other and drank. Desberry, the Marine captain, chanted more loudly the ditty he had been mumbling to himself.


“He c-caught the boy tenderly in his arms as he shwoon’d And opened his j-jacket for to shearch for a wound.


O pretty Pol-ly Oliver, my—”


“Pipe down, curse you!” Pemberton snarled at him.


“Never saw a soldier yet that could carry his drink,” said Bell, emptying his glass.


The Reverend Mr Fringham, his scratch-wig awry, shook his big head solemnly. “They that take the sword”, he boomed, “shall perish by the bottle,” and ended with a guffaw at his own wit.


Young Anderson got suddenly to his feet and rushed out through the door, knocking against Desberry on the way. The Marine officer roared a filthy oath after him; then, tearing open the neck of his red tunic with both hands, he placed his arms on the table and his head on his arms and composed himself to slumber. Pemberton rose and came to seat himself in Anderson’s empty chair. His lean irascible face was flushed but he was not drunk.


“It’s wine that sorts the boys from the men,” he said. “We’ve a quorum here—Pearson, Poulden, sheer alongside. And devil take your ‘Misters’ tonight. We’re all friends and gentlemen.”


The second lieutenant and the master shifted their chairs closely to Mr Fitton’s end of the table. Smith refilled Fitton’s glass.


“Fitton’s one of us now,” continued Pemberton, reaching across him for the decanter. “No need to ask if we’re agreed on that. Question is, gentlemen, shall we offer him a share in the Fund?”


There was a chorus of ‘Ayes’. Mr Fitton sipped madeira. His expressionless countenance might have been carved in teak.


“He will need,” bumbled the chaplain, “to pay in the sum often guineas, the same being—”


“The same being held by the Fund’s treasurer, to wit, Thomas Bell,” cut in the surgeon. “Agreeable?” he added, raising an eyebrow at the new shareholder.


“I’m agreeable.”


“But damme, gentlemen, we haven’t told him what the Fund is,” said Smith; he turned to Fitton. “You make a tenth shareholder. Glad to cut you in. There should be fine pickings and not a little glory to be had, though it’s like enough you’re to get all the glory, the way we—”


“Belay that!” Pemberton snapped, glaring at him. “The wine’s in your wits, sir. I’ll explain what’s passed. Lookee now, Fitton. To a man of your sense the situation out here is plain enough. Britain holds Jamaica, Barbados, Antigua. The rest—and that’s ten thousand square miles of islands—is French or Spanish. We’re at war with France and Spain but we’re not fighting the war in the West Indies. All we’re doing in Abergavenny is safeguarding the sugar-and-spice trade for the God-damned merchants in the City of London. The Dons and Frogs haven’t any ships of force in the Caribbean and while this un’s moored in Kingston Harbour Jamaica’s safe. So we can’t move.”


“The frigates can, though.” Smith slopped madeira into his glass. “They get the pickings. The convoys—”


“Will you let me speak, blast you?” snarled the first lieutenant. “The frigates, Fitton—what there are of ’em—have their hands full convoying merchant ships through the Windward Passage and the Mona Passage. Even so, they’re sending in prizes by the dozen. There’s thousands of privateers, pirates, brigs, schooners—every sort of craft—in every bay and harbour of the Caribbean and the Main, waiting to pounce on strays from the convoys. If this ship had an armed tender free to cruise—you see?


“I see,” nodded Mr Fitton equably. “Prize-money. So you gentlemen subscribed and bought one.”


Pemberton, who had paused to drink, choked slightly. “You’re quick,” he said, putting down his glass. “Or did Smith tell you?”


“You mentioned a Fund. I’ve agreed to subscribe. I fancy I’m hearing what else I have to do.”


Pemberton scowled uneasily. “Wait and you’ll learn, sir. Don’t play leapfrog with me. Well—the wardroom officers approached the captain regarding this tender, as no doubt you’ve guessed. Captain Vansittart hummed and ha’d, said none of this ship’s boats could be used for such a purpose, gave permission for the wardroom to purchase a craft and arm her. She was to be manned by volunteers only and victualled from Abergavenny.”


“An unusual arrangement, you may think,” said Poulden; he was older than the first lieutenant and interrupted him when he felt like it. “However, I find nothing against it in Admiralty Regulations and Instructions, and it’s in my knowledge that the Commodore has approved it.”


“We set about buying a craft at once,” Pemberton went on. “Over at Port Royal there’s prizes bought and sold every week. The best we could do with the money we had was a frigate’s launch—a big un—thirty foot overall and cutter rigged. She’s a 1-pounder swivel mounted in the bows, she’s staunch and seaworthy, and she’ll carry thirty men with victuals for a month’s cruise. She’s lying under our stern now and she was to have sailed on Thursday, day after tomorrow.”


“Manned?” inquired Mr Fitton briefly.


“Thirty volunteers standing by, prime seamen all. There was—um—much competition for the command, Fitton. The choice fell on Knipe, acting-lieutenant like yourself. Unfortunately Knipe, like the God-damned fool he is—”


“I’ve heard of Mr Knipe’s misfortune.”


“You have, have you?” Pemberton frowned askance at him. “Well, he’s lost his chance. You call it his misfortune. It’s your good fortune, Fitton. We’re offering the command of the launch to you.”


“Hear!” cried the Reverend Mr Fringham, beaming idiotically.


“Couldn’t be a better choice,” mumbled Pearson.


“Excellent, damme!” cried Smith. “Consider, Fitton—an independent command, that’s what it amounts to. You’ll have opportunity—”


“Pipe down, will you!” Pemberton hadn’t taken his eyes from Fitton’s face, which had not shown any chance of expression at all. “Do you accept, Fitton?”


Mr Fitton sipped his wine with deliberation. His gaze, narrowed but bright, went slowly round the flushed faces of the “shareholders”.


“You do me honour, gentlemen,” he said with no hint of irony. “There are a few questions I’d like to ask. About prize-money, for instance. I take it the purpose of the launch’s cruise will be to take prizes, which will be sold to the augmentation of the Fund?”


“Treasurer’s business to answer that,” said the surgeon. “Purpose as you’ve stated, Fitton. Captain Vansittart takes three-eighths of the prize-money, which is usual. The rest’s split one-quarter to the lower deck and that’s split again, half to the launch’s crew and half to the non-combatant hands. Three-quarters comes to us of the wardroom, but it’s agreed that we divide only half of that equally between us and use the remainder to buy a larger and better-armed vessel for the purposes of the Fund. That clear?”


Mr Fitton perceived that the distinction between combatant and non-combatant hands was not observed in the distribution of the wardroom’s prize-money but he let this pass.


“I’d like further confirmation,” he said, looking at the first lieutenant, “that I am perfectly free to decline this command if I decide to do so.”


He did not miss the quick exchange of anxious glances.


“Perfectly free,” growled Pemberton uneasily.


“Thank you,” said Fitton. “Since you’ll agree that I’m to bear a deal of responsibility if I accept, you’ll expect me to make conditions.”


“Con-conditions!” Pemberton, glaring, got the word out with difficulty. “God damn it—”


“Let’s hear them, Fitton,” said Poulden quickly.


“There are two. First, that I’m freed from duty tomorrow so that I can check my crew, craft and supplies.”


“That’s granted,” said the first lieutenant, looking relieved.


“Second, that James Lawless sails with me as second-in-command.”


There was a general gasp. Even Poulden was frowning angrily.


“The boatswain?” he said severely. “You’re asking too much, Fitton.”


“Quite impossible,” Pemberton agreed, blowing out his cheeks. “The flagship’s boatswain—Captain Vansittart would never allow it.”


“I fancy he would, Mr Pemberton,” Mr Fitton said calmly, “if you represented to him that Lawless is essential to the success of the venture. Consider. Thirty hands away on a month’s cruise, under a junior officer they know nothing of and who knows nothing of them. What would you say are the chances of mutiny and desertion?” He paused to let that sink in. “In any case, I decline to accept the command unless that condition is met, gentlemen.”


There was a half-a-minute of consternation, more interchange of anxious looks, a tendency to stare urgently at the first lieutenant.


“Oh come, Pemberton,” Bell said at last. “You can spin a yarn to get round the captain. Or if you can’t Poulden can.”


Pemberton bit his lip and looked at the second lieutenant, who nodded.


“I’ll see Lawless is appointed,” growled Pemberton. “If he’ll volunteer, that is.”


“Thank you,” said Mr Fitton, calmly as ever. “I fancy Lawless will volunteer. In that case, I accept command of the launch.”


His fellow-subscribers to the Fund were vociferous in their relief. Mr Fitton, too, was secretly relieved; for a moment he had thought he had overbid his hand. The revelation of his modest piece of bluffing, however, had still to come.


“Make it so, then,” Pemberton said, interrupting the chaplain’s proposal of a toast to Fortune. “I’ll obtain the captain’s approval of Fitton’s appointment in the morning.”


“It’s obtained, Mr Pemberton,” said Mr Fitton composedly. “Captain Vansittart asked me to inform you—I regret it slipped my memory. He appointed me to take Mr Knipe’s place.”


“Appointed?” frowned Smith. “But only volunteers are—”


“I told him I’d volunteer,” explained Mr Fitton.


“You—you told him—God damn my eyes!” spluttered the first lieutenant. “So your blasted conditions—”


A roar of laughter from Bell drowned his voice.


“Neatly bubbled, Pemberton—that’s you,” crowed the surgeon. “But see here, man,” he went on quickly, “Fitton’s right. With Lawless in the launch he’s got some chance of success, without him he hasn’t.”


“That’s true, Mr Pemberton,” Pearson chimed in. “We’re all in the Fund, remember, and we want profits. Mr Poulden will agree with me, I’m sure.”


The second lieutenant rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Ye-es. And maybe Lawless has been running the lower deck long enough. Chavey would make a fair acting boatswain.”


Pemberton’s wrath subsided to a mutter. The chaplain seized his opportunity.


“Gentlemen,” said he, rising unsteadily to his feet, “pray charge your glasses. I give you the launch, her commander, her crew—”


“And good hunting to the lot of ’em,” finished Bell.


They all drank to that.






OEBPS/a010_2_online.png





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571310265_cover_epub.jpg
Showell Styles

A Sword for
Mr Fitton






OEBPS/faber_logo_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





